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CHAPTER ONE










ALEX opened her eyes to a blurry white stretch that slowly sharpened into a stucco ceiling high above her head.


For a second she was completely disoriented. Panic lashed through her. Her eyes darted around the room. Modern but comfy wooden furniture: a dresser; a wardrobe; a wicker chair with fluffy blue and white pillows. A bedroom—obviously. And a posh one at that.


Muted morning light was falling in through half-open dove blue curtains. She was lying on top of a queen-size bed beneath creamy duvet covers, the kind they use in pictures of very noble hotels.


Alex’s heart leaped into her throat.


Am I dead?


As if this thought had been the key to some rusty lock, pain rushed her, together with a wild torrent of memories: the kids appearing in the Jester’s Inn; killing those would-be-guardaí; their hasty escape; clashing with Darken at the roadhouse; the car chase; bargaining with the Duke in Gomorrha; that fucking needle punching her neck for her venom; racing through the portal; Blayde and his iron wolves saving them in the Pacified Zone; Darken, burning with need and desire—Darken, all over her body and soul; the morning after, distanced and awkward; the false messenger; a letter from Darken that wasn’t from Darken, leading them into a pretty trap; the burning sense of betrayal at his supposed lack of trust; reanimated corpses and armed men coming for Max and Josy; racing across a grassy meadow; and pain—hot, vicious, searing pain and … Scarface!


Blind hatred flared in Alex’s chest like a jet of flame. Scarface, cutting her up with his little torture stick!


Instinctively her hands flipped down to her stomach, but instead of a gaping belly wound, she only felt smooth skin beneath soft fabric. No hole. No minced intestines. But … how? It had been a death wound. She knew it had.


Slowly, almost hesitantly, Alex raised her hands to her face and stared at the perfect pearly skin around soft, pink nails which hadn’t yet keratinized enough to be anything but a thin, transparent layer over her nail beds. No sign of all the little scars and blemishes she had sustained over the last few years. She didn’t need to touch the nape of her neck to know that the needle wound would be gone as well.


She was perfect. Flawless. Like a newborn. Because, in a way, that’s exactly what she was.


Skin born from skin.


Mother’s mercy and Jester’s grace! Somehow she had molted, renewing herself from the inside out. The question was, how in the Jester’s name had she done it? She had been too weak. Her recollection of the last events might be murky—those thugs had bashed her on the head pretty badly, and the torture and blood loss had done their part—yet she remembered that much. When Scarface had driven that hunting knife into her gut, she had tried to trigger the molting process yet there hadn’t been enough juice left in her to do so. And the kids—


The kids! Alex jolted upright and hissed in pain as the movement sent sharp needles of fire through her entire body. Sweet Jester, she had no clue what had happened to the children after she’d been dragged away. Josy had screamed and … and …


A chill wound around her limbs.


Were they—? Could they be—?


No! Alex forced herself to take a deep, calming breath. No, they had to be okay. Darken would have seen to that. Yes. He had come for them. Only in her case, he had been too late. And yet here she was, good as new, instead of being six feet under where she ought to be, and she had no clue how the hell that had happened. Or wherever here was.


Well, she wouldn’t find out by just lying there.


Slowly and carefully, so as not to damage her virgin skin, Alex pushed herself up into a full sitting position and dangled her legs over the edge of the bed. This small exercise felt as if she’d tried to shove a bulldozer up a mountain slope. For a moment she just sat there, hunched over and dizzy, panting for breath, while she waited for the searing pain in her body to abide.


The blanket slid aside, revealing champagne-colored silk pajamas that were a couple of inches too short at her wrists and ankles. Someone had taken the chance to undress her. Alex felt her cheeks flush with embarrassment. To think that someone had seen her naked when she was so horribly vulnerable …


Oh, come on, sugar! Whoever has undressed you, likely saved your life, too.


When the fiery needles in her skin had finally turned into mere prickles, she let her feet slide to the floor. The cold parquet boards bit into the hyper-sensitive skin of her bare soles.


A pair of velvety slippers had been placed next to the bed. With a shrug, Alex slipped her feet into them.


Draped over the back of a nearby chair hung a plum-colored dressing gown. When Alex reached for it, her eyes fell upon something on the plush seat. She froze. There, neatly folded like a piece of transparent, iridescent clothing, lay her shed skin. Revulsion slithered through her, squeezing her chest and throat. With a shudder, Alex snatched the dressing gown, and quickly averted her eyes, while she threw it around her shoulders. Even the soft fabric felt heavy and rough on her virgin skin and she knew that it would be scrubbed raw in the evening, no matter what kind of clothing she wore today. The first day after molting was always the worst. Still—better than being dead, right?


Belting the robe around her middle, Alex slunk over to the door, looking around on the off-chance she might spot something she could use as a weapon. Not that she actually thought she would need one—after all, if her mysterious host had meant her any harm, he or she could have just let her die. Yet, it never hurt to be prepared. And if nothing else, it would make her feel a little better. Especially now that she wouldn’t have access to her true skin for a while.


Alex grimaced. Despite the burning temptation, she didn’t try to let her true skin rise to the surface. Like her human skin, it would still be in development and utterly useless if it came to a fight.


That’s what made the ordeal of molting twofold for shapers, despite the obvious upsides: it left them completely vulnerable for a couple of days. Not to mention the fact that the first time that she unleashed her teeth and claws, they would rip open the connective membranes that merged her skins, and the pain would be horrific. The last time she had blacked out from the sheer agony. Like it or not, she was quite helpless right now and there was nothing she could do about it.


Alex paused by the door and listened for a moment but silence was all she got for her troubles. Oh well. As quietly as she could, she opened the door and poked her head out.


To her left stretched a hallway with several wooden doors on both sides. A mottled, sea foam green carpet bordered by wallpapers in various shades of pale blue, white, and gray gave her the impression that she was looking out over a windswept open sea. This was reinforced by the twisted lamps made of bubbly glass that broke the light, the arrangements of shells, and the bushels of reeds rising from long floor vases. To complete the picture, gauzy, green-blue curtains billowed at the end of the hallway like gently rippling waves, framing a glass screen through which a huge stone balcony could be seen. And in front of the glass door—


Alex’s heart did a double flip.


Darken was leaning against the wall with his back to her, staring out into the hazy morning.


He must have taken a shower at some point, for his hair and skin were clean and free of blood, and she could smell a hint of his masculine soap—a mixture of cedarwood, herbal spice, and musk. He had changed into a pair of black denim pants and a dark gray sweater that clung to his muscular shoulders and loosened towards his waist.


Apart from that, he looked like a man who hadn’t slept in several days. His shoulders slumped with exhaustion and every inch of his body appeared taut with tension and tiredness. In the window, she caught the reflection of his face. His mouth was pressed into a tight line and dark circles shadowed his eyes. Worry was carving lines into his unduly handsome face.


Worry for her?


An unexpected warmth simmered through her.


Oh, now don’t be ridiculous, sugar! There were a thousand good reasons why he could be worried and her well-being was probably at the very bottom of that long list. First, there were the kids. Anxiety bit at her again, but Alex wrestled it down. If anything dire had happed to Max or Josy, Darken would be tearing this place down, instead of standing there, so deceptively calm. Yes, they were fine. Clearly, they were.


More likely, he was worried about her underbred shaper-ass being in this precious trueborn place. The thought made her chest tighten.


True, Darken hadn’t written that bloody letter, hadn’t ordered them to the “meeting point” at the border—all a well-wrought trap designed to lure her and the kids out of the safety of the Pacified Zone—he hadn’t given that insulting order to keep a watching brief over her filthy spider fingers. Yet that didn’t mean that any of it was less true. She wasn’t an airhead and Darken had acted extremely distanced and odd the morning after their little … fling. Just remembering how easily he had lied about it when the warmth of his skin had barely left her pillow …


Alex bit her lip.


Oh, he had saved her life, too, she was pretty sure of that. There was a blurry recollection of his face, hovering above her, blood-smeared and contorted with deadly rage. Terrifying and glorious.


There were other things, too: flashes of consciousness burning through pain-filled darkness; his arms around her, carrying her away; his voice, husky and soft, telling her—pleading with her—not to leave him. Yet she had no way of telling whether those were real memories or delusions born by her delirious state. Likely the latter. After all, she also remembered him calling her “love,” and that simply couldn’t have been real.


She had to be reasonable about this.


Alex took a deep breath and stepped forward on silent feet.


Like several times before, Darken somehow seemed to sense her approach, or, perhaps, he had seen her movement reflected in the glass of the window.


Alex steeled herself. Reasonable. Be reasonable.


But then he turned and all thoughts of reasonableness fled from her mind.


Their eyes met and she knew she was already lost.
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DARKEN braced himself against the wall of the hallway. Fatigue weighed upon his shoulders like a heavy blanket, dripping weariness into the marrow of his bones.


Outside the sun was rising above the treetops. At first a mere sliver of light, it suddenly blossomed with breathtaking halos of white-gold, pearl, and pale pink, as if a skilled artist was spreading watercolors over the silken paper of the sky. Darken stared out through the window at the spectacular sunrise, oblivious to the beauty unfurling before his eyes.


After anchoring Alex to her flesh and conducting the first stage of the healing, Josepha had fainted from the rapid exertion of magic and the exhaustion of the previous days, which had caused a small riot among the maids. Summoned by their hysteric screams, he had raced up the stairs, heart hammering, prepared for the worst. He found them crowded around the lifeless bodies of his niece and Alex in the sickroom. Most horrible two minutes of his life. Even bringing back the memory meant his chest became so tight, he could barely breathe.


Josepha had woken quickly after and, against the combined outrage of the maids and his own concerns, had immediately thrown herself into completing the healing that she had started.


Too restless to even think about sleep, Darken had prowled the mansion, scaring the servants into hiding, while fighting against the cresting worry that fueled his already volatile temper.


Even after Josy had finally staggered out of the sickroom hours later, pale and swaying on her feet from tiredness, but with a content smile on her hollow face, and had told him that she was confident that Alex was over the worst, he still couldn’t quite bring himself to believe it. He had seen the damage. And while Josepha was without a doubt a very talented young healer apprentice, she had never attempted to heal anything so dire, and she had no experience with shapers at all. She couldn’t know.


So he had returned here—for whatever good it did—keeping watch over the spider from afar, fearing, hoping, and waiting.


The last few hours had given him plenty of time to get clear about some things.


He wanted Alex. Plain and simple.


He wanted her.


When she had nearly died in his arms last night, it had almost driven him out of his mind. The sudden feeling of imminent loss had opened a raging hole inside him as if a vital organ had been ripped from his chest, and the sensation had shaken him to the core of his being. It was a completely irrational feeling; they hadn’t known each other for more than a couple of chaotic, adrenaline-filled days and yet, to imagine the spider gone from this world … gone from his world …


His hands involuntarily clenched into tight fists at his sides. No more derisively risen eyebrows, no more sly winks, no more outraged snarls, or sugar-taunts.


Darken closed his eyes and released his breath slowly.


He wanted her. And not just in a sexual way. The physical attraction was one thing—she was an erotic dream, no man in his right mind would be able to deny that—but that wasn’t even beginning to cover it. The short time they had spent together had felt like a brief reprieve from the bleakness of his life. Being with Alexis Harper was a thrilling dance along the edge of a knife. No pretense, only truth, even if it came with a sharp, painful promise. She had seen the worst of him but instead of running, she had risked her life for him and the children. He had never met a woman like her and he seriously doubted there was one. 


Of course, she would never accept him as a real partner. No use in harboring any illusion there. He was a forfeit and the rules of his caste forbade him to pursue any such venture. He could never be with her in the way that she could be with any other man, could never give her what she truly deserved in a relationship. What he had told Blayde on the balcony of his hotel had been nothing but the truth: he wasn’t good for any kind of woman. And if he was any less selfish he wouldn’t even consider asking her to put up with what little he could offer.


But damn it, he wanted her. He desired her so much that every time he closed his eyes, her face appeared before him, those wicked blue eyes flashing at him from the susceptible dark, daring, taunting, teasing him.


They couldn’t be real partners, but lovers? Yes, that would be possible. If she wanted him. He still wasn’t sure where they stood after the night in Blayde’s hotel, but he knew this: if she accepted him, he would take her in any way she would have him. Even if it was just for a short time.


Something tugged at Darken—a subtle force, almost like a magnetic pull that wrapped around him, demanding his attention.


He followed its call and turned.


The ground shifted beneath him. He blinked, trying to align memory and reality.


She was standing a couple of feet down the hall, wrapped in a violet dressing gown over pale pajamas that were a tad too short for her—they probably belonged to Edalyne, Stephane’s wife—and she looked as perfect as a young winter morning covered in freshly fallen snow, still untouched by the world and its creatures. Breathtaking. Dazzling. So beautiful it almost hurt.


Want!


Magic flared inside Darken’s veins, washing through him with possessive heat, a burning river of feelings from shaking relief to mind-tearing desire that left him breathless and painfully aroused.


He wanted to bridge the distance between them and pull her to him. He wanted to run his hands over her body, just to make sure that she was real, that she was as whole and safe as she appeared to be. He wanted to hold her just for the sake of holding her, to savor the feel of her skin against his skin, to breathe in her feminine scent, both sweet and crazy, and designed to make him lose his head.


He wanted to tell her everything that had gone through his mind when he had held her broken body in his arms. Every secret thought he had turned over and over in the long hours of the night, chipping away at his sanity.


But his throat went tight with emotion and, instead, what he said when he finally found his voice was, “You’re up.”


Alex arched a slim eyebrow at him. “Fair observation, Captain Obvious.”


Darken cursed inwardly. Very articulate, old son. You can do better than that!


When she took another step towards him, she was caught by the sun rays falling through the window behind him, and Darken forgot whatever it was he had wanted to say. He raised a hand, mesmerized.


“Your hair, it’s—” White wasn’t quite accurate. More a pale, silvery shade of blond, like threads of snow touched by the morning sun.


Alex’s hand reached up automatically and a lovely blush colored her pale cheeks, while she curled a silky strand around her finger.


“Yeah, I know. It’s a bit … intense.” She looked to the side. “That’s its natural color. It does get a little darker over time, but I usually dye it a more common shade first. You know,” she waved a hand and shrugged, “sticks out too much.” 


It suited her, Darken decided. It made the blue shade of her eyes that much more intense. When he gazed into them he felt as if he were standing in the middle of a wintry forest, testing the icy surface of a frozen lake. And if he wasn’t careful, he would fall through the ice and slash his neck on the shards. But, ah … what a sweet risk worth taking.


Alex’s hand dropped back to her side. “What happened? I’m afraid my recollection is a bit … fuzzy. Mind filling me in on the details? I do remember the attack.” A soft snarl entered her voice. “And that phony weasel of a courier …”


Oh yes, cold and sharp as ice.


Darken told her in broad strokes what had happened from his perspective. “When I reached you, you had almost bled out.” The memory produced an echo of fear that made his deep voice husky. He swallowed hard and cleared his throat, trying to aim for a neutral tone. Alex was still recovering from death wounds. This was hardly the right time to overwhelm her with his emotional upheaval.


“I brought you back to the border. You—you said you could molt.” And if that hadn’t been possible … No. She was here. She was alive.


“Maxwell teleported us to Helton Manor”—he indicated the hallway and everything beyond—“and Josepha helped you through the molting process.”


Alex’s eyes widened. “Is she alright?”


So the spider knew about the cost of healing? Interesting.


“She is fine,” Darken said, not without a short hesitation, trying to banish the image of Josepha’s rigid, pallid face from his mind.


“She is resting. Although”—he checked his horanium iactari—“considering the hour, she and Maxwell might be indulging in a rich breakfast right now.”


It was almost nine. Great Mother, when had all the time passed?


When he raised his head again, Alex was standing a mere two feet away from him, her eyes fixed on his face.


“You came for me,” she whispered. It sounded more like a question than a statement.


The urge to touch her became almost unbearable but in her eyes, Darken read the same skittish uncertainty he’d seen the morning after they had made love and it made him hesitant. He didn’t want to ruin the silky threads of trust that had built between them. If he scared her away now, he might not get another chance. It took all his will but he managed to keep his hands at his sides.


“Yes,” he said carefully, “I came.”


Her eyes continued to search his face. After a moment the corners of her mouth drooped ever so slightly and he thought he saw a hint of sadness but it was gone before he could say for certain.


She looked away. “The men at the border—what happened to them?”


It seemed an abrupt change of topic.


Darken felt a delicious shiver of liquid fire travel through his veins. All he needed was to recall her mutilated body and there was no hint of regret inside his heart.


“I killed them.”


“All of them?” Alex asked sharply.


“Yes.”


Grim satisfaction filled her eyes. She hooked a pale blond strand behind one ear. “Ah well. Such a pity I don’t feel up to attending their funeral.”


“Oh, there won’t be a funeral,” Darken purred, knowing his eyes were glowing with an unforgiving fire.


Alex stiffened. Frowned. “Why not?”


Darken smiled his cold, brutal smile. A forfeit’s smile. “Because there is not enough left of them to bury.”


He’d expected her to be shocked, maybe even frightened or at least appalled by the dark truth he was revealing about himself with these words. Instead, her lips curved into a sharp, malicious smile that mirrored his own. She leaned forward and sweet venom filled her voice. “Did they suffer?”


“Yes,” he said quietly, “yes, they did.”


“Good.” Her voice was soft. “Very good.”


He’d never seen her so merciless. She’d never looked more beautiful.


Hot, fierce longing burned through him, unfurling in his loins until he thought he would burst from desire.


Mother’s mercy and Jester’s grace, how he wanted this woman!


In his mind, he stepped over and crushed her to him, their lips met in an explosion of fire that expanded between them and consumed them. He let his hands explore her perfect silky skin, every caress sending a pleasant shiver down her limbs. In his head, she was as eager as he was, her touch moon-cool compared to the burning heat inside him.


He wanted her so much it was tearing him apart.


But he had to do this the right way.


Clear fronts. The last thing he wanted was for her to get involved with him out of some sense of obligation—because he had saved her life or because she had accommodated him before. If they were to take this on, it would be because they both wanted to. No pressure and no demands. No need to repay anything. Just two adults making a free, conscious choice. And if she turned him down, he would have to accept it, too, no matter how much it hurt him to see her walk away.


Darken stepped back and took a deep breath. “About the other night—”


The rumble of quick steps on stairs interrupted him. Darken spun toward the staircase with a snarl.


A second later a frizzy head appeared over the banister. The wide brown eyes of one of the younger servants took in the sight of him and Alex. “S-sir?”


“What?” Darken snapped, unable to keep the annoyance out of his voice.


The young man recoiled and almost tumbled back down the stairs. His russet face paled, lips opening and closing as if he were a fish on land.


Darken swore silently and forced his face into a more placid mask, trying to soften his tone. “Yes?”


It took the servant—Karim—a moment to get his voice under control. “A c-call, s-sir. In the private study.” A tiny waver. Then: “It’s your brother.”


And he had to call right now, didn’t he? Could his timing possibly have been any worse?


Darken gritted his teeth. “Tell him, I’ll be there in a minute.”


Karim’s fingers squeezed the front of his white livery shirt, eyes huge. “He—he sounded like it was urgent, s-sir.”


Which was probably putting it mildly. If his brother wasn’t one thing, it was patient.


Darken closed his eyes for a second and let out a breath.


“Alright. I’m coming.”


The relief Karim emanated was almost palpable. He bowed his head and retreated a couple of steps.


With an apology on his lips, Darken turned back to Alex, but when he did, the hallway was empty. No sign of Alex, except for a whiff of her delicious scent still lingering in the air.


The wordless rejection was like a blow to his heart. Darken staggered against the wall and pressed his fists against it, head bowed, feeling hot and raw. She didn’t want him.


The metal scent of blood suddenly perfused the hallway. Bewildered, Darken stared at the blood pooling in his palms, where his nails had cut his skin, numb to the pain that was nothing compared to what he felt inside.


“S-sir?” Karim’s feeble voice was barely audible, quivering with ill-concealed fear. “Your—your brother is still waiting.”


Swallowing the bitter taste of the rejection, Darken arranged his features into the cold, emotionless mask he always wore among the trueborn elite, needing it more than ever. As he straightened up and stepped away from the wall, his face betrayed nothing of the emotions raving inside him.


“I’m on my way.”










CHAPTER TWO










A SOFT breeze ruffled the dove blue curtains, gently swinging them back and forth, and carrying the spicy scents of pine and myrtle.


Alex sat on her bed, with her back against the wooden headboard and her arms wrapped around her knees, the back of her head resting against the smooth wood.


Sweet Jester, just how could I have been such a fool?


She felt so stupid, it almost hurt more than the needle-sharp ache in her entire skin. To assume that Darken could have felt … that he actually could have contemplated …


Squeezing her eyes shut, Alex pressed her forehead against her knees and winced when the movement painfully stretched her tight skin.


What had she been thinking? In the real world, trueborn royals didn’t fall for ill-mannered, loud-mouthed shaper mongrels.


Of course, she knew that she wasn’t his equal. Never would be. But somehow she’d cherished the illusion that he, who because of his caste stood apart from society in ways she understood only too well, would be able to overlook these differences. Somehow she’d thought he wouldn’t care—ignoring all the obvious signs to the contrary. And look where it had gotten her! Hadn’t she sworn to herself she would never let this happen to her again?


Well, Darken had made it pretty clear, that this was a door that would forever remain closed. Just how he had started it: About the other night …


Yes, yes, she knew the speech. In fact, she had delivered it more than a few times herself. Next would be “you’re a nice girl but …” Yeah, well, no thanks, she didn’t need him to spell it out for her.


Oh, he had enjoyed what they had shared—she was pretty sure of that—and if she gave the right signals he would probably take her for another walk on the wild side. She’d seen it in his eyes in the hallway, that same wild, enticing mix of sexual hunger and barely restrained desire that whispered over her sensitive skin in delicious shivers and made her knees go weak.


And yesterday she wouldn’t have hesitated a second to take him up on that offer.


But last night she had almost died and that tended to put things into perspective for you. And now she didn’t want just sex. For once, she wanted more than just a few stolen moments of bliss and a quick blown kiss for goodbye. She wanted more than … She wanted more. Period!


It was true, for a shaper nothing good was ever meant to last, experience had taught her that lesson, but that didn’t change the fact that some hidden sentimental part deep inside her still longed for it with all her bruised, callused little heart. Mitja had been right. She was too young to give up on all of her dreams just yet. She would find a way to some sort of a happy life. Somehow she would. It would just have to be without Darken Dubois-Léclaire.


A polite knock on the door pulled her back into the present. Alex raised her head and gave the door a wary look. There was no way for her to tell who was standing behind it, not without access to her sensory threads. But if it was Darken …


Well, if it was Darken, come to finish off their little “talk,” she would face him with as much dignity as she had left. She had already debased herself enough as it was. The last thing she wanted was to appear whiny or needy. No sir!


Clenching her teeth, Alex pulled herself upright, angrily wiped at her eyes and brushed the tangled mess of her hair out of her face. She would have to face him sooner or later. May as well get it over with now.


Taking a deep breath, she turned to the door. Great Mother, she so wasn’t ready for this. 


“Yes?”


The door silently swung open, revealing a tall, sturdy-looking man in a short black suit jacket with tiny silver buttons over a pristine white shirt, dark gray vest, and matching dressing pants—who definitely wasn’t Darken. He looked to be in his seventies at the very least. His thinning salt-and-pepper hair had been carefully parted and slicked across his balding head. His posture was stately and erect, without any trace of arrogance, projecting the kind of quiet authority people only gain with age.


The old man bowed his head. “Lady.”


Alex stared at him.


“Allow me, Hector Winchestor, milady, butler of the Dubois family.”


She kept staring at him.


He politely cleared his throat. “I believe this—ehm … item—belongs to you?”


He held up a shabby thing of unidentifiable color and shape that couldn’t possibly—


My backpack! The Blind Child’s freaking eyes, it had survived!


“Also, it was brought to my attention that the lady arrived without her wardrobe, so I took the liberty of compiling a selection from the house’s repository.” With a grace that belied his age, the old man stepped forward and put a basket with a stack of perfectly folded clothes onto the floor in front of the bed. It made her realize that the new clothes she’d bought with Josy just the day before had been torn to shreds—again! Seriously, her clothes currently had a shelf life of less than twenty-four hours.


“I do hope that there is something of acceptable size to your liking, but if not, please feel free to ask for whatever you need.” The butler took a step back and interlinked his fingers in front of his chest, looking hesitant. “The usual procedure in case of a guest’s residency would be to clean and air the room and have the maids change the sheets, but … considering your … ehm … particular circumstances, I was resistant to give the order …”


Alex tried not to flinch. Of course. The maids probably didn’t want to go anywhere near the things she’d touched. Might be contagious or something. The old ache gnawed at her soul with its serrated teeth.


“The bathroom should be equipped with all the usual necessities, but … if there are any … special arrangements …” A thoughtful frown furrowed the elder man’s brow and he spread his fingers. “I must admit to a distinct lack of experience when it comes to …” His eyes wandered over to the chair, not quite glancing at her shed skin.


It took Alex a moment to take in the meaning of his words. Her jaw almost dropped to the floor. Sweet Jester, he wasn’t trying to indicate that a dirty shaper wasn’t worth the household's efforts. He was actually trying to be considerate of her needs. Now, that was a first. And it certainly wasn’t something she knew how to deal with.


Say something, already!


“Uhm … thanks, sugar, but that’s fine.” After the first words were out, it became a little easier to speak. “Please, don’t make a fuss on my behalf. I can very well sleep in the same sheets for two nights in a row.” If I stay that long, anyway.


She glanced at her shed skin and grimaced. “You should burn the skin, though. In a day or two, it will be completely hardened out and then it will be almost impossible to destroy.”


The butler nodded gravely. “I’ll advise his lordship accordingly. If there is anything else I can help you with, please, do not hesitate to ask. Otherwise, I will leave the lady to her own devices.” With that the butler started to retreat but, again, paused at the doorway. “I suppose you are hungry, miss?”


Now that he mentioned it … “In fact, I could eat a bloody horse!”


The old man paled visibly. Alex frowned, wondering what she had said that—Oh! Oh no! He wouldn’t actually think that she—?


“Metaphorically speaking, of course,” Alex hastily added. “I don’t usually—I mean, I never—I—” She caught herself and exhaled. “Sorry,” she mumbled and rubbed her forehead. “Guess I’m still a little overwhelmed.”


“There is no need to apologize for anything, milady.” The butler’s smile was surprisingly sincere. “I would be more than happy to escort you to the breakfast hall.” Under his breath, he added: “That is, if the hellspawn has left something over. They attacked the buffet like a pack of starved lion cubs.” He sniffed but Alex thought she detected a deep fondness beneath the criticism. “I could be back in, say, twenty minutes? Will that be sufficient time to dress and get yourself ready?”


Alex’s head was starting to spin a little. “I … yeah, thanks. That would be great.”


“My pleasure, lady.”


“You don’t really have to do that, you know,” Alex muttered before she could stop herself. “I’m not a lady at all.” As far from it as humanly possible.


He just gave her a lenient smile, took another perfect bow, and shut the door behind him. It closed with a soft click.


Alex stared at the closed door for a full minute, and despite everything, she couldn’t help grinning at the ridiculousness of the whole situation. Milady, hah! With a shake of her head, she snatched the basket from the floor and started sorting through the clothes.
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“THIS way, milady, if you please.”


Alex followed the butler—Hector, what he had insisted she call him despite her being a complete stranger—as he ushered her through the depths of the stately country mansion in his polite, attentive manner. She quietly wondered if he’d been assigned as her keeper, so to speak, but even if that was the case, he acted so courteously about it that she found it hard to feel annoyed with him. Plus, she would have gotten lost in no time without him.


As promised, the elderly man had returned to her room precisely twenty minutes after he had left it, so pinpoint exact that it made you think that he’d swallowed a clockwork mechanism. More likely he’d stood in front of the door and waited for the clock to strike the exact second, which was creepier still. She’d just finished brushing her teeth and putting on some clothes—or whatever qualified as such among trueborn noble households.


Alex sourly tugged at the hem of her blouse and grimaced. A quick inspection of her backpack had verified that her spare underwear was still intact enough to be worn, yet the rest of her clothes … not so much. Thus, she’d been forced to choose from the basket “Hector” had brought her. Her hopes of a pair of jeans and sneakers had both quickly died. Frilly, frothy, fringy! Really, what was it that these trueborns had against good ole’ blue jeans? And where the hell had Darken gotten his denims from?


Grudgingly, she’d finally opted for a long, cream-colored tunic blouse over skintight, black suede pants, and simple black flats of a soft material—for the sole reason that it was the least embroidered stuff she could find; an ensemble which made her look completely ridiculous. But then, still better than going out in her pajamas.


They descended a flight of carpeted stairs and entered another wide corridor, their steps echoing softly from the high ceiling. Tall windows to Alex’s left spilled soft golden sunlight into the hallway, painting glowing rectangles onto the wooden parquet floor. The opposite wall was lined with paintings and memora, upon several of which she recognized Max and Josy, always looking as neat as a pin. In one of them, they perched in a window seat in front of a beautifully tended garden: rosebushes dotted with big pink and white blossoms; a blue waterfall of forget-me-nots cascading along a cobbled pathway past bell-shaped purple and white foxgloves on delicate stems, overlooking fiery bursts of marigold. The picture blurred in front of Alex’s eyes and another one took its place, yet instead of cultivated plants there were wildflowers, no less beautiful in their colorful spectacle, and instead of a chocolate-haired girl and boy, it showed three fair heads, two boys in their Sunday best and, between them, a girl with big blue eyes wearing a man’s white shirt and holding a single crimson flower.


Sudden heat flooded Alex’s skin and her throat went so tight it hurt to swallow. Despite this place being a lot more well-tended and noble than her sire’s mansion, in some indiscernible way it reminded her so much of her former home that her heart tightened into a painful knot inside her chest.


Forcing her gaze away, Alex quickly lengthened her stride to keep up with Hector, who had a surprisingly firm gait for a man of his age. Not that she could have matched anyone’s pace right now, able-bodied or no.


The muscles in her legs protested fiercely when she urged them into a faster rhythm, reminding her that this body wasn’t used to any exercise yet. She would have to stretch soon, lest her new skin harden out and become too tight. The first twenty-four hours were crucial. That initial workout would be a bitch, but—no pain, no gain. It was either that or having to live with shortened tendons.


Hector finally halted in front of a partly frosted double swing door that was decorated with wooden inlays. With a bow, he held one side open for her.


Alex entered. Stopped. Stared.


The door led into a huge, lofty winter garden. The whole backside of the room was shaped like an overturned bowl that was entirely built of glass and delicate metal braces, instantly reminding Alex of one of those vintage brass birdcages that often decorated old photographs. Tropical trees’ branches wove together above her head. Collectively, their leaves transformed into natural sun shades, sheltering them from the sun that licked at the shimmering curves of glass and dappled the floor with golden splashes of light. Vines crept up around wooden beams and along thin latticework. Exotic flowers spilled out of pots and gushed from hanging planters: palm fans spreading their wide green leaves, the orange and blue combs of birds-of-paradise showing off their color, and orchids arrogantly raising their pink heads, like the queens they deemed themselves to be, scenting the air with their delicious perfumes.


A stone path idly curved its way around a wooden terrace in the center of the greens, upon which small groups of wicker chairs and tables invited you to take a seat. At the back of the dome, a small indoor fountain was splashing water from piles of artfully arranged rocks into a riverbed that had been carved into the stone floor.


To Alex’s right, stocked against a solid gray brick wall, a sturdy table sagged under the weight of a variety of dishes battling for space on the shiny tabletop: platters of chilled fruit; slabs of some kind of cold roast meat, crusted in a marinade of herbs and spices; crispy slices of bacon beside a bowl of scrambled eggs; fried tomatoes and sausages; an assortment of different rolls in a bread basket; whipped butter; an iced pitcher of freshly pressed orange juice and a steaming coffee pot, complete with sugar, cream, and fresh milk; an entire chocolate cake; and, last but not least, a towering stack of perfect, fluffy golden brown pancakes with a side of maple syrup served in a small glass jug.


Alex’s mouth watered at the mere sight of the food and she could barely stop herself from drooling all over the place.


Mother’s mercy and Jester’s grace! Maybe she had died after all and woken up in paradise.


She only had a mere second to take it all in before—


“ALEX!”


Something tackled her head-on, almost knocking her off her feet. Then, suddenly, Max’s small arms were wrapped around her waist, squeezing her so tightly she could barely breathe.


“You’re awake!”


“Careful there, tiger,” Alex muttered with a grin as she hugged him back, “these legs are still a bit wobbly.”


“I’m so glad you’re finally awake.” Max leaned back a little, beaming up at her with his big, brown puppy dog eyes. “Well, Josy said that you would probably be up around this time, but you know”—he waved a small hand—“she couldn’t really know, you not being a normal patient and all …”


That was one way of putting it.


Max grabbed her hand and tugged her toward the seating area. “Come on. Josy will be so happy to see you.” Underneath a diamond-patterned sweater vest, he was wearing a crisp white shirt with a little blue bow-tie. Alex frowned. If this really was paradise, it sure had a strict dress code.


Slightly dazed, she allowed the kid to lead her through the room and over a narrow footbridge that crossed the stream. With a stab, she noted that he was limping with his left leg. The same leg, which he had injured in the car chase and which Josy had healed in Gomorrha. Apparently, he had hurt it again during the attack at the border. The fact that Josy hadn’t healed it yet, gave Alex a queasy feeling.


The scraping of chair legs on wood made her look up. Alex froze.


Oh, Josy!


The girl was a ghost. Dark circles hugged her eyes, which were dull and sunken deep into their sockets in a face that seemed to consist only of sharp angles. A blue silk dress which usually probably fit her very well, sagged upon her bony frame; the body that only yesterday had shown the ripe promise of feminine curves was nothing but a sheath of pale, almost transparent skin over brittle bones. Consumed by spending too much magic too quickly. Alex’s chest became even tighter.


It was what happened when the body’s power reservoir was used up. Then the body, reaching for whatever fuel it could get, would feed on itself to keep the energy-flow going. Josy had drawn too deep and too hard, had gone beyond the well of her core, and had risked her own life in the process—for her, Alex realized. To save her, a shaper-mongrel.


Guilt welled inside Alex as she watched the girl get up from her chair, the movements painfully slow and awkward as if even her bones were bruised and rubbing against each other inside her skin. Gently freeing her hand from Max’s grip, Alex walked over until she was standing in front of Josy, at least a head and a half taller, she, the one who had been skewered by a knife and should be clawing at the edge of the grave, now fresh as a dewdrop, while the girl who had saved her was suffering for that miracle. And with no way to heal herself. The soreness Alex was feeling in her skin right now wasn’t a big enough price to repay what she owed this girl.


“How are you feeling?” Josy asked softly. Even her throat seemed to be sore.


I could ask you the same question, sugar. But there was a textbook example of a healer: always worried about her patients first.


“I’m alive,” Alex replied in a husky voice. “Thanks to you.”


“Oh.” Josy’s cheeks gained the merest hint of color and she stared down at the bows on her silver ballet flats, scuffing the wooden floor with the tip of her shoe. “I really didn’t do that much,” she mumbled. “Mostly you did it by yourself. I just provided you with some energy.”


“Bullshit!” Alex snapped, immediately regretting the harshness of her words when Josy flinched. The kid seemed so frail, a sharp word could snap her in half.


Softening her tone, Alex said, “I know I was too weak to molt. I wasn’t able to go through the process on my own. You saved my life. That is not a small thing, and I won’t forget it.”


Josy’s eyes became wide. “But you saved us, too!”


“Yes, but—” I’m just a shaper.


The girl’s eyes grew dark and sparked with anger as if she knew exactly what Alex had been thinking. “I’m a healer,” she said stiffly with more than a little indignation in her voice. “It’s what we do.”


Well, Alex seriously doubted that many healers would risk their lives for a shaper. But this girl had. And she owed her for it. Massively.


“Well, thank you.” That wasn’t even beginning to cover it, but it was all she had to offer, so it would have to do. For now.


At that moment, Alex’s stomach growled loudly in the slightly tense silence. Max put his hands to his mouth and giggled. Josy’s lips pressed together in a badly suppressed smile. This time it was Alex who blushed.


“I suppose you’re hungry,” Josy said.


“Ravenous,” Alex admitted. It was true. Her stomach resembled a giant black hole.


Following the kids over to the buffet table, Alex wistfully eyed the pancakes and the bacon, knowing at the same time that she would have to pass. After all, this stomach hadn’t digested anything yet, and stuffing herself with rich, greasy stuff was the easiest way to spend the rest of the day over the toilet puking her guts out. Personal experience.


So instead, Alex selected two thin slices of the cold roast meat—she had to eat some meat to get the proteins her body so desperately needed—a spoonful of scrambled eggs, and a few pieces of fruit. However, she did fill herself a cup of coffee and added some cream to it—upset stomach or not, there was no way she would go without coffee this morning!


Taking her plate and cup to the seating area, Alex slipped into a cushioned chair across from Josy and carefully took a sip of coffee, testing the waters. Yep, definitely worth it.


Max joined them with a plate full of pancakes drowning in an ocean of maple syrup.


Alex blinked. “You know, it’s called pancakes with maple syrup. Not maple syrup with pancakes.”


Max grinned cheekily and stuffed a huge bite into his mouth. “Thastes better shish way.” Smartass.


Since her stomach didn’t turn inside out, Alex dared a second sip of coffee, while telling herself that the pancakes likely didn’t taste half as good as they looked.


“So that’s your usual breakfast?”


Josy made big eyes. “Great Mother, noooo. This is reserved for Sundays.”


“But it’s not Sunday.”


“Uhmmm, true.” Josy went pink, picking at a piece of melon. “But Cook Beatha was so relieved about our return that she decided to make a special breakfast.”


“I see.” Alex cut the meat and spiked a bite with her fork. “What’s the difference—to normal breakfast, I mean?”


“There’s no cake on weekdays,” Max said dolefully.


Well. She should have guessed as much.


“I’ll get you some,” the boy volunteered and jumped up before she could open her mouth. Ah, well, maybe a teensy-tiny bit of sugar wouldn’t be so bad for her.


She attacked the roast and had to admit that it was beyond superb.


The loud, clicking sound of claws on wood approached them at great speed. Alex’s head snapped up. A second later a huge furry rug with ears and a wildly whipping tail burst through the swing doors. Alex tensed. Animals were a difficult topic; some accepted her as dominant, others went crazy with either rage or fear—it was always a gamble.


Her true skin rose on instinct but snapped back when the connective membranes started to rip. The pain almost took her breath away. Alex blinked through the black dots marking her vision.


The rug raced toward her, stumbled over its paws and hit the table leg with a yelp. Panting, he rolled back to his feet and hopped over to Alex. Tail wagging, he sniffed her hand and sneezed.


“Excuse me?”


His tail thumped the floor and a long wet tongue drooled all over her lap. Suddenly two round paws were on her chest as he tried to lick her face.


“Hey!” Josy jumped up from her chair on sticky legs and uselessly yanked at the dog’s collar. “Give her some space, you big mop. Down, boy, down!”


After getting a few more licks in, the rug obliged, but only because Josy had thrown a piece of sausage on the floor.


“Sorry,” the girl muttered breathlessly while watching the dog with loving exasperation. “He can be a bit boisterous at times.”


You don’t say. Alex’s heart was pumping madly. The pain in her skin was abating very slowly.


The girl gave her a rueful little smile. “Maxwell rescued him when he was just a puppy.” She pursed her lips. “He’s a mongrel, you see. When our neighbor saw what kind of puppies his bitch had given birth to, he beat the pups with a stone and then tried to drown them in the stream that borders both our estates.” Silent fury vibrated in her voice. Alex swallowed. A mongrel, and almost killed for it? That could have been her fate, too, if her sire hadn’t taken pity on her. Giving the fluffy bundle another look, Alex felt a burst of sympathy. The dog trotted over to Josy and poked her leg with his big muzzle, silently begging for another treat.


“Luckily Max heard him whining,” Josy went on, absently relinquishing more sausage. “He called me and we fished the sack out of the water. He was the only one of the litter who had survived and he was half-dead by then. I healed him as best as I could.” The words made Alex notice that the dog’s hind legs were crooked and strangely bent which explained the drunken-sort-of gait.


“Broken hip.” Josy bit her lip. “I tried to readjust the bones but there was only so much healing I could do at the time. His legs will never work quite right but he is a happy fellow nonetheless.”


Well, that much was for sure.


“Max named him Slobber.” Josy wrinkled her nose, making it clear what she thought about her brother’s name-giving abilities. Alex looked down at her wet hand and silently decided that it was a fitting name. As if knowing he was being thought about, Slobber raised his massive head and licked her hand again with a big canine grin on his face. Alex reached out and rubbed the huge furry muzzle.


Josy smiled. “Did you have a pet as a child?”


Alex hesitated. She didn’t want to go into the whole whiny story of her childhood. “There was … a cat,” she finally said, thinking of Roucus’ ugly face and indignant meows. “We weren’t exactly best friends.”


At that moment, Max returned with her cake—and a second piece that had somehow accidentally found its way onto his own plate. Two maids in classic black dresses with white aprons entered, approached the table and started collecting the empty dishes. Alex noticed that they kept throwing her not-so-well-concealed hostile glances.


Well, they probably knew what she was. When they had arrived here, she had been bleeding all over the place with her skin torn up and open for everyone to see. Hard to keep her nature a secret after that. Oh, she’d bet Darken and the kids had caused quite a stir in this orderly trueborn household, bringing in a dying shaper, and then healing her, too.


Expecting a hearty welcome would have been foolish. Still, she was used to fear and wariness, but why this silent front of anger? The maids didn’t seem too happy about the fact that she was sitting here with the kids, especially since Josy was looking like something a sadistic carnivore had made a delicious meal of and—


That’s it, Alex realized. They knew that Josy had suffered to save her—a worthless shaper—and they resented her for it. Oh well. That was fine. She was a shaper. They would always resent her for one thing or another, and right now she was too bloody thrilled to be alive to really care.


“Will you come and see?” Max’s question snapped her back to the present moment. Expectant brown eyes were watching her. “Will you, Alex? Pleeeease?”


Alex pushed her empty plate away and wiped her finger on a lacy napkin that looked too fine to be used for something so profane, buying time while she quickly let the last few sentences flow past her memory. He had been talking about some house. Yes. A treehouse that Darken and their father had helped them build at the edge of the wood. He wanted to show her his private lair. Cute.


“I’d love to,” she told him, “but there is something I need to do first.”


She pushed herself to her feet—causing the maids to jump back out of her way—and walked over to Hector, who had been stoically standing beside the swing door like a stone statue guarding a palace. First, she’d thought he was there to keep an eye on her while she was alone with the children, but now, curiously, she increasingly got the feeling that his presence was aimed at keeping the maids in line around her. Interesting, interesting.


“Sir?”


“Hector,” he corrected her mildly.


“Hector,” she repeated, feeling awkward.


“Yes, miss?”


“You said if I had a request, I could just ask.” And I really hope you meant it.


His furry white eyebrows crept up in quiet curiosity. “Yes?”


Alex told him what she needed. The old man’s brows rose even farther, but to his credit, he didn’t ask any questions.










CHAPTER THREE










“… CAN you believe …”


“… raffish …”


“… would think she …”


“… and leaving her alone with the children …”


The muted words of the servants fluttered over to where Darken leaned against the waist-high stone wall that bordered the grassy lawn of the inner courtyard. He turned his head and suppressed a dark smile.


Wasn’t it interesting just how many windows could be in need of cleaning, tiles of sweeping, and plants of grooming in this particular part of the mansion at this particular time of the day? And even more interesting, how many people were needed to accomplish these tasks. As far as he was aware, it only took one person to operate a broom.


Darken shook his head, idly wondering how much of the mansion would go without its scheduled treatment today and how many shallow excuses headmaid Elsbeth would have to hear tonight. More than half of Helton’s household was gathered out here, and while a few of them at least made a half-hearted attempt to appear occupied, most just clustered in groups, sticking their heads together and whispering.


It would have been easy enough for Darken to remind them of their station and send them back to work, but he, too, was way more interested in what was happening inside the yard, than what was going on outside of it.


After finishing his oh-so-urgent call with his brother, who had basically just called to inform him that he and his wife were “on their way,” Darken had aimlessly roamed around the mansion trying to shake off the crushing weight of Alex’s rejection until he had run into an elated Maxwell, who’d told him something about Alex and “itchy skin” and “swords in the yard.”


Curiosity had brought him out here. Wistful longing had prevented him from leaving ever since.


In the middle of the yard, Alex was standing with a combat knife in each hand. The tips were facing the ground. She stood utterly still, head slightly bent. Suddenly, she exploded into movement. Darken’s whole body tensed, as her knives sliced the air. Left, right, left. She danced across the grass, light and skittish, her bare feet barely touching the ground while she spun in a whirl of steel, almost too fast for the eye to follow.


The sun was almost at its peak, turning the trimmed lawn into a gold-green plain and setting the bare parts of Alex’s white skin aglow.


Oh, Darken understood very well, why the maids were scrunching up their noses about her attire. The fabric of her black tights was so soft and supple that it molded to her legs and butt like a second skin, showing off every muscle and curve as she moved. On her top half, she wore a small cropped camisole made out of sheer fabric and black satin, laced tightly in the back, which, in its former life, must have been the inner bodice of a dress—at least, he’d heard one of the maids complain loudly about “that lovely gown being butchered for such a frivolous purpose.”


It was an outfit designed to give a man pain and just looking at her led Darken’s mind to places where it had no business going. Like the inside of those lacy folds. It was hardly surprising that the male servants present at the scene were either gawking at her goggle-eyed or looking away with a deep blush while trying to sneak concealed glances.


And yet, seducing was probably the last reason for these clothes being worn, though Darken would bet that he was the only person out here who appreciated that this mere breath of fabric allowed her to move freely, while at the same time being gentle on extremely sensitive skin.


This knowledge didn’t make looking any easier to bear.


Alex finished her sequence and put the two knives back in the uncovered weapon rack at the side of the field, where Stephane kept his training gear. Instead, she picked up one of the swords, a slender, one-edged blade, barely over a foot long; the perfect extension to her physique.


She swung it a couple of times to warm up her wrist, the light of the sun glancing off the flawless blade. Then she launched into another combination and Darken forgot about the servants, about his sorrow and the inadequacy of his presence. He just watched, mesmerized.


The Great Mother have mercy on him, but she was beautiful! Beautiful like a flurry of snow in the sun, elusive and bright. Her pale hair flowed around her like liquid silk as she cut down invisible opponents left and right with precise strokes.


After a while, her strokes became more forceful, more vicious. Her sword churned the air in graceful arches and she spun, faster and faster, becoming a blur, a swirling blizzard, sharp and deadly.


For a split second, she stopped, poised on the tips of her toes, sword raised above her head, encased in the icy breath of a heartbeat. It shattered and Alex resumed her dance.


The patio door at the other end of the yard opened and Josepha stepped out into the sunlit garden, provoking a round of gasps from the servants close by. Even Darken blinked. Instead of one of her pretty dresses, his niece was clad in a loose black t-shirt, which had been knotted at her side, and gray sweatpants that were rolled up at the top and bottom, because they were much too big on her. One of Stephane’s perhaps? The baggy clothes emphasized how painfully thin and frail she looked and his first impulse was to go over and tell her that she needed to lie down and rest. Yet there was something in her eyes that stopped him.


Darken leaned forward, intrigued. Josepha had always been a bit of a fashion freak—not least because his dear mother always made sure the girl was dressed up like a little porcelain doll—and like many of the girls of the royal elite, Josy had come to avoid pants like the plague. It was seen as a sign of high status, he reflected, drawing on the traditions of former glorious times. And yet, here she was, his finicky baby niece, wearing sweatpants in front of the household staff and watching the spider exercise in the yard. Now, what could all this possibly be about?


His niece slipped through an opening in the wall and onto the lawn. Stopped. She stood there, her gaze fixed on Alex, hands clenched at her sides, a defiant look in her eyes as if she was only waiting for someone to walk over and tell her that she looked ridiculous.


Alex finished her combination and gracefully lowered her sword. When she spotted Josepha, one slim eyebrow arched upward.


His niece raised her chin, almost in challenge, not moving forward but not backing away either.


They looked at each other for a long time, and Darken wondered what kind of silent conversation was taking place between them. After a moment, Alex raised her hand, palm up, and crooked one finger in a come-closer-gesture. His niece startled and threw a short glance over her shoulder as though she seriously expected someone to be standing behind her. When she realized that Alex had, indeed, meant her, she swallowed, turning wild-shy in an instant. She slunk forward, one little step at a time, until she was right in front of the spider, looking up. Words were exchanged between them, resulting in Josepha bobbing her head so wildly that her braid flapped like a galloping horse’s tail.


Alex carefully put the training sword back on the rack.


And then they started: slow movements at first, easy movements. Darken quickly recognized a few basic moves of self-defense, which were, at this moment, more exercise than actual fighting technique.


First, Alex demonstrated a move to Josy, showing his niece how to stand and turn, and then she made her copy it, correcting her posture, repositioning her body, surprisingly patient and gentle. Josy was almost glowing with excitement, eagerly copying what Alex showed her, soaking up knowledge like a dry sponge.


After a while, Alex fetched two training sticks from the rack and guided his niece through some simple beginner’s exercises. Darken got lost in the rhythmic sound of wood hitting wood and watched in amazement as the spider taught the little butterfly to unfurl her colorful wings. He could have watched for hours without getting tired.


Around him, the murmurs of the household grew more agitated, but he ignored them until at some point one of the maids said a little too loudly: “The little miss should be resting and not romping about with this—this creature—”


Darken cleared his throat. It wasn’t a loud sound but it traveled through the courtyard like a rippling wave. The murmurs died one by one. Except for the sounds from inside the yard, it was suddenly deadly silent. Eyes turned toward him and darted off, feet shuffled. Darken saw their fear, felt their fear, and it yanked at the chains he’d put on his magic. Heat licked the inside of his skin, churning through his bloodstream.


“What’s this?” Elsbeth was standing in the door closest to him, a dirty kitchen towel slung over her massive shoulder, hands resting upon her ample hips. She looked worried. Her eyes fluttered over the gathering of servants, carefully avoiding Darken’s eyes. “Don’t y’all got work to do?”


Immediately the yard burst into a flurry of busy movement.


“That’s it!” the headmaid’s tart voice rang out. “Come on, now, off you go! His lordship doesn’t pay you for dawdling.” She herded two of the younger girls back into the house, who had seemed a little reluctant to go.


Within a minute the yard was deserted, except for a handful of gardeners bravely standing their ground, who were probably the only ones who’d been supposed to work in this area in the first place.


Darken gripped the top of the stone wall so hard that the clay shingles’ edges dug into his palms. He closed his eyes. Even here. Even in his own house. No, not his house. The house of the family, to which, by name, he didn’t belong. At least as far as the law was concerned. Still the house of his childhood. This, they couldn’t take away from him, as much as they wanted to. And yet …


He sighed. Even here, he was feared, would always be feared. The servants dealt with him, yes, but only because they were deeply loyal to the Dubois family and because they knew that his brother would throw a fit if he ever found out about their reservations. Still, they tried to avoid him as best as they could and they breathed a big sigh of relief whenever he left the mansion.


Mostly it was just tiresome, but sometimes it hurt. After experiencing with Alex how things could be, it was a sharp knife twisting his guts.


In the yard, Josy was trying to parry Alex’s play-attacks, completely engrossed in their game and unaware of what was happening around them. Alex struck, not horribly fast, but with actual intent. His niece was too slow and Alex’s stick hit her shoulder. She stumbled, squeaked, and landed in a very unladylike manner on her backside. Darken stiffened but then her laughter bubbled over to him. The sound washed over him, soothed the ache inside of him like a balm poured over his tormented soul. It doesn’t matter, he reminded himself. None of it mattered, not as long as he had Josy and Max. But Alex …


“Milord?”


Darken turned slowly with a chilled expression. It immediately changed when he realized who had approached him. Not quite a smile, but close.


“Hector.”


At least one man, who’d never cringe at the prospect of his temper. Hector had been in the service of the Dubois family for more than fifty years and was proud of every single one of them. Hence he had known Darken and his brothers “since they had dirtied their diapers,” as he liked to remind them on occasion, and it would be a fine day in hell before they’d see him grovel in front of any of them. Which wasn’t to say that he wouldn’t always show the proper respect and courtesy due to his station. But there was never submission, never fear.


Even as a child, after Darken had been claimed by the Order and the other servants had started avoiding him, Hector had always been there, with an open ear, a piece of advice, or a reprimand if one was called for. Hector was like a foundation stone in a life that was awash with changes and loss, in his way a part of the family.


The older man joined Darken at the wall, an unspoken gesture of relaxed familiarity. His gray eyes skimmed the yard but what he thought about the uncommon spectacle taking place there yet remained a mystery.


“His lordship and the lady have just arrived. I thought you’d like to be forwarded.”


“I do appreciate it.”


“Your brother awaits you in the small parlor. I believe his phrasing was ‘right away.’ However,”—an uncharacteristically sly spark lit up in Hector’s eyes as he leaned forward—“I sent Master Maxwell to intercept them. That should give you a couple of minutes to prepare yourself.”


Darken let out a soft chuckle. “Hector, sometimes you can be one calculating bastard.”


The butler gave him an indignant look. “I’m just doing my job, sir.”


They both knew that he was doing a lot more than that.


Folding his hands behind his back, Hector cocked his head to the side. “A word of advice, sir?”


Darken put a hand to his chest. “By all means, I would be a fool to decline.”


“You were always the more … daunting one of the two of you, but Master Stephane, he always had the worse temper, even when you were little nippers.” He patted Darken’s arm. “Let him do the yelling first. He will be more approachable after he has got it out of his system.”


“I’ll take it to heart,” Darken said dryly, though silently wondering if there would be any yelling. After all, he’d already endured some when he’d called his older brother from Blayde’s hotel in the Pacified Zone. On the other hand, they were talking about Stephane, so another argument was almost warranted.


Sighing to himself, Darken glanced back at the yard where Alex and Josepha had meanwhile abandoned their training and were chasing each other with their sticks. Their rambunctious shrieks floated over to them. The hard-bitten spider and the delicate, ever-so-serious child. It had to be one of the oddest scenes he had ever witnessed in his entire life. And he had seen a lot.


Hector followed his gaze. “I haven’t seen Miss Josepha laugh like this in quite a while.”


“Me neither, Hector,” Darken conceded softly. “Me neither.”


The butler turned back to him. When he spoke, his voice was slightly hesitant, as if he was about to sail uncharted waters. “I find it … hard to believe that the cause for such a joyous occasion could possibly be … all evil.”


Darken raised an eyebrow, while Hector continued to watch him calmly. A leap of faith. To trust his judgment. Could his judgment be trusted when it concerned Alex?


He raked a hand through his thick hair. Looking back at the girls he made a decision. “Please, ask the ladies to join us in the small parlor.”


“As you wish, sir.” Hector executed a small bow. “I suppose a delay of … what? Fifteen minutes? The yelling should be over by then …”


Darken laughed. He continued to chuckle to himself as he entered the mansion but the streak of mirth left him as he remembered what lay ahead. With a sigh, he went to face his brother.
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DARKEN slid into the small parlor and soundlessly closed the door behind him.


His brother was standing at the far end of the room by the window, gripping the windowsill so tightly that his knuckles were showing through his skin. He hadn’t even bothered to change out of his traveling clothes, his thick blond hair brushing the top of his tailored overcoat that stretched over tightly drawn shoulders.


Darken didn’t need to see his face to know that a storm was brewing. The question was, why?


Slipping his hands into his trouser pockets, he cautiously approached the table. “Brother?”


Stephane spun around and fixed him with a withering stare out of gold-green eyes blazing with pent-up fury.


Darken blinked. Had he thought storm? More like a hurricane.


His brother pushed himself off the sill.


“Two days!” he roared. “Two days I thought they were dead! Dead, Darken. Do you know how that feels? Eady tried to locate them and couldn’t. We saw the news. I thought they had burned in that Jester-forsaken car!”


He grabbed a pillow from the nearest chair and hurled it across the room where it bounced off the wall.


Darken cocked an eyebrow.


“And then you call me, as cool as you please, and tell me they are safe! I have it under control—weren’t those your exact words?” Stephane stabbed a finger at Darken.


In fact, they were. And you’d think that would have calmed him down a little.


“So you can understand that I might have been a little surprised when I come here and the first thing I have to hear from my son is that there was another abduction attempt last night and that everybody almost got killed and only survived because—and I cite—‘Darken had a fit and slaughtered the lot of them!’”


Ah, damn it, Max. Darken gritted his teeth. The boy had too big a mouth for his own good. Well. He had hoped to be able to break this news to his brother a little more … diplomatically but what was done was done. 


Stomping across the room, Stephane planted himself in front of Darken and grabbed a fistful of his shirt. “That’s your definition of control? I should wring your freaking neck for this!”


Few people would dare to threaten a forfeit in this way but his older brother had never cared about what he was. Having known these outbursts since their childhood, Darken just gave him a lazy smile.


“Go ahead, brother, give it your best shot,” he said pleasantly. “I would hate to kill you but I’d make sure they give you a grand funeral.”


Stephane sputtered. “You arrogant son of a bitch!”


“I would feel insulted, but since it is our mother we’re talking about, I’m inclined to agree.”


His brother let out a low growl. “If you weren’t already disowned, you should be disinherited, you ungrateful bastard of a son!”


“I’m glad to see you too, brother,” Darken said dryly.


Stephane’s nostrils flared.


One moment they were standing apart, the next Darken was being crushed into a rib-cracking embrace that squeezed the air out of his lungs. Darken returned the pressure with equal force, making all words forgotten and forgiven.


After a moment, Stephane eased his grip and stepped back slowly.


“I thought I’d lost them, Darken,” he whispered in a rough voice full of the ghosts of a reality he had faced and hadn’t been able to bear. “I thought—for a while I thought …” He inhaled a shuddering breath and closed his eyes, leaning his forehead against Darken’s.


The image of Max’s lifeless body dangling from the arms of that mercenary flashed before Darken’s inner eye. His fingers dug into his brother’s shoulders.


“They are alive,” he said to both of them. “They are safe. It’s over.”


A sudden firm shove against his chest sent Darken stumbling back a couple of steps.


“You—bastard!” His brother glowered at him. “Do you have any idea how much you scared me?”


“I scared you?” Darken asked half amused, half incredulous, as he rubbed his pecs. “I believe, in this case, I wasn’t the cause of your misery. In fact, if I remember correctly, it was your son who teleported them halfway across the country.” And with that distance, it wasn’t exactly surprising that Edalyne hadn’t been able to locate them with her clairvoyance.


Stephane looked liked he’d just swallowed a toad. “Boy can’t do a short distance teleportation in a classroom,” he muttered, “and now this?”


“And it’s a stroke of luck, too,” Darken said in Max’s defense. “It probably saved their lives. And luckily he managed to phase them close to my location.”


The temper finally drained out of his brother and Darken saw a man who had been walking the sharp edge of desperation these last couple of days.


Stephane sighed. “Thanks, Dark. For being there. For saving them. I mean it, you know I do.”


“The credit isn’t all mine to take,” Darken replied softly.


Stephane arched an eyebrow. “Yes, Maxwell said something like that. But he kept using the words ‘awwwesome’ and ‘wicked’ in such a high frequency that it was rather difficult to follow.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Is it true then? Did that shaper really help them?”


Leaning his hip against the table, Darken nodded. “Her name is Alex and, yes, without her we’d most likely be celebrating a much darker occasion right now. One with sealed wooden boxes.”


His brother blew out his breath, digesting this bit of information. “I see. So, where is this shaper everybody seems so keen to talk about?”


A rap sounded on the door.


Darken tensed. “Speak of the devil.”


“Come!” his brother bellowed, a sound known to make hardened politicians wince.


Alex entered. She was fastening a hair tie around her white-blond hair and her hairline was wet, probably from quickly splashing some water onto her face. She was still dressed in her workout clothes, though, and Darken wished she’d taken the time to change into something a bit more … conservative. At least she’d found a light jacket to cover her shoulders with but it wasn’t zipped up and her outfit still showed way too much skin to be considered appropriate for a meeting such as this. She looked fierce and sexy and dangerous—and not at all how he’d wanted to present her to his brother.


Over the scent of soap, he smelled a hint of sweat drifting off her skin, clean and feminine and slightly musky, and his whole body came to attention in response, tightening with possessive longing. It made him forget everything but her. And the painful awareness that he couldn't have her.


Beside him, his brother’s eyes widened while his lips flattened with something between shock and scandal as he took in her snowy hair, her barely covered decollete, her toned stomach …


A soft, warning growl rolled through the room. It was only when both Stephane and Alex turned toward him with puzzled expressions that Darken realized it was coming from his own throat. He quickly stifled the sound, fighting for control.


Rein it in, old son!


Stephane looked from him to Alex and back, with a more thoughtful expression now.


Darken clenched his hands into fists, letting the subtle pain anchor him in the present, and pushed all emotions back deep into their cage.


He cleared his throat. His voice still sounded a little strained as he raised his hand. “Brother, please meet Alexis Harper. Alex”—he gestured—“this is my brother, Stephane Marquel Laurent Sebastien Adrien Dubois-Léclaire, Senator of Lancaester, Lord of Ciradell and Arkmunster, Holder of the Valorian Cross second grade for services to the Republic, honorable member of the Committee of Equality and Inclusion, and designated governor of the Southern Provinces.”
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ALEX stared at the man standing beside Darken, who likewise scrutinized her through narrowed eyes.


Almost equal in height but at least two inches wider in the shoulders, he seemed almost brawny beside Darken’s leaner build. His dark-gold mane of hair fell onto his wide shoulders and bushy blond eyebrows shadowed his adamant green eyes. Attractive, but nowhere near the badass sexiness of his brother. They might not have much in common appearance-wise, except for a vague likeness in features, but when Alex gazed into his eyes she saw the same sharp predatory nature. If Darken was a panther, then his brother was a lion. A roaring, prancing, strutting lion. Who, right now, was looking at her as if she’d invaded his pride and threatened his cubs.


Alex realized that it was probably on her to say something. How did you address a senator? Perhaps they were old-fashioned and curtsied? But she wouldn’t do that. No sir!


Raising a hand, she said, “Hi,” and then wanted to kick her own ass. Hi? What kind of idiot said “hi” to a member of the royal elite, especially to the senator of Lancaester and designated—whatever else he was.


Trying to soften her blunder, Alex pulled out some manners and quickly held out her hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”


Stephane glared at her outstretched hand without taking it. “We shall see if it is a pleasure.”


Charming! Just like his brother.


“However,” he went on, crossing his arms in front of his muscular chest. “I decided to listen first before I make up my mind who’s to be honored and who’s to be executed.” He lingered a bit too long on the last word for Alex’s comfort. Her hand numbly sank to her side.


“That is very accommodating of you, brother,” Darken said with a neutral expression on his face.


His brother gave him a fierce smile. “I’m in a particularly generous mood today.”


Alex looked from one man to the other, unsure whether to be annoyed or alarmed. Executed? They were teasing, right? She swallowed. They must be teasing. On the other hand, this senator-guy probably had the authority to execute whomever he bloody pleased.


“Shall we?” Stephane pointed to the round table without taking his eyes off his brother. To Alex, it sounded like she was about to be put in the dock. Her mouth went dry.


At that moment, the door flew open. Josy was standing in the doorway, slightly out of breath.


Instead of the grungy sports outfit, she’d changed into a puffy peach dress that frothed around her figure like an exploded sugar cake, hiding most of her emaciated body. And was that some makeup on her face, covering the dark circles underneath her eyes and giving her cheeks and lips some well-needed blush?


“Daddy!” The kid dashed through the room and flung herself into her father’s arms, taking his neck into a stranglehold.


The most wondrous thing happened: That glacial scowl melted from Stephane’s face like butter in the sun as he pulled her into his arms and hugged her tightly, covering her hair with kisses—and for a second Alex was back in her sire’s house again, and he patted her small blond head. One of those rare stolen moments of affection. Alex’s breast contracted painfully.


“Hello, pumpkin.” Stephane tried to take a look at his daughter, but she clung to him forcefully with both arms. “How are you, sweetums?” There was a hint of worry in his voice.


Josy gave him a dazzling smile through her hair. Damn, she really knew how to knee a man in the groin that way. Stephane looked like he wanted to sink to his knees. Alex almost laughed, except that would have reverted his attention to her.


“I’m alright, Daddy, really,” Josy said a little too dismissively. The kid was anything but fine, but she sure put on a good show. “Just exhausted,” she admitted and wrinkled her nose. “The last few days were quite hectic.”


Understatement of the century.


Hooking a finger around her father's collar, she tugged at it coyly, looking up through her dark lashes. “Daddy, please don’t be mad at Alex. It’s not her fault she got involved in all of this. All she did was help. We’re only alive because of her. Uncle Darken can confirm it. Right, uncle?”


Alex’s mouth dropped open. The little darling was putting on this show to get her into her daddy’s good graces. Well, look at that. That’s what a one-eighty looked like. Now, if Lancaester’s senator was as smitten by his daughter as he appeared to be, she might actually survive this day.


Stephane opened his mouth just as the door opened again and Hector pushed a tea-wagon with pots and cups and a platter of delicious looking cookies into the room, setting up the table.


“Eady’s still with Max?” Darken asked casually as Josy untangled herself from her father.


Stephane nodded with a grunt. “And I don’t think she’ll let go of him for the next couple of hours. She was quite distraught, as you can imagine. Not that he minds the attention.”


“Well, he is still her baby,” Darken said.


“That he is,” his brother agreed. “And where do you think you are going, young lady?”


Josy froze at the door, one hand clutching the handle, and looked back over her shoulder with huge pleading eyes. “I … uhm—I was only—”


“Yes?”


“Well—”


“You came to play advocate? Then you may as well sit with the adults.” Her father pointed his chin to one of the free chairs.


Visibly baffled, Josy let go of the door and obediently slunk over, taking a seat at the edge of the chair, looking as if she was only waiting for the right moment to bolt.


The old butler offered the girl coffee and she automatically held out her cup. When he went on to serve Darken, she took a sip, wrinkled her nose with massive disgust, and, when she thought everyone else was distracted, quickly added liberal amounts of milk and sugar.


“Anything else, sir?” Hector asked once they had all been served.


“That is all. Thank you, Hector,” said Stephane.


The butler bowed and left with the tea-wagon, closing the door behind him.


“Very well.” Stephane placed his palms on the tabletop and looked at each of them in turn. “Would someone finally have the grace to tell me what happened? The full story.”










CHAPTER FOUR










“THIS is outrageous!”


Stephane circled the room. They had recounted the events of the last days and at some point, Darken’s brother had jumped up from his chair and started pacing like a caged tiger, growling and spitting. Alex had the feeling that if a stonewall were to appear in front of him, he’d plow right through it.


“To go after my children … Playing us like … And to spread such ludicrous lies!” He turned sharply and came back toward the table. “The impertinence!”


Darken leaned forward, his face calm. “I understand your anger, brother. But instead of getting carried away, we should focus on the instigators of this scheme.”


His brother stopped, nostrils flaring. “They can attack me, but nobody—nobody—attacks my children and gets away scot-free! When I get a hold of them, they will regret the cursed day that they were born!”


“For that, we need to identify them first,” Darken noted dryly.


“Well, it’s pretty obvious, isn’t it?”


Alex immediately regretted speaking up when two pairs of very different eyes focused on her with the exact same predatory intensity.


“Meaning what?” Stephane asked sharply.


Oh, please! Alex almost rolled her eyes. After Darken had let them in on what he’d gotten out of the kid, who he had, well, blown to pieces outside the Pacified Zone, it wasn’t really that hard to put two and two together—unless, of course, it was a conclusion you didn’t want to make.


“Hmm, let’s see.” Alex tapped a nail against her lip, pretending to be in deep thought. “Who would benefit enormously if you were to withdraw your candidacy? Oh”—she looked at them pointedly—“I can think of someone.”


“Do you know what you are implying?” Stephane asked stiffly.


“Sugar, I know damn well what I am implying.”


If possible, Stephane’s gaze chilled even more. “You are accusing some of the highest-ranking peers of the realm of a number of the most abhorrent crimes imaginable: attempted kidnapping, murder … and a couple of other more than despicable actions.”


Interesting he should mention this.


“Crimes are not only committed by bums and shapers,” Alex snorted. “And last time I checked, being a hotshot in politics doesn’t exactly turn people into saints. Quite the contrary, in fact.”


Stephane opened his mouth, no doubt to reprimand her again—after all, he was one of those political hotshots, but Darken cut in. “I have to agree with Alex,” he said. “Someone wants you to revoke your candidacy and we all know who would benefit from that. And whoever is behind this has pull and influence, and not just within the media. I checked the guardaí database this morning and the dead impostors in Bhellidor are listed among the recently deceased. That’s not something you just arrange on the side. A manipulation like this is both complicated and costly, and you’d need to be well connected in the Department of the Interior. This whole thing was organized with great care and involved a high risk. That’s not the kind of risk you take if it wasn’t worth the game.”


Falling back into his chair, Stephane raked a hand through his dark-gold mane and sighed, suddenly looking tired. “To be quite honest, I wouldn’t put it beyond most of my fellow parliamentarians to cook up a scheme like this. All the dirt I’ve seen … The Blind Child only knows how many assassination attempts I’ve had to dodge these last couple of months. I guess using my children to manipulate me is just the next logical step on that scale. Though I must admit, I wouldn’t have expected them to sink so low. There is simply no end to the abyss of man-made atrocities.”


For a politician, he seemed to be quite righteous. Or rather naive.


At the other end of the table, Darken steepled his long fingers.


“Provided you’d drop out of the race at this stage of the election—who would still have a fair chance of winning?”


His brother sat still for a moment, considering.


“Senator Alistair Devilier has always been my main opponent. We have been closely matched from the very beginning. Alistair holds a firm hand on the north-eastern provinces of the South—the whole conservative bunch. In particular the older voters. They don’t like my liberal approach.” He grimaced. “A couple of weeks ago, I would have said that he is the only one who could become really dangerous to me … Now?” He spread his hands and shrugged. “My renewed refusal to agree to the shaper regulations has led to a crash in the latest polls, especially after the Manor Creek murders. And now this whole mess …” He shook his head. “People say if I cannot even keep my own family safe, how am I planning to govern the whole South?


“This has given all the other candidates a boost, not just Alistair. Which is why we definitely shouldn’t discount the Sauniers.” Stephane took a cookie from the plate, broke it in the middle and dipped one half into his coffee. “Henry Saunier, our dear senator of Warlington, isn’t the smartest out there, but his wife, Elizabeth, she’s an opponent to be reckoned with. She’s the one holding the family reins, the intriguer, and Henry is dancing to her tune. Oh, I bet she’d have run for the governor position herself, if only he wasn’t the one from the stronger-blooded side of the family. It must be secretly nettling her. The Sauniers have been drooling over the governorship for years now and, who knows, this year they might actually stand a chance. Word is, Elizabeth would like to see their daughter married to the prime’s son, and being the daughter of the governor or the South certainly would make a convincing argument in that regard.”


He dipped the rest of the cookie into his coffee and chewed thoughtfully. “The Sauniers have been rather quiet these past weeks—maybe a little too quiet when I think about it—yet the family is well situated and can call in many old favors. If they were to time it well, they could raise a lot of votes in a pinch.”


“Anyone else?” Darken asked. “What about Anoura?”


Stephane shook his head. “She wishes, but not in a million years. She’s been too much of a weather vane lately and the voters want to see some kind of position when it comes to the most important matters. Also, it was just revealed that her only son is a member of the Tharsis-down movement. That’s a scandal she won’t quickly recover from.”


All those names meant nothing to Alex, but that was neither here nor there. Living in halfborn slums, she didn’t exactly pay much attention to trueborn politics, unless something shaper-related boiled up, like Manor Creek.


Stephane’s face took on a deeply predatory quality. “Then, of course, there is Roukewood.”


“He’s a radical!” Darken spat, looking even more disgusted than his brother.


“Yes,” Stephane inclined his head, “he is. But is he a radical with a chance to win the election?” He lifted his shoulders. “His rigorous anti-shaper politic is currently enjoying great popularity. Especially after the incident in Manor Creek. The people are afraid of the shaper population and fear always inspires the radicals. He's virtually promoting that his province is shaper-free. If it were up to him, he would round them all up and shoot them down.” His eyes skimmed over Alex, slightly apologetic. “His winning the election would be a surprise but I’ve seen stranger things happen.”


Alex swallowed a groan. This was getting better and better. A crazy shaper-hater on the way to ruling the South? Great! Anything else?


Stephane nodded to himself, tapping the table. “It would have to be one of those three. None of the other candidates has the necessary means or backing to have a realistic chance at winning.”


He and Darken exchanged a long look.


Alex felt her patience snap. “Well, then what are you waiting for? Report them. Launch an investigation.” She waved a hand. “Have them interrogated or whatever it is the guardaí do in cases like this.”


The look Stephane gave her was almost pained. “It’s … not as easy as that.”


“What do you mean, not easy?” Alex asked, her frustration crystallizing into anger. “Seems pretty easy to me: One of those fuckers orchestrated an abduction attempt on your children and almost got them killed on the way. At least a dozen people died in the crossfire. Not to mention that they tried to frame innocent people for murder.”


Innocent as in “herself.” What the hell more could they need?


“Supposedly,” Stephane said softly, and then quickly raised a hand to interrupt Alex’s sharp protest. “All I’m saying is that we don’t have positive proof for any of this. As compelling as our theory might be, it remains a theory and we don’t have any hard evidence of the involvement of any of my opponents at all.


“All I have at the moment is the word of two children who can be easily discounted as too traumatized by the events to testify—believe me, I’ve seen this happen before—a shaper who is wanted for murder, and a forfeit widely known to be more loyal to his family than to the state. They won’t exactly fall over themselves to open an investigation on this basis. And the only other witnesses who could have testified that someone is trying to denounce my candidacy are feeding the crows at the edge of the Pacified Zone.”


Darken’s face turned glacial. “I lost control.” His deep voice was clipped. “Don’t say it’s never happened to you.”


“Be that as it may, it still leaves us without any kind of objective evidence. If I approach the department and ask them to open a case on these grounds, I’ll be lucky if they just laugh in my face. Even under normal circumstances, this would be a stretch. But an investigation against all of my major opponents? At this stage of the election campaign? In the best case, they’ll paint me up as naive and hysterical and deeply frightened of my fellow campaigners. At worst, they’ll proclaim that I hatched up this scheme to denounce my opponents and ensure my victory in the election. In any case, I fear it won’t get us anywhere, except into the newspaper headlines.”


Stephane sighed. “And even if I somehow got them to open a case, it would be public before the investigation had even started. My opponents would know about it the moment the order hit the table, giving them all the time in the world to prepare their defense. Accusing a member of the royal elite of crimes like these isn’t like accusing some slob of theft. These are highly established people with pedigree and money and supporters. I’m not saying this makes them untouchable, but it does make them very hard to convict.” He rubbed his forehead. “The Sauniers have connections in almost all high houses through some kind of family relation and Alistair Devilier is a cousin of the prime’s wife. I would have to use all of my influence, my family name, and reputation, just to get a foot in the door and that wouldn't mean that it would lead to anything. More likely, the investigation would drag on and eventually peter out, forcing me to publicly apologize and announce my resignation.”


Alex stared at him, stunned. This just couldn’t be.


On their way here she hadn’t spent much time thinking on the “if” and “how,” simply focused on the task of surviving the next few hours, yet some part of her had naively hoped that if she managed to get this far, all of her problems would magically be sorted out with a snap of this man’s fingers. Of course, it wasn’t so easy. It never was. Now it felt like everything was slowly falling apart around her, like some kind of illusion paint, crumbling off the walls of naked, cold reality.


Alex’s mind ran in circles, frantically looking for a way out. The people in the Bin would never back her up, not a shaper. And Mitja, the only person she could hope would be on her side, had already publicly admitted that he hadn’t seen what had happened. And what trueborn official would listen to a bunch of down-at-heel halfborns, anyway?


She swallowed. “Perhaps Blayde could—”


Stephane’s head snapped up, eyes hard as emeralds. “Don’t even mention that name!” he growled. “He’s an outlaw who plays by his own set of rules. Dragging him into this would only weaken our standing further.”


Alex drew back. The last bit of stable ground dropped out from under her.


“So that’s it?” She couldn’t believe it. She felt so cheated by fate she could scream. “You’ll just leave it at that? What about your children? What about me?” Their political intrigues were one thing, but for her, her life was still in the balance.


Stephane blinked in surprise as though the thought hadn’t even occurred to him yet. Probably hadn’t.


Yes, yes, your trueborn highness, other people have issues too! Like staying alive!


The senator straightened and performed a small bow in her direction. “I do apologize for my lack of consideration. My family owes you our gratitude.”


That and a dime will get me a cup of coffee!


He hesitated. “If you decide to plead your case to the High Court, I won’t stop you and I see it as my duty of honor to give you what assistance we can. However, as I said, I’m afraid the odds with what we have right now are not in our favor.” He must have seen the consternation on her face because he added: “Of course, you can stay here while you heal and recover. And after that, I will write you a writ of innocence in the name of my office but—”


“But” was never good.


“But?”


He sighed. “It doesn’t hold any authority outside of Lancaester and since a murder case is a case of state interest, should you be arrested, even within these boundaries, it won’t stop the guardaí from turning you in to their central department to be tried.”


“Fat lot of use it’ll do me then,” Alex said bitterly.


“I apologize that I cannot offer you anything better at this point.” Stephane sounded sincere enough. Not that that helped her in any way. Sweet Jester, this couldn’t be happening.


“As for what you said,” Stephane added sharply, “I certainly do not plan to simply sit on my hands! I may not get a search warrant or an official observation order, but rest assured that I will set private men onto all of them. Maybe during the coming weeks, one of them will make a mistake. And, perhaps, if I win the election and become governor, with my new authority I will have greater leverage—”


“And if you don’t?” Alex ignored Darken’s warning glance. Why didn’t he say something for a change? “Do you really think whoever is behind this will back down now? Now that they’ve actually got you by the balls?”


Everybody around the table flinched at her choice of words. She couldn’t have cared less at the moment.


Darken sighed. “She’s right, Steph.”—Why, thank you!—“We cannot afford to wait. You’re threatened, brother, and you know it. The people behind this already put a lot of risk and effort into this. It is highly unlikely that they will back out now that your position is in actual jeopardy. What do you want to do? Keep the children locked up ‘till the end of the election? Stop going to any public events? In that case, they have already won.”


His brother bared his teeth. “If you have a better proposal, I’m all ears!”


“What would you need?”


Stephane glared at Alex. “Excuse me?”


Alex hooked a blond strand behind one ear, trying to get her smarts together. There had to be something they could do.


“What would you need to get an official investigation, with all that shit you mentioned?”


Stephane rubbed the back of his neck. “A confession would be great. But at this point, I would settle for some kind of credible proof. Something we could show the department that would at least suggest the involvement of my opponents.” He sighed. “If we could at least narrow it down to one of them …” He shook his head. “Yet, as I said, getting access to them is next to impossible.”


“Maybe that won’t be necessary.”


“What are you suggesting?”


Alex’s smile held a sweet, malicious edge. “I’m a spider, sugar. We usually spin a web and wait until our victims entangle themselves in its threads.”


Darken raised an eyebrow. “You’re talking about laying a trap?”


Alex shrugged lightly. “In my experience, if you put enough pressure on a kettle it eventually pops.” She shrugged again. “If we cannot expose them with what we have, perhaps we can force them to give us exactly what we need.”


Stephane rubbed his chin skeptically. “A web like that would have to be woven with great care or we’ll just strangle ourselves with it.” He tapped his fingers together. “Even if we came up with some kind of bait—and that would have to be some exceptionally sweet bait—how could we spring it on all of them? The best way would be to have them all together in the same place, yet I don’t really see—”


“What about the Summerball?”


Everybody turned to look at Josy who had been so quiet, Alex had almost forgotten she was still there. The girl shrunk in her chair under the sudden attention and blushed.


“I-I just thought—I mean it is the biggest event before the elections, right?” she stammered. “The entire royal elite attends, anybody who is anybody, even the prime himself. And don’t you always say it’s where the contestants in election years consolidate their final alliances and try to win over last supporters, Daddy? They wouldn’t let such a chance slip, would they?”


Her father looked flabbergasted but Darken smiled. “I like the way your daughter is thinking, brother. She’s taking after you in that regard. There are plenty of occasions during the Summerball where all participants are forced together: the prime’s grand entry, the evening banquet … It would be the perfect place to strike. And soon. In—what? Three weeks?”


“Two and a half,” Josy corrected with a shy smile.


Stephane still didn’t seem fully convinced—you could tell he was the politician of the two brothers: Darken reacted and Stephane cautioned.


“Even if I got Eady on board, the palace is too big to keep track of all of them throughout the entire event and there are various off-limit areas where we could not follow at all, like the assigned suites, just to name one example.”


Alex rolled her eyes. “You’re trueborns. Surely, you can knock out some magical solution for that.”


Stephane shook his head. “The palace is warded against the use of high-end magic. Most spells and magic gadgets of a certain energy level don’t work in there—if you can get them through the entrance controls in the first place. It wouldn’t do to have an assassin teleport right into the middle of the palace. That’s why most of the palace is magic-proof.”


“Is it also shaper-proof?” The words were out before Alex could stop them. This time, all eyes turned toward her and she wished she had stopped to think before speaking up.


She moved her shoulders defensively. “I’m not bound to the ground like you are. Wards don’t necessarily stop me. I can follow people almost anywhere and I can listen in to conversations from quite a distance.”


Stephane’s eyes narrowed. “Why would you even propose something so risky?”


Alex leaned forward, her blue eyes cutting ice. “Sugar, after all we just went through, I see it like this: I can either keep running and hiding and hoping that they might forget about me after a couple of years—rather unlikely in a murder case of this scale—or I can help you pull out this evil root once and for all and at least have a shot at a normal life.” As normal as a shaper’s life could be, anyway. “Or can you guarantee that if I get caught, I will get a fair trial with a serious chance to redeem myself?”


The senator’s lips pressed together. “I’m afraid I can’t.”


“That’s what I thought.”


“This could actually work,” Darken interrupted them, studying Alex thoughtfully and then facing his brother. “She certainly has the looks. It’s still more than two weeks. With a bit of prepping and a little polishing …”


Wait. What?


“… we could introduce her as an old childhood friend of Edalyne’s. Or better, use Mother as a contact.”


“Oh no. No no no no no. No.” Alex wildly shook her head. “I was talking about sneaking in. Not about—whatever this is you’re suggesting.”


Darken placed both hands on the table in front of him, leaning over, a mocking smile tugging at his lips. “Sweetheart, nobody sneaks into the Royal Palace. Not even a sneaky little spider like you.”


Little spider? Oh, you—Wait! Did he say Royal Palace? The Palace? As in Crona Palace?


“The palace is one of the best-warded places within the entire realm,” Darken confirmed her unanswered question. “The security measures make the wards around Gomorrha look like kindergarten.”


Suddenly Alex wasn’t so keen on getting into this place at all. She’d just have to run and hope she somehow survived.


“Alright,” she muttered and raised a hand. “Forget I said anything.”


Stephane looked at Darken. “Do you really believe she could manage? This is the elite we’re talking about.”


Darken frowned. “I’m sure Mother can whip her into shape in time. But we would still need that bait. I’ll have to make an appearance at the Order in the next few days, anyway. Between Belaris and myself, I’m sure we can come up with something.”


Alex raised her voice. “I said: Forget it!”


Completely ignoring her, Stephane addressed Josy. “What do you think?”


As if she wasn’t even there! Exactly like his freaking brother!


Josy swallowed and threw a quick side glance at Alex. “We’d have to work on posture and manners. And a little language schooling wouldn’t hurt, either … but,” she chewed on her lower lip, “it might be possible.”


You’ve got to be kidding me!


“Very well.” Stephane rubbed his hands together. “That’s decided then. I must prepare a statement to the press—”


“Are you even listening to me?” Alex jumped up from her chair, shaking with outrage. “I said I’m out! This is insane. I cannot pose as a trueborn.”


True, that little PO pup in front of Gomorrha had swallowed her act but, let’s be honest, he was only a halfborn and he’d seen her for half a second through a car window. Rubbing elbows with the creme de la creme of the trueborn elite was way out of her comfort zone. “I might be a little desperate but I’m not suicidal. So forget it!”


The look Stephane graced her with gave her serious chills. There was no give in those eyes. This was the face of the senator of Lancaester. She suddenly understood why he could make it to governor.


“Didn’t you just say your only way out of this mess was to pull out this evil by its root?”


Alex opened her mouth and closed it again.


“Well, here is your only chance. You’re lucky, the shovel comes for free. Welcome aboard, gardener!”


And just like that, Alex had managed to entangle herself in her own web. Great, Alex. Congrats!


“I’m a freaking shaper,” she said flatly. “I won't even get through the entrance control.”


Darken gave her a lazy smile that sent her hackles up. “Just let that be our worry.”
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DARKEN lowered the papers he had been reading when his brother shouldered his way from his private study into the family parlor and heavily fell into one of the huge armchairs. He let out a hearty sigh.


Darken put the records down on a low glass table and strolled over, resting his lower arms on the backrest of his brother’s chair.


Stephane rubbed his face with both hands and gave him a weary glance.


“It was the kiddo,” he said, indicating the door of his study where he’d been on a call for the past half hour. “He heard about what happened on the news, naturally. I knew this would leak in no time.” His lips pressed together. “The kid was beyond himself. Wanted to know if the children are alright. He also wanted to come over right away.”


Darken froze. “Did you invite him?”


Stephane lowered his hands and gave him a look reserved for the mentally challenged.


“Great Mother forbid! I’m glad things have finally calmed down a little and Maxwell and Josepha are taking it so well. Last thing I need is for him to run through the house and get everybody riled up again. You know how he is.” His expression was slightly tormented. “And he can’t keep a secret to save his life.”


Darken grimaced. Imagining the spider and their little brother under the same roof … not a good idea.


Tyler was a good kid who had his heart in the right place, he really was, but he was also a walking disaster. At twenty-four, the boy had no restraint and even less consideration. He always meant well—but by meaning well, he usually screwed things up on an epic scale. 


It wasn’t easy for him, Darken reflected. As the last born, he had always stood in the shadow of his elder brothers: Stephane was the family’s pride and joy, the figurehead of their grandeur and achievements. And Darken himself, due to his caste, had also always received his fair share of attention, whether he wanted it or not. And then there was the little straggler who didn’t seem able to do anything right and who didn’t even have a particular strong magical talent to put in the balance. Within three years he had already dropped out of four different study courses, managed to get himself convicted for taking part in a bar brawl last summer, and caused their mother no end of distress.


Darken walked over to the cabinet, got out a decanter of whiskey and filled two glasses. Stephane accepted the offered glass with a grateful nod and Darken perched on the armrest of the couch, swirling the golden liquid.


“What did you tell him?”


Steph made a vague gesture. “I said that the children needed rest for now.” He took a great gulp of whiskey. “I’ll arrange a visit in a couple of days when the waves have calmed a little,” he added. “At the townhouse or in the park. We better not involve him in any of this—for all our sakes. The fewer people who know, the better anyway.”


“That’s actually what I wanted to talk to you about.” Darken leaned forward, his eyes gaining a slight crimson sheen. “Too many people know about it already.”


Steph looked up sharply. “Whom are you concerned about?”


Darken slowly took a sip of whiskey, savoring the wooden taste with a faint hint of honey in it. “How much can the household be trusted?”


His brother stiffened. “I’d trust them with my life.”


Darken’s voice became a soft, vicious croon. “Along with the lives of your children?”


Steph’s brow furrowed with annoyance. “I’ve known most of them for decades, Darken. They’ve all been working for the family for at least a couple of years, without exception. You know this. Their loyalty is out of the question.”


“Is it?” Darken let his fingers slowly run along the rim of the glass, trailing the gentle curve. “That was a secure line that I used when I contacted you from Blayde’s hotel in the Pacified Zone. Those are not entirely impossible to tap but … it usually requires access to at least one of the communication devices.” His gaze gained an intense, predatory focus. “What device did you use when we spoke that night?”


For the first time, his brother looked uncomfortable. “My portable vis-a.”


Figured. “Do you have it on you?”


Hesitantly, Stephane reached into his pockets and took out the convex, silver three-inch disk. He placed it upon Darken’s outstretched palm.


Delicate arcane symbols covered the smooth surface. Darken applied the appropriate pressure to both sides while moving his hand counterclockwise. The device opened with a soft whir, displaying a glowing heart of blue energy running along silver wires. And there, almost invisible, except to the trained eye, was a tiny, transparent gel flake veined with hair-thin, silver metal threads.


“Look at you,” Darken purred, plucking out the little magic sigil and holding it out on the tip of his little finger. “You’ve been bugged, old son.”


Detached from its base the spell-bug used up the last of its magic charge, biting at Darken’s fingers, and then crumpled together, dead. A snarl pulled Stephane’s lips away from his teeth, giving the impression that he wanted to bite something—or someone.


“Who had access to your vis-a?” Darken asked. Stephane shrugged uneasily. “It could have been anyone, really—here, or at the townhouse, or even at the parliament …” He spread his fingers wide. “I don’t keep it on me all the time. I mostly leave it on my table …”


“Not anymore.” Darken’s hand closed around the disk, putting pressure on it until the crystalline silver metal cracked. Who knew what other kinds of magic tampering had been done with it? He dropped the mutilated tool on the table, a crushed mess of metal and glowing blue wires. “I’ll get you a new one. Carry it on you at all times. Don’t let anybody else touch it. No exceptions.”


Stephane nodded, looking slightly pale.


Having almost suspected something like this, Darken was glad he had been careful not to share any vital information, especially any information about Alex, during their last call. A stitch in time …


“You do seem right about Helton’s household, though.” Darken picked up the gossamer papers from the glass table and shuffled through them with his thumb. “I checked the relevant modules of the security surveillance logs with Chief Captain Mighell.”


His brother’s head of security had been more than accommodating, anxious to avoid any more casualties from his ranks. “There have been no outgoing calls or other transmissions from the estate since we arrived—except for Jayne calling her sick father—and nobody crossed the ward border of the estate, either in or out, only you and Edalyne and your entourage when you arrived.”


In addition, he had taken each and every one of the residing staff to task after their discussion earlier that day. If any of them had been involved in the events, he doubted they would have been able to hide their guilt under his rather … insistent … scrutiny. It would likely result in them avoiding him even more but that was a price he had been willing to pay in exchange for some clarity.


“I’ve also spoken in length with Hector. He was the last one who talked to Captain Camrryn before they left with the family coaches. Camrryn had told him that he’d been instructed to collect us at the Pacified Zone.”


Stephane frowned. “By whom?”


“He didn’t say, and Hector assumed it must have been you. After all, who else could it have been?” He nodded at the crumpled halves of the vis-aural emitter. “Someone might have used the connection over the spell-bug. In any case, there is an informant among our ranks and we need to find out who it is. In the meantime, we need to be extremely careful. If any of this leaks …”


He didn’t need to voice that their little scheme would fall apart before it had even started and they would all be in great jeopardy, with Alex leading the way to the gallows.


Stephane downed the rest of his drink. “Eady and I will talk to Captain Mighell tonight regarding security protocol. And with Hector and Elsbeth. As I said, I trust our servants explicitly but it won’t hurt if these two inculcate them once more. And tomorrow, we will contact Maxwell and Josepha’s school and take them out for the rest of the term. The summer holidays start in two weeks anyway. I don’t think anybody will see this as an odd request, considering what’s happened, and I’ll sleep better knowing they are here and well protected.”


“A sensible measure,” Darken agreed. “And it will prevent those two from telling their friends about their ‘adventures,’” he noted with a hint of a smile, thinking about Max in particular.


Steph grunted in reply. “Also, I was under the impression that Josepha wanted to help with the spider’s preparation for the ball.” There was a slight frown on his face.


“Your daughter is certainly … committed in this,” Darken said carefully, remembering only too well how she had refused to stop the healing, even at the risk of her health. Well, there was no need to give his brother all the details right now.


“The fact that she made a stand for the spider today, hasn’t gone unnoticed,” Stephane said. “Maxwell is a whirlwind, a ray of sunshine. Everybody likes him and it isn’t overly difficult to win his affection—though I must admit, he seems rather dotty about the spider.”


Darken smirked. “He’s a ten-year-old boy. Remember when you were that age? Only the appearance of a flesh-and-blood dragon could trump having a real-life shaper in the house.”


“True,” Stephane said ruefully. “However, my point is, Josepha has always been cut from a different cloth. She was always shy and more guarded. Her trust isn’t easily won, and the fact that the shaper managed to win it, clearly speaks in her favor as far as I’m concerned.” He rubbed his neck and then shook his head.


“A shaper, go figure. If anybody would ever have told me that I would once be hosting one of the creatures of the night in my house, I would have laughed him out of court. And now look at us—planning to take her to the most renowned elite gathering there is, right under the nose of the prime himself.” His gold-green eyes narrowed. “Do you think she can do what she claims she can? You know, the things she said about her shaper abilities?”


“Brother, I’ve seen this woman climb the walls of Gomorrha with nothing but her bare hands,” Darken said dryly. “So, yes, I’m pretty sure that she can.” Whether she could keep her sharp tongue in check long enough to pass as a trueborn lady, that was another matter altogether.


“And do you think we can trust her?”


Darken put down his glass. Cards on the table. “Yes, I think we can trust her.”


“You seem extremely sure of that.”


Darken showed him the edge of his teeth. “You would agree that it is considerably difficult to hide your true colors from someone like me, wouldn’t you?”


His brother gave him a long, careful look. “Generally.”


Generally. Unless personal feelings were involved? No, his feelings had nothing to do with his assessment of Alex’s trustworthiness. Or did they?


“If nothing else, you can trust her motives,” he said, ignoring the unasked question beneath his brother’s words. “For her, there is a lot on the line if we don’t get this sorted out. No hideout in the world will ever truly keep her out of reach of the realm’s long arm of the law, not with a crime like this. And, frankly, regarding your shaper policy, it would be most beneficial for her if you were to become the governor of the South. She’s got a lot to lose and much to gain.”


“Don’t hold back.”


Darken grimaced. “You haven’t spent the past couple of days with her. I have. She had no reason to help Maxwell and Josepha in the first place, but she did. And when I found them, she attacked me.”


His brother had the gall to laugh. “She attacked you and that makes you trust her?”


Darken scowled and muttered something uncomplimentary which only made his brother laugh harder.


“She attacked me, Steph, a forfeit, one of Death’s Servants, to protect a pair of children she had no particular attachment to. She could have run, yet she chose to stay and fight. A fight she couldn’t be sure to win—and I almost killed her for it. And after that, she risked her life several more times to keep them safe.” The memory of her squirming body on the metal cot in the Duke’s laboratory brought a shiver of heated revulsion over him. He crossed his arms. “You said it yourself: she made quite an impression on the children.”


“Only on them?”


Darken gave his brother a sharp glance. “What are you implying?”


Stephane was the picture of perfect innocence. “Oh, nothing. Nothing at all.” He cleared his throat, obviously searching for something else to say. “I had a feeling the spider was a little … incensed by the way we decided to include her in our operation.”


“Incensed? I have no idea what you are talking about. She was on her best behavior today.”


His brother’s eyebrows arched upward. “If that was her best, I don’t want to know what her worst is like.”


Oh, I’m sure you’ll find out.


“Well, I suppose we shouldn’t gripe,” Darken said, feeling slightly irritated on the spider’s behalf. “She came here expecting to be free of all this”—and of him? a gnawing voice wondered at the back of his mind, which he ruthlessly silenced—“and now she is stuck in this place and has to deal with all these trueborn people who are, by nature, highly suspicious of her kind. That alone would give anyone a pause.”


“And she hasn’t even had the worst of it yet,” Stephane said.


Darken tensed. Stephane’s mouth twitched just slightly. “Tomorrow she will meet Mother.”


A wry smile curved Darken’s lips. “Poor Alex. She has no idea what she’s gotten herself into.”










CHAPTER FIVE










JUST what have I gotten myself into?

Alex tiptoed down the corridor of the dark mansion, careful not to make any noise. It was still before dawn and the house was as silent as a graveyard. Yet silence could be deceptive. And she had absolutely no desire to run into anybody right now. Especially not one of the Dubois family. Specifically not Darken or his choleric madman of a brother.

Alex scowled. Last night’s dinner was still stuck in her bones and she had not the slightest clue how she would survive breakfast in the same room with those two atrocities who called themselves the Dubois brothers. Dealing with one of them was bad enough. Both of them together …

Alex shuddered.

Compared to them a pack of wolves seemed tame. They hunted like one, too. One of them would run at you at full speed, snarling and howling arguments, and when you tried to turn and flee, you’d find that the other one had snuck up behind you, baring his teeth and preventing your escape. Together they were like an avalanche: fast, destructive, and impossible to predict.

No, she definitely wasn’t ready to face either of them this morning. Or anybody else for that matter. At least, not until she’d had a giant mug of coffee.

Alex rounded a corner and stopped in front of a plain wooden door. If she remembered correctly from her little “guided tour” yesterday, this should be the kitchen. Carefully pushing down the handle, she poked her head inside—and released a tiny breath of relief. It was the kitchen, and, thankfully, it was empty. True, it was early, but with these trueborns and their opulent breakfasts, you never knew.

Alex slipped inside and gently closed the door behind her. Like all the rooms she'd seen so far at the country mansion, this one was modern, with a touch of country house charm to it. Ivory cupboards with glowing wooden worktops formed a U-shaped counter surrounding a big freestanding cooking island, which, in itself, was bigger than her entire kitchen in the Bin. Everything was meticulously clean and orderly, each kitchen appliance and device in its own spot, with not a speck of dust marring the place.


On the right-hand side, a long table was already set with dishes and cutlery for breakfast—perhaps ready for the staff before they began their morning chores.


Although nobody was in sight, some gracious soul must have already been awake, since a window had been left open to let in some fresh air, and the rich scent of freshly brewed coffee wafted through the kitchen. Mhmm. Alex inhaled deeply. Just as she’d hoped.


Alex padded over to the fancy magic-fueled coffee maker. After a little rummaging through the cabinets, she found a big mug and filled it to the rim.


At the end of the room, huge, outrageously clean windows were overlooking a vast backyard, bordered in the distance by tall pines, cedars, and firs. Clasping her mug, Alex slid open the screen door and stepped outside onto the terrace in her slippers.


The air was crisp with the chill of early morning. The rising sun had only just begun to gently burn through the haze that still hung between the trees like ghosts wrapping their translucent white arms around their trunks, unwilling to fade.


Sipping her coffee, Alex strolled to the edge of the flagstones. The perfectly mowed lawn was covered by a blanket of morning dew, a silver shadow coating the world that would soon yield to the golden breath of morning. A spider had woven its delicate web in a colorful flowerbed and in the first rays of the morning sun, dewdrops sparkled along its gossamer threads like a string of transparent pearls; a snapshot of natural beauty, on the verge of fading. Alex stared at the unspoiled perfection and for some unknown reason, it made her heart ache. Her life might be chaos, but here, at this moment, in this place, peace still reigned, calm and unimpressed by the craziness of the world out there. A world in which children were abducted because their parents had ambitions and people were murdered for no other reason than that they had been born with the wrong skin. This display of passing beauty was a painful reminder of the brittle quality of her own life that, only a day ago, had hung by a thread just as silken and delicate as this one.


It finally sunk in. Against all odds, she was still alive.


The question was, for how long?


The full weight of her semi-voluntary commitment settled on Alex’s shoulders and she swayed, stumped by the immensity of her foolishness. Attending some royal trueborn ball? And not just any ball. The Summerball. At the Royal Palace. She must be out of her fucking mind! What could go wrong with a slum-born shaper waltzing through a place filled with the elite of the realm and their itchy-fingered-trigger-happy bodyguards?


Well, you suggested this ludicrous scheme, sugar.


Yes, right, she had suggested crashing the party, but she’d pictured her own involvement quite differently. Not to go … not to actually pretend …


You can still run, sugar.


Yeah, into the arms of the next guardaí patrol, perhaps. Outside of these walls, she’d relinquish the last bit of safety she had. After all, she was still wanted for murder. And even if Stephane declared her dead in an upcoming press conference—obliterated by Darken’s outburst outside the Pacified Zone as they had agreed would be the best line of action for their plan to work—where exactly would she go? She couldn’t go back to her old life in the Bin or anywhere near it. Some other halfborn slum somewhere in the Southern Provinces, then. But no matter where she went, she’d have to stay out of trouble. Which was never going to happen. Not with her track record. And yet she’d have to. Because if she ever came to the attention of the law again, this whole thing would whip back at her like a boomerang studded with lethal spikes. It would always hover above her neck, like the Jester’s scythe-shaped fool’s scepter, waiting for a moment of carelessness to strike.


And if that Roukewood-guy got elected, her days and the days of any other shaper were numbered, anyway.


Alex shook her head. Maybe if she just went back to her room and pulled the blanket over her head, they would simply forget that she existed.


“Restless sleeper?”


The sudden sound of a female voice behind her made Alex jump, spilling hot coffee all over the sensitive skin of her hands. Suppressing a curse, Alex stuck a finger into her mouth and wheeled around.


Where the kitchen wall ended, in front of a bed of climbing roses, a recessed corner contained a love-seat and a garden table surrounded by several chairs. A woman in a heavy, dark blue dressing gown occupied one of the chairs, holding a coffee mug.


Her dark, chocolate-brown hair flowed unrestrained around a slim, classically beautiful face and cascaded down her shoulders in gentle curls. Well, Alex didn’t have to do any guesswork. Same delicate bone structure, same pale complexion. It was like looking into a time-mirror and seeing an older, more mature version of Josy.


Sweet Jester, she must have been sitting there the whole time.


When Alex didn’t say anything, the woman put her mug down on the tabletop, rose gracefully, and walked around the table. Even clad in just a simple dressing gown, her movements looked elegant and regal, as if she were the queen at a ball, walking toward an invisible throne.


For a short, blazing moment Alex fiercely envied her: for her beauty, her poise, her pure blood, her children—for everything about her life. Everything that she could never have.


“I’m sorry,” the woman said in a lilting voice that reminded Alex of a silver river, gentle and melodious. “I didn’t mean to startle you. I’m a bit of an early morning person myself, though I must admit that I didn’t expect anybody else to be up and about at such an early time.”


She stopped about an arm’s length from Alex. About a hand span shorter than her, she made up for it with the unmistakable confidence of someone who belongs.


“I’m Edalyne, Josepha and Maxwell’s mother.”


Not quite sure how to respond and recalling her last debacle with Stephane, Alex made an awkward curtsy but the woman laughed and pulled her up by her shoulders. “Don’t be silly, dear. We’re not at court or in Parliament.” She cocked her head to the side. “So. You must be the spider everyone is talking about. I must admit, after all the lively descriptions I received, I pictured you a little … differently.”


Alex stiffened. “With a few more legs, likely.”


The chuckle of the woman was velvety and gently amused. “Not quite. But considering all the heroic tales, I thought you must be taller and not so young … and pretty.”


“Well, looks can be deceiving,” Alex said warily, pushing a blond strand behind her ear.


“Oh, clearly they can,” the other woman said, her amusement never leaving her face. As the kids’ mother, she must be at least mid-thirties, but the only hint of age betraying the youthfulness of her appearance were the fine laugh lines at the corners of her clove-brown eyes. Guess a sheltered life allowed you to age gracefully.


“I didn’t have the chance to speak to you yesterday and I’m sure my husband has already expressed our deepest gratitude”—Alex choked on her coffee—“but I wanted to thank you personally for helping our children. My family is deeply indebted to you. We don’t take these matters lightly and we’ll do anything in our power to repay your kindness.”


Yeah, so they kept saying. And then they would push an invisible knife into your chest.


Probably guessing what she was thinking, Edalyne smiled. “My children speak very fondly of you.”


Feeling embarrassed by the statement for no obvious reason, Alex fiddled with her mug. It shouldn’t matter what a pair of spoiled trueborn aristo kids thought about her, but somehow it did. And she cared for them, too. More than she wanted to admit.


“As does my brother-in-law,” Edalyne added with a slight edge.


Alex tried not to flinch. Thinking about Darken made her want to curl up into a tight ball to escape this horrible feeling of dizziness and pain that always came with his image—like a shot of poison to her veins.


So, he’d said nice things about her. Well, sure he had. After all, she had helped his niece and nephew. And he thought she was capable. Apparently, he’d even started to trust her a little. And he’d cared enough to save her. Too bad he didn’t care enough to take it anywhere further.


Edalyne seemed to feel her uneasiness because she looked away. Her gaze turned toward the trees in the distance, where the pale golden glow of the rising sun spilled through the highest branches, setting the treetops alight with snowy flames.


Alex felt the need to say something, just to break the silence.


“You know about the plan?” Saying the word “plan” out loud made this whole thing sound even more ridiculous.


“In fact, I do. Stephane let me in on the details last night.” A frown puckered Edalyne’s silky forehead. “I admit that I was a little concerned.”


“Why? You think it won’t work?” Maybe if the two of them could join forces against this dominant male insanity …


“Oh no, dear, don’t worry.” Edalyne waved a dismissive hand. “If my husband thinks it will work, I trust him. He is very good at these things.”


Right. Forget about the female alliance.


How any sane person could trust that maniac was beyond Alex. But this woman obviously did. After all, she had married him. Which meant Alex had to be careful around her. She seemed all nice and peachy now, but spouses often had more in common than met the eye. Just her luck, that in their case, it seemed to be complete lunacy.


“It is pretty brave, what you agreed to do,” Edalyne noted.


Alex snorted. “Have been made to agree to is more like it.”


The other woman chuckled again, all bells and chimes. “Oh, I can imagine. Those two men are quite a handful to deal with.”


No shit!


Leaning forward, Edalyne put a hand on Alex’s arm. “Now dear, let’s be frank. How proficient is your knowledge of the customs of the royal elite?”


Alex bit her lip. Non-existent would probably be a very bad starting point.


She exhaled. “When I was very young, I spent some time in a household of minor trueborn nobility.” That’s it, make it sound impersonal. Let them think her parents had served there or something. It would explain her basic knowledge of the elevated society, without inducing awkward questions about her past … and her sire. “I picked up a little here and there, but, to be honest, I wouldn’t trust myself to be able to ask for the shitter without giving myself away.”


Edalyne blinked. “Oh dear,” she muttered.


Alright, maybe she shouldn’t have used the word “shitter.”


The other woman let out a sigh. “I understand my dearest mother-in-law is coming over around noon to give you an ‘immersive experience,’ so to speak, yes?” She made it sound like a death sentence. Alex’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “That’s what I was told.”


“Alright then.” Before Alex knew what was happening, Edalyne had taken her arm and was gently but firmly leading her back to the house. “That should give us just enough time for some basic preparations.”
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HELOISE Armande Clemence Zepheryne Tylène Dubois-Marcrant was a thin woman in her sixties, with steel-gray hair pinned into a tight bun and drooping lips that were pursed in a constant sneer, who liked to boss people around and couldn’t be satisfied by anyone or anything. It took Alex less than thirty seconds in her presence to gather as much.


The preceding hours, she had spent in Edalyne’s private suite, being brushed and groomed and powdered until she was feeling edgy enough to sink her teeth into the next person that touched her. Josepha’s mother and a group of more or less enthusiastic maids had first dyed her hair in a more common shade of blond, then stuffed her into a silky tea gown with a ridiculous number of buttons at the back, and even added a little makeup to—as Edalyne put it—“soften her edges” a bit, while Josy had whirred around them the entire time like a nervous little moth, solemnly checking if every hair was in place.


Alex didn’t understand what all the fuss was about until the old lady swept into the drawing room like a storm cloud, elegant gray skirts billowing around her willowy body, trailed by a flock of breathless servants.


Without sparing Alex so much as a glance, she dismissed the servants with a flick of her fingers and swooped down on Edalyne, the closed fan in her right hand raised as if she wanted to slap her daughter-in-law with it.


“Please, tell me this is all a giant hoax! My eldest son must have finally lost his mind!” The fan cut the air only inches from Edalyne’s face.


Edalyne, who to Alex’s deepest admiration didn’t recoil, watched the old lady with a patient expression on her face.


“Heloise. We’re so glad you could make it on such short notice. Now, why don’t we all calm down and have a seat? The children—”


“Yes, what did they do now? Brought home another stray mutt, have they?”


Josy, who was standing behind her mother, gasped.


“Heloise!” Edalyne exclaimed.


“Heloise, Heloise,” the old woman mimicked and waved her wrinkled fingers. “Don’t you Heloise me. I’m just saying it the way it is.”


With a sigh, Edalyne folded her hands, while Josy watched their exchange with huge eyes. “Heloise, please. We’re not doing this to aggravate you and you know it. We’re trying to find out who has been targeting your son—and your grandchildren. You do want to find out who tried to abduct the children, don’t you?”


The old lady scowled.


Ah, Edalyne was sneaky, too, you had to give it to her. Alex could imagine her working with Stephane very well: he the stick and she the sweet-sweet carrot. Oh, she’d bet many crafty politicians, considering the gentle woman no threat beside her snorting bull of a husband, left an idle conversation, wondering why their pants were hanging around their knees, while Edalyne was smiling and twirling their belt.


“I understand this is rather … unconventional,” Edalyne said, “but before you make up your mind, would you at least take a moment to talk to her? Please? For the children?”


The old lady heaved a sigh. “Very well.” You’d think she’d just agreed to personally treat a leper.


With another withering glance at her daughter-in-law, she majestically turned to Alex, measuring her from top to bottom with a look of pure contempt. Her lips crinkled.


Alex, who so far had done her best to stand quietly on the sidelines and look more or less demure—despite the growing urge to go over and kick that woman’s skinny ass—couldn’t help but raise her chin in response to the appraising glance. She knew that look. Oh, she knew it. It was the same look she’d received from “Auntie” Sheila and so many others in her time. The look that was reserved for an insect that soiled the ground with its very presence. One that was only fit to be squashed beneath the heel of a boot. Inside her, the spider hissed in defiance.


This woman had made up her mind about her—about her kind—before she’d even entered the room and there would be nothing that Alex could do or say to dissuade her from this preconceived notion. She knew people like that. And usually, if she encountered them, she’d leave before it could result in a violent clash. Only this time there was nowhere for her to go. Even worse, they were supposed to work together. Now, didn’t that sound like fun?


Her inspection complete, the old lady half-turned back to Edalyne. “Well, she’s pretty enough, I suppose.” Even that she managed to make sound like an insult. “Does she speak?”


“Loudly and clearly,” Alex announced sharply. “I even wash my hands after taking a piss.”


“Crude and vulgar.” Heloise dabbed her forehead with a lilac-scented tissue. “But I suppose that was to be expected.”


She leaned toward Alex with a taunting glow in her eyes, causing the wrinkles on her neck to fold.


“Singing? Painting? Crocheting?” Her thin lips began to sneer. “Do you have any wisp of talent in these fine arts? Anything I could work with? Poetry, perhaps? No?” The sound of her voice made it clear that she didn’t expect Alex to be talented at anything, except maybe in converting oxygen into carbon dioxide. And what a waste of good oxygen, too.


Alex bared her teeth in a smile. “I’m pretty good with knives,” she replied with the sweetest venom. “And I can change a car tire in no time if that qualifies me in any way.”


Blotches of color mottled the old woman’s cheeks. “You think this is all a big joke, don’t you? An amusing little game. Well, let me tell you, missy, a pretty face isn’t everything! You’ll need a lot more than that to survive among the elite and what I see so far does not show much promise.”


“Don’t be unfair, Heloise,” Edalyne said quietly. “It is hardly Alex’s fault that she didn’t have the privilege to be brought up to the standards of our society.”


“Fault? Bah!” Heloise made a dismissive gesture. “My Marquel would turn over in his grave, if he could hear you!” She shook her head. “You’re asking me to queen a pawn who knows nothing about the rules of the game she’s entered. That is the easiest way to get check-mated. Mark my words. Just look at her! No kind of upbringing would turn this brazen hussy—”


That about did it! “Look, I didn’t exactly volunteer for this job!” Alex snapped. “I’m here because I have no choice and I want this mess sorted out just as much as you do. You have a problem with what I am? Fine. You’re not the first. Get the t-shirt! I’m very sorry that I don’t possess any of your venerated ‘lady qualities’ but, to be honest, I’ve had enough of your insults. So are you gonna keep behaving like a snarly old bitch who’s got a fart stuck up her ass, or are you actually going to help?”


The room was suddenly very quiet. Edalyne’s mouth hung open. Josy had turned deathly pale.


Ah shit! She might have overstepped just a smidgen.


The old woman clenched her skirts, making a sound like a boiling teakettle.


Shit, shit, shit! They wouldn’t execute her for this, would they?


After a couple of seconds though, Heloise regained her composure. She smoothed out her skirt and turned to Edalyne. “Please be so kind as to give the two of us a moment. I wish to speak to her … alone.”


Worry crossed Edalyne’s face before she nodded stiffly. She put her arm around Josy’s slim shoulders and led her outside. The girl gave Alex an unmistakably frightened glance before she vanished through the door.


Alex was about to protest but before she could utter a word, the door closed and she was alone with the old shrew. Great!


“Now.” Heloise spun on her heels and marched toward Alex, slapping her fan in the open palm of her other hand, and Alex had to remind herself that, no matter her physical condition, she had nothing to fear from an elderly lady with a piece of wood and lace in her hands.


Heloise halted a couple of feet away and managed to look down on Alex from below. “Since my eldest seems to have made up his mind, I believe we don’t have much of a choice about this … this farce. But I won’t be talked to like that, ever again. Not in this house. Not by the likes of you!”


Ouch!


The fan scraped the underside of Alex’s chin, forcing her head back. “If I agree to coach you—and the Great Mother have mercy on me if I do—you will follow my directions without question. No complaints. No backtalk. You will do as I say when I say it, or we are done. Understood?”


Alex rolled her eyes. “Understood.”


“Understood, madame.”


Alex gritted her teeth. “Understood, madame.”


Heloise raised a thin, penciled eyebrow. “We shall see about that. Now, strip.”


Alex blinked. “What?”


“Excuse me, or I beg your pardon.”


“For what?”


The old woman closed her eyes and rubbed her temples as if fighting a serious headache. “A lady”—she pronounced the word with crisp exactness—“never says ‘what.’ Water comes from the faucet. A lady uses more elaborate phrases, such as ‘I beg your pardon’ or, at the very least, ‘excuse me’ should the occasion arise in which she does not understand her conversational partner.”


Jester’s fucking grace, this would be plain torture.


When Alex just stared at her, she waved a hand. “Go on, try it. Or is even this simple phrase already posing too much of a challenge for you?”


Oh yes, torture barely covered it.


Alex unlocked her jaw with great difficulty. “I beg your pardon, madame.”


“Now that wasn’t so hard, was it?” Heloise sneered. “As for your question, if I may perceive it as such: I asked you to strip down. Undress. Remove your clothing. Whatever you want to call it.”


“Why?”


“I believe I made myself quite clear about the way we will work together, did I not? If you are going to question all of my instructions, we may as well admit defeat right now.”


Clenching her teeth so hard that her cheeks started to hurt, Alex began to unbutton her dress. When she was done, it slid down her legs, landing in a heap around her feet, leaving her exposed, except for her underwear.


Brandishing her fan, Heloise stalked around Alex like a vulture, slowly looking her up and down.


A thin finger poked her shoulder and Alex flinched.


The old woman pursed her lips. “Deceptively human.”


What had she expected? Fur? A forked tail? Probably.


Another stab, this time to the ribs.


When two bony fingers pinched her butt cheek, Alex wheeled around with a hiss, baring her teeth.


“Ah.” Heloise stepped back with a triumphant smile as if she’d just gotten a murder confession out of Alex. “You might look human enough, but I know what you really are. Beneath that skin, you’re nothing but an animal. A primitive, ignorant creature, crude and unrefined. Creatures like you shouldn’t even exist. You are an evolutionary mistake.”


She waved toward Alex’s naked body and Alex realized the whole stripping show served one purpose only: humiliation.


“The others might be fooled by your pretty disguise, but I can see right through you. And now listen, missy, and listen very well because I will only say this once.” Their faces were barely three inches apart. “My family stems from one of the thirty great royal dynasties. The Dubois have been among the elite for centuries, starting from when Prima Luchesa ruled—may she rest in peace—little though this will mean to a simple creature such as yourself.


“And now Stephane is on his way to the greatest triumph this bloodline has ever seen. And he is so close. So close.” She held her fingers a mere centimeter apart. “He will be governor. I have worked too hard to keep the family in this position to let this chance slip through our fingers now. And I made sacrifices, the Great Mother knows I did. I won’t let this triumph be taken from me. By anyone. Not by our dear scheming competitors and certainly not by a dirty little mongrel who thinks she can take advantage of our magnanimity.”


Excuse me?


“If you threaten this family or my son’s position in any way, I swear by the Blind Child’s eyes that I will end you.”


Alex stared at her, shell-shocked.


Heloise smiled. Her voice was deceptively soft, almost sweet. “I won’t just kill you. No. I will crush your worthless little existence and you will regret the day your skank of a mother decided to keep you. Are we clear?”


“Crystal clear.” Bitch!


“Marvelous. You may get dressed again.”


Before Alex could so much as move, Heloise raised her left hand and rang a tiny silver bell attached to a chain around her wrist. A servant almost instantly poked his head into the room. Alex yanked her dress up, quickly covering her chest, and started to feverishly fumble with the back buttons, blushing beet red.


“They may come back in.” Heloise sniffed. “We are done here.”


To Alex’s dismay, it wasn’t just Josy and her mother who entered the drawing room, but also Darken and Stephane, like night and day beside each other. They were followed by a grumbling Max, who was trailing behind, complaining about how he was always left out of everything. Noticing her struggle, Josy had the grace to move over and help her with the dress.


“So?” Stephane rubbed his hands together, looking from his mother to Alex and back.


Heloise sniffed. “For the record, I still think this is an abysmally bad idea.” In this, at least, they were in complete agreement.


“Duly noted,” her son said with a fierce smile, clearly not caring a rap. Really, this whole family was insane. And he was the absolute top nut.


“When will you get started?”


“In order to make her presentable in time?” Heloise gave Alex another most derogative glance. “I think we better get started right away.”










CHAPTER SIX










DARKEN fixed the cuff links to his black silk shirt and studied himself in the mirror. His face was its typical cold, impassive mask but his eyes were burning with barely suppressed frustration.


Being under the same roof as Alex, walking the same corridors, eating at the same table, yet at the same time not being able to be close to her, was pushing him to the edge of self-control.


Not that he had seen that much of Alex during these past few days, since she was mostly monopolized by his mother for her “training,” and Heloise Dubois-Marcrant wasn’t known for her appreciation of leisure time.


Yet knowing that Alex was there was bad enough. And when Darken lay in bed, painfully aware that only a handful of walls separated them, his mind went on dangerous wanderings and it took all of his will power to keep his body from following suit. He’d wake in the middle of the night, heart hammering, with the memory of her smell in his nose and his blankets rumpled into a mess. The servants no longer made it a secret that they were avoiding him and even the rest of the mansion’s inhabitants seemed to feel a little more uneasy around him than usual, their careful attempts to act neutral scratching at his already brittle temper.


The door to his room burst open with such force that it crashed into the wall, sending all the small objects on the blackwood tables and shelves into a startled jitter.


Alex stormed into the room like an icy winter wind, eyes blazing.


She wore a lovely dress in all the colors of a vivid summer rain. It complimented her skin tone and hair color, but gauging her mood correctly, Darken had the feeling he’d have a fight on his hands if he were to mention it. If there wasn’t already one coming.


Darken raised one eyebrow at her in the mirror, not sure which disconcerted him more: the fact that if she’d arrived a couple of minutes earlier she’d have run in on him naked or the thought that it might have bothered her.


Alex planted her feet in a fighting stance and bared her teeth at him.


“You’re leaving?”


Darken’s gaze flickered toward the travel-ready carryall in front of his wardrobe. He gritted his teeth. Five minutes. Five more minutes and he would have been gone.


Yes, snuck out like a spineless coward!


Well, he was just trying to make this easier on both of them. At least, that’s what he kept telling himself.


Slowly shaking out his shirt sleeves, Darken turned around, keeping his face carefully impassive. “I must report back to the Order. I believe I mentioned that.”


Alex’s lips pulled back in a snarl. “Fuck the Order!”


This startled him enough to blink. Not the obscenity as such—the Great Mother knew he’d heard worse from her—but the vigor behind it.


There was almost something like panic on her face when she took another step forward. “You can’t leave me alone with these people!” Her voice dropped into a hiss. “They are all insane!”


Hah! That she would consider him, the forfeit, the notorious killer, the sanest of his family. Ah, the cutting irony.


Though why she would even want him to stay, he had no idea. After all, she was the one who had run out on him in the hall, leaving him with the severed end of their conversation.


Still, he supposed he had acted as some kind of buffer between her and the rest of the family, especially his mother. His presence must have been equated with some kind of protection. To assume anything else would be foolish. And yet here he was, being exactly that fool, who couldn’t help wondering if maybe, maybe, there had been some kind of misunderstanding. That, perhaps, he’d misread her in some way, and maybe if only he found the right words, there might still be a chance for the two of them.


It brought back all the doubts he’d thought he had safely buried in the recesses of his heart. But there were so many unspoken words lingering between them, a rift that was growing wider by the day. A rift he didn’t know how to span.


Well, she’s here now, old son. In your room. What are you gonna do about it?


He couldn’t waste this chance. It might well be his last.


Taking a deep breath, Darken raised a hand. “Alex, listen, I—”


“Alex? Alex!” Josepha’s voice came from somewhere outside in the corridor.


Alex flinched. The fearless I-will-tear-you-to-ribbons-with-my-bare-hands-and-tie-you-a-bow-for-your-funeral spider actually flinched at the sound of the voice of his baby niece. Interesting.


Darken’s hand fell to his side. The flood of disappointment he felt was so raw, he wanted to scream in frustration.


There was the sound of feet drumming on parquet, then Josy’s head peeked into the room. Her eyes brightened. “Oh, heeere you are, Alex. I’ve been looking for you all over the place. Grandmother is waiting for you in the drawing room for your morning lesson and you know how she hates to be left waiting.”


With slight amusement, Darken watched Alex switch from desperate spider ready for a fight to a grumpy young woman who had been caught skipping. He half expected her to groan.


Josepha’s roaming eyes fell on the carryall. “Oh, you’re off, uncle?”


“I’m afraid this isn’t a question of choice,” Darken said quietly.


Crossing the room, his niece choke-hugged him. As he hugged her back, he noted with appreciation that she wasn’t as thin and weak anymore, as when they first arrived—thanks to a huge effort from the kitchen staff.


Josy pulled back. “Be back soon?”


“As soon as I can,” Darken promised, knowing it was more blarney than anything else. If he was sent on a mission it could be weeks or even months before he found another chance to come back for a visit. Wasn’t this the reason he’d stayed in the house, despite his rising temper? His eyes went back to Alex, taking in the sharp line of her jaw, the graceful curve of her neck, the shape of her lips … Was this the last time he’d see her?


Josy’s cheery voice cut through his fears. “Well then, if you don’t mind, I’ll borrow Alex or Grandmother will have a stroke and I don’t think anybody wants that.” Although she sounded a little hesitant as she glanced at Alex.


Josy took the spider’s arm and started for the door. To Darken’s surprise, Alex let out a disgruntled sigh and allowed the girl to pull her along; an image that reminded him a lot of a little mouse herding a hissy cat.


In the doorway, Alex threw him a helpless look over her shoulder but all he could do was to give an equally helpless shrug in response.


Then she was gone. Darken stared at the empty door frame. An even more gaping emptiness filled his insides. In his mind, he stalked her down the corridor and grabbed her hand, forcefully pulling her into his arms. His mouth found hers and he kissed her, deeply, desperately, and after a moment of shock, she kissed him back, every touch of their lips kindling the fire inside them until they were both floating.


And in his mind, this fantasy would stay.


Darken tugged his shirt sleeves down once more and straightened up. So many things left unsaid between them. Perhaps it was for the best.


With nothing else left to do, he picked up his carryall and left for the Order.
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THE forfeit’s convent in Lancaester was located in Gral de Bassano, a recreational area outside of the city, formed by gentle hills that were covered in golden vineyards and punctuated with countless little lakes.


From its exterior, it could have easily been a castle spa hotel for high society, if it weren’t for the softly glowing magic wards that covered the entirety of the tall, wrought-iron fence girdling the estate—wards strong enough to blow you to bits if you so much as breathed on them—and the deceptively small laser-spell spring guns topping each column. These measures, although less obvious than the barbed wire and automated gun turrets the halfborns used, gave off a more prison-like vibe—and like a prison, this place was designed to keep its inmates locked inside.


The coach halted at the outer gate of the estate and the chauffeur spoke with the guards on duty, announcing the new arrival.


Darken leaned back in his seat, waiting for the security protocol to finish.


Finally, the heavy, curved gates swung open and admitted them to a long driveway that led through a terraced garden, along close-cropped lawns dotted with colorful splashes of tulips and artfully cut boxwood trees glowing in the midday sun. Half a mile later the monstrous sprawl of the main building swung into view. Originally the ruins of a castle, the antique building had been rebuilt with dark gray stone, adorned with engraved crenelations and ornate ledges. Four towers on each side of the castle rose into the sky, covered in gleaming black shingles. Ivy snaked up the walls, sprinkled with jasmine, hanging down like a green veil dotted with little white pearls. Its old-world elegance gave the place an imposing, awe-inspiring kind of beauty.


Darken grimaced. They always made sure that the outside of their cages was as sightly as possible, as if being locked up in a beautiful cage made it less of a cage. He supposed it made it easier to justify their confinement to the public.


The chauffeur let him out at the roundabout in front of the main entrance. Darken didn’t bother with his luggage; it would be brought up to his assigned room. That was, of course, after being carefully searched and checked for any personal items they might need to remove. Inside a convent, such distractions were not permitted. A controlled low-stimulus environment was deemed best, to keep their volatile tempers in check, and those in charge of the convents meticulously made sure to abide by that creed. Most of his kind didn’t have many personal belongings anyway. The state provided them with everything they needed: clothing, board and lodge, even sex partners. And when they went into the field they received the most cutting-edge gear and technology, intelligence, money, and all the weapons they could possibly wish for … It was ridiculous how much the state paid to keep their pet killers in perfect shape. Yet none of it belonged to them. It was nothing but a loan, and the price had to be paid in blood.


When Darken approached the main door, it opened to reveal the reception hall security check. A full unit of twelve guards was waiting for him in the bare, heavily warded steel chamber. They were fully armed and shuffling on their feet. The room stank of nervous sweat. Darken suppressed a cold grin. Word of his recent carnage must have gotten out and they were worried. As if he would be stupid enough to attack them in here! He wasn’t that keen on his execution order.


On the other hand, what had happed outside the Pacified Zone was only a taste of what he was capable of. They certainly were right to be wary of him.


The main handler, a seasoned guy with many years of service under his belt, nodded at him. “Enforcer, you know the procedure.”


As was expected of him, Darken slowly stepped forward and knelt in the indicated circle on the ground, crossing his hands behind his head and patiently waiting for the magic security scan to finish searching him for hidden objects and magics.


When the green light indicated he was clean, four of the guards moved forward to adjust the tempering rings on his wrists, while the others stood alert, pointing their spellguns at his chest. Fools. If he really wanted them dead, their combined power wouldn’t be able to stop him. Silently drawing on that image, Darken smiled and enjoyed how the youngest of the handlers flinched because of it.


The tempering rings—from the outside not much more than glyph-adorned, silver cuff bracelets—were charged with different stunning spells and magic applications. They also contained needles that could unload a cocktail of narcotics into his bloodstream at the press of a handler’s remote control button, which would knock him out within a couple of seconds. If needs be, the rings could also be linked together and attached to a leather belt, physically restraining their wearer. A worthwhile life insurance investment when keeping a house full of itchy killers. An out of control forfeit was difficult to rein in, that was, until after a full-scale slaughter that nobody wanted to put his neck on the line for. And when so many of them were stuck in a cramped space, violent clashes were bound to occur.


Solicitously, the main handler checked the lock of the cuffs once more and stepped back, nodding again.


“He is waiting for you in his office, Enforcer. Do you need an escort to show you the way?”


“I’ll find my way, thank you.” Darken’s deep voice was soft and slightly bored. He saw the instant relief in the eyes of the men around him. None of them would have liked to be chosen for that job, and, in turn, he had no desire to be tasered by some over-eager fool who thought that he had twitched the wrong way. Also, this was the convent he frequented the most and he knew his way around.


The light on the magically reinforced steel security door turned from white to green with a loud alarm sound and the door rolled open, allowing him into the main compound, its steely teeth like a grinning mouth that was about to chew him up. Darken stepped through and it closed behind him with a heavy metal thud, locking him in.


Back home, Darken thought bitterly. Not that any of the chambers had ever made him feel anything but isolated; estranged from society and life.


Darken glided through the empty corridors, the naked dark stone exuding a cold, oppressive heaviness. The ground floor of the building held the sparring and training rooms, the fitness center, the armory, the library, the research lab, the infirmary, the kitchen, and canteen, the “play chambers,” which was what they called the small cubicles used for sexual release, as well as the offices and staff rooms of the handlers. The sleeping quarters of the residing forfeits were on the top floors, which could be locked down separately in the case of an “emergency.” Finally, in the basement, there were a few specially secured holding cells. Darken had seen more than enough of these and he had no intention of visiting them during his current stay.


While the compound contained everything that could keep a bored lot of notorious killers entertained while they waited to get out, and everything was new and modern, the whole place had a sickening sense of sterility to it; it lacked the emotional and personal touches that usually made a place livable. Like a haunted house—and they were the spooks.


The few forfeits Darken passed, greeted him with cold civility. He knew some of their faces, but despite having stayed under the same roof time and again over the past years, he hadn’t shared more than a handful of words with the majority of them. Most of their kind kept to themselves.


Darken reached the provost’s office and knocked on the plain blackwood door.


A distracted voice told him to enter. He walked in.


As always, the office stumped him with its visible hypocrisy.


In spite of the Order’s creed for simplicity, the provost’s personal space was overflowing with splendor: his rich carved mahogany desk was cluttered with all kinds of glinting knick-knacks and trinkets; velvet upholstery covered all of the chairs in the room; huge paintings adorned the walls and a thick rug covered the floor; a small table held assorted alcoholic beverages; and, finally, an old-fashioned arcaphonium musica occupied a good part of the rear wall. The magic-fueled music player consisted of brass pipes in several sizes and crystal balls veined with glowing, white-blue wires. It was a custom-built model and had to have been outrageously expensive.


And the man himself was the biggest hypocrite of them all. Short, more than a tad overweight, with a nervous twitch, the provost of this particular convent hadn’t earned his job through skill or hard work, but—as far as rumor had it—by knowing the right people and spending enough money in the right establishments. Having dealt with the man, Darken was more than inclined to take those rumors at face value. Lord Falcrum was as ill-suited for this job as a fat, short-legged, dim-witted sheep would be guarding a pack of cunning, ever-hungry wolves. Being faced with just a single forfeit drove the man close to having a heart attack.


But spending a couple of years in a forfeit’s convent was—for anyone but a forfeit—a prestigious position, that resulted in being set for life, because of the high risks attached to it.


The provost had been standing behind his desk and studying a piece of paper. He turned, and almost dropped the letter at the sight of Darken leaning at the door, dark and silent as a shadow.


“Darken!” His voice squeaked a little. “Didn’t expect you so soon. Sit.” He pointed a pudgy hand toward the chair across from his desk. “Sit. Sit.”


Darken slid into the chair, crossed one leg over the other and steepled his fingers, waiting.


Cumbersomely settling himself in his own chair, the provost nudged the papers in front of him into an even straighter pile, repeatedly touching the remote control for the tempering rings, which was lying within reach on his desk. Darken wondered if he was even aware of this gesture. Regardless, it annoyed him beyond words.


“Yes, ah, well.” The provost finally faced him with a smile that was a bit too wide, too artificial.


“You look good, Darken. Good. All funned out, yes?” He cleared his throat. “You see, word travels and I understand there was … er … a situation.”


If one wanted to call him slaughtering a dozen people outside the Pacified Zone in a blood frenzy “a situation,” then, yes, there had been a situation.


“Dreadful what happened to your … I mean the children of your brother. Yes, simply dreadful. I hope they are quite well, considering the circumstances?”


“Considering the circumstances.”


“Yes, naturally, naturally. The trauma. No child should have to go through something like that,” the provost said. “It was quite a stroke of luck that you were close by. And at the other end of the country of all places!” His small eyes glanced up from the papers that he kept nervously shifting around, watching Darken queerly. “Really, a lucky coincidence.”


“Wasn’t it indeed?” Darken said pleasantly, resting his chin upon his steepled forefingers, while his lips curved into a predatory smile. The other man shivered involuntarily.


“Hm. Yes. Just wondering.” The provost dabbed his shiny forehead. “What were you doing so far away from Lancaester? Any particular reason?”


Darken touched the side of an old wooden globe with his fingertips, making it spin.


“Oh, I make it a habit of traveling the country as far as my limited time allows,” he said in a bored tone. “I was under the impression that I could use my free time as I please. They have very beautiful botanical gardens in Rhelrya.”—which was a place close to Manor Creek County—“Have you ever seen them?”


“N-no.”


“Then you should.” Darken smiled. “They are a worthy sight. They are particularly famous for their magnificent ‘lakes within lakes.’ And they have very … rich soil.”


Instantly, Darken could read the thoughts flashing across the provost’s face, contemplating the fact that rich soil also meant “good for burying bodies,” and what he would find if he were to ever venture down any of the paths Darken had trod before.


“So you see, it was more an idle adventure than for any particular reason.” Darken raised a finger, stopping the globe mid-motion and leaned forward, looking directly at the provost. “Why? Was there anything worthy of my interest in that area?”


He was waiting for an insinuation concerning the dark events that had taken place at Manor Creek, prepared to spin a convincing tale. Instead, the other man winced, eyes wide. “Worthy of—? No! No.” He shook his head. “No. Of course not. Please, forgive my curiosity.”


Darken leaned back, trying not to show his surprise, while the provost continued to ramble. “I thought … you know, this must have been a stressful time for your family, yes? So maybe, yes, yes, you should take a few more days off. As you said, we’ve kept you so busy lately … And you just fed, didn’t you? So there’s no real need …” He hesitated. “Of course, I can put you on an assignment but I would understand if you’d rather spend some more time with your family. After all that has happened, I’m sure they would like to have someone in the house they can trust, yes?”


When Darken opened his mouth, the plump man began to shake his head wildly. “No really, Darken, I insist. A little vacation … Just until things have calmed down a little …” He gave Darken a tense smile. “After the tests, naturally. Must keep the formalities.”


Vacation, indeed. Darken tapped his fingertips together. This offer wasn’t made out of pure kindheartedness or—perish the thought—concern for his family. No. He was being sent away. To a place, they knew he wouldn’t leave unless he was expressly ordered back. Curious, curious. Someone wanted him out of the way. But why?


Something he would figure out later. He wasn’t intrigued enough to decline an offer to go home when it was handed to him on a silver platter.


“Indeed, I would,” Darken said suavely. “In fact, I appreciate your thoughtfulness. With your leave, I’ll report for the tests right away.”


“Sure, sure.” The provost waved a magnanimous hand. “Off you go. If you pass the tests tomorrow, you can leave the day after tomorrow, first thing.”


Can’t get rid of me quickly enough, can you?


Darken rose and inclined his head with just the required amount of respect. “Provost.” With that, he left the office.
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THE provost stared at the closed office door, allowing himself to finally give in to the shivers that became more and more intense.


Never show fear in front of the subjects. It was the most vital rule they had inculcated him with when he had been appointed as provost. Never show your fear. They see it, they feel it, they smell it. They are attracted to it and it only makes them more dangerous.


But, Mother’s mercy and Jester’s grace, how could you not be afraid among these psychotic killing machines? He’d thought that he would only have to make an appearance at the compound once in a while, not to actually have to deal with them, day after day. They were mad, the lot of them. And Darken … he was one of the worst. Always calm, always courteous on the outside. Bored, even. So irritatingly indifferent to everything. But that massacre outside the Pacified Zone …


Falcrum shuddered and went over to his mini bar, filling up a tall glass of cognac and downing it at once.


Darken, Darken, Darken. One of his best subjects. One of his most troublesome, too. He had always been different from most of the subjects under his “care,” due to his family ties. And now …


The provost’s hands shook as he filled himself a second glass. Darken was becoming a real problem and Falcrum knew his obligations.


Feeling sufficiently mellowed by the alcohol, the provost picked up the earpiece for his vis-aural emitter and channeled a spark of magic into it, while activating the right sequence of glyphs.


A terse voice answered after a couple of seconds.


The provost licked his lips. “There’s a problem with subject C48,” he said unceremoniously. “Yes, Darken. I’m afraid he might discover something …”


The voice at the other end of the line replied succinctly.


“Yes … yes, I know he’s my responsibility but … Yes … I, uhm …” He hesitated. “I … sent him home.”


The torrent of words that followed almost made him yank out his earpiece. He clutched the front of his shirt to keep himself from reaching for the remote control on the table, useless as this gesture would be.


“Better to have him occupied with his family than having him snooping around here,” Falcrum snapped. Better than having him slinking around in this confined place, breathing down his neck. Or, worse, breaking his neck.


The other voice spoke rapidly.


The provost nodded. “Yes … Yes … Do you really think that is—Yes … Yes, I understand.” The connection went silent and the lights dimmed out.


Falcrum pulled out the earpiece and dropped it on the desk as if it were on fire. His bowels churned, sending acid up his throat.


It took two more servings of cognac until he felt steady enough to do what had been asked of him. Taking a deep breath, he fished out a key from the inside of his shirt and opened a desk drawer. He took out a piece of parchment and unrolled it across the table.


The letters blurred a little in front of his eyes. He blinked and forced himself to read it twice, taking in the gravity of the words.


His hand shook as he grabbed his fountain pen and wrote his signature at the bottom. It shook even more as he pressed the Order’s seal onto it, giving the image—a bloodraven perching on a keep in front of crossed swords—a wobbly outline.


He looked at it for a long moment, then, with a heavy sigh, folded the order together, put it back into the drawer and locked it, sincerely hoping that he wouldn’t have to use it.










CHAPTER SEVEN










AFTER leaving the provost’s office, Darken prowled through the corridors of the compound like a hunter that had run out of prey: tense and dissatisfied. He reached the inner courtyard of the convent and slipped outside, facing a stretch of barren grass, cropped almost to non-existence between strips of concrete. Arched walkways connected at the center of the square; a black cross from a bird’s eye perspective.


Despite it being a warm day, the place seemed bleak and bitter. Even the air seemed darker within the confines of the compound than it had been on the outside, as if the walls wouldn’t allow any warmth and cheerfulness to penetrate a place housed by those who served Death herself.


Near the wall, two forfeits were playing cards at a stone table. One of them, a man in his forties with long black hair and heavy burn-scars covering half of his face, going by the name of Rojas, touched his forehead with two fingers—as close to a friendly shout-out as one could get around here. Darken returned the gesture and moved on, returning to his agitated thoughts.


The provost knew he’d been in Manor Creek. Well, no, he didn’t know, but he strongly suspected it, and with good reason. Darken had no business being anywhere that far south, and Stephane’s less-than-subtle interest in the murder case made it the logical explanation. That’s why Darken had expected them to press the issue—finally something they could use to defame him—and he had already prepared several different stories, depending on the way things went. If they really wanted to nail him, they could even set up an official hearing and make it a public issue. Yet they couldn’t do so without shedding some more light on what had really happened at the murder scene that day and, apparently, this was something they didn’t want to do … Why?


Secrets and lies. So damn many secrets and lies.


A shadow moved beneath the arch to his left.


Darken stopped. A smile curved his lips.


“Belaris.”


There was the soft rustle of cloth on stone and suddenly a young man was perched atop the five-foot-high stone wall that was cutting through the arch, his back brushing the curved black stones.


Blond hair, wicked blue eyes, and a body that went right with his devilishly handsome features. In his black coat, Belaris looked like a cross between an angel and a raven—promising innocent virtues and delivering deadly vices.


Sometimes the Great Mother had an evil sense of humor. With his looks, Belaris would have been the center of attention at any kind of social gathering. That is, if he hadn’t been born what he was. Things being as they were … 


Well, forfeit or no, Belaris still wasn’t in short supply of female—and sometimes male—attention but his time at the Order had nurtured his desire for cruel pleasures. They had molded him into a lethal blade, and now that body was a weapon, honed to the utmost perfection, and any kind of pleasure Belaris provided came at the price of pain.


Oh, Darken understood. He understood very well. When claimed, Belaris had been abandoned by his family. Forbidden to see his little sister. Forgotten by the world, unless they needed someone to conduct their bloody business. The constant use and abuse their kind suffered in the service of the state, the mixture of goading and punishment, had quenched the youthful fire that had once blazed brightly inside him, crystallizing it into cold, hard ice. Today, the only thing that still burned inside Belaris, was hatred. 


Even Darken sometimes had trouble finding the funny, boisterous youth inside the cold, bitter man they had created, but he, at least, still went looking for him. 


Belaris lazily dangled one leg down the wall. “Darken! Long time no see.”


“I was on leave.” Darken leaned against the stonewall and propped one boot against it. “Family business.”


“Didn’t stop you from practicing your finer skills, or so I heard.”


Belaris grinned. Sometimes he’d grin just like this when he was pushing a knife up to the hilt into his victim’s chest. “Nicely done, by the way. Don’t think I could have messed up any worse than that.”


Darken gave his best friend a sharp glance. “Nothing stays secret inside these walls, does it? You’d think this place is full of gossip mongers, instead of state-licensed assassins pledged to secrecy.”


Belaris spread his arms wide with mock indignation. “We do need something to fill the bleakness of our days with, don’t we? And, to be fair, it’s mostly the handlers that talk, not us. However, being a bunch of grim, pseudo-mute killers doesn’t turn us deaf.”


Darken shook his head. “Well, I heard, in the world out there, gossip is best shared over a cup of coffee.” Meaning: “I need to talk to you and I don’t want anybody to overhear what we say.”


Without forewarning, Belaris jumped off the wall. He landed in a slight crouch, straightened and smirked. “You know me, I never say no to coffee.”


In companionable silence, they walked through the compound to the canteen. Ten minutes later, each of them holding a latte, Belaris guided Darken to another part of the inner courtyard toward a lone-standing bench that sat in one of the arches’ shadow.


Dropping himself onto the bench, Belaris took a sip of coffee and grimaced. “Man, they could at least start serving us some decent coffee in here. I keep telling them it tastes like piss. Why the hell do they never listen to me?” Shaking his head, he flicked his fingers and a minuscule object appeared in his hand. It looked a bit like a tiny glass flower but Darken immediately recognized it as a field sound dampener. When it was activated, as long as they kept their voices low, there would be no way to listen in on them, not even by magical means.


Darken’s eyebrows arched upward. “How in the name of the Great Mother did you get this in?”


Belaris shrugged smugly and fixed the dampener on the bench between them, activating it with a spark of magic. “I occasionally bang the wife of one of the handlers.” He grinned. “Christina the ballerina. My, what flexibility! The submissive little thing was quite eager to help me out. Can’t get loads of them, though.”


Darken shook his head. “You’re playing a dangerous game.”


“If it’s not dangerous, where is the fun? Anyway,” Belaris waved his hand with the coffee mug in an inviting gesture, “what’s the pitch?”


In a few words, Darken told him what he had witnessed about the murders of Manor Creek County inside the Amplificum, ending with the two forfeit killing the heavily injured woman.


“He really broke her neck?” Belaris pursed his lips. “That’s sick, man.” He rubbed his chin. “What’cha think? A private vendetta, maybe?”


Darken shook his head. Though strictly forbidden and highly punishable, it wasn’t completely unheard-of that a forfeit would once in a while lend out his services to a private party in exchange for some kind of favor. But this murder didn’t have the right ring to it. Especially since the children had been targeted as well.


“I checked the family out,” he said. “No reason why they would be on anybody’s killing list. They were trueborn, yes, but virtual nobodies. Farmers. No evident enemies. Not even a neighborhood row.” That would have to be a hell of a grudge for someone to wipe out an entire family including their offspring.


Belaris cocked his head to the side. “First the shapers, then the forfeit on top of that? Definitely connected, or I’m a bloody shaper myself. And you say it sounded like they had an order?”


Darken nodded. “Right after, they called someone and told them it was done. What does that sound like to you? And our oh-so-hard-nosed provost was a bit too quick to avoid the topic, when they should have been on me like vultures on fresh carrion.” A cold smile crept across Darken’s lips. “They are very keen on discarding me these days. This would have been a prime opportunity. But dear Lord Falcrum backed down before the show even got started.” He leaned forward. “I want to know who gave this order and I want to know why.”


A light crimson sheen rolled over Belaris’ irises. “And you want me to hack into the file logs and have a look around for you.”


“I like it when our minds run on such parallel tracks.”


Belaris shook one finger at him, the tattoos of their caste flashing black and gold. “Tsk-tsk. Such a naughty boy. Always trying to get me into trouble.”


Darken snorted softly. “As if you’re not enjoying every opportunity to get back at them.” Just as Belaris made a sport of undermining any security system, simply because it existed.


The other forfeit winked at him. “You just know me too well, bro. Consider it done.”


Darken hesitated. “There is … something else.”


Telling Belaris would be risky—there were painful ways to make a man talk, he knew that better than many—but if he wanted his friend to get involved in their little game, he deserved to know the stakes.


Belaris took another slurp of his coffee. “Fire away.” 


Darken leaned back, crossing his ankles. “Can you get out?”


Belaris shrugged and grinned a wicked grin. “If I want to.”


“Alright. I need a favor.”


Lowering his voice even more, Darken told Belaris the whole story about what had happened on his little trip down to Manor Creek County in carefully phrased words that blended secret and reality like an artist might blend colors of paint, making sure Belaris would understand but anybody else who, despite the dampener, caught a couple of words, wouldn’t be able to make much sense out of them: about the attempted abduction of his niece and nephew; how he had found Alex and the children at the deserted roadhouse, initially taking Alex for the abductor; about the fake news that framed the spider as cop killer; all the information Alex had shared with him about the attackers in Bhellidor; what he and Blayde had found out when they had stripped the corpses of the men who had followed them through the Duke’s portal into the Custodian’s territory—the decomposition spell, the rose-and-knife tattoo, the paper snippet; what the wimpy kid outside the Pacified Zone had told Darken about the master and about all this being aimed at forcing his brother to renounce his candidacy; and, finally, what they were planning to do.


By the time he was done, for the first time, Belaris’ face was deadly serious.


“This is bad, Darken. Really bad. I’m talking kick-in-the-dick bad. You don’t just hack into the guardaí database and change some information. That’s the work of professionals. Even I wouldn’t be able to do it without help. Someone at the top is spreading their legs for your friends. You’re in deep shit, man.”


“Is that a no?”


“And here I thought you knew me well.” Belaris pretended to pout. “Of course, I’m in. Sweet Jester, I just wish I could come to the Summerball myself and see you flaunting that shaper girl in front of their high-born noses.” He chuckled maliciously. “It’s bound to be glorious.


“It’s a warning though,” he added. “You’re entering dangerous waters, man.”


“I’m a good swimmer.”


Belaris shook his head. “You’re suicidal, that’s what you are. Anyway, I’ll work my contacts and see what I can find out.”


“In that case, there is a little present waiting for you at the usual spot.”


There was no way he could’ve snuck the evidence he’d collected into the compound. Hiding it close by hadn't exactly been his preferred course of action, either, but the amount of time left before the ball was running short, and they still had to find some decent bait to set their plan in motion, or all of their other preparations would be in vain. And who knew, maybe Belaris would get lucky and find out who was behind all of this and they wouldn’t have to go through with their plan at all. He trusted Alex but there were loads of pitfalls. So much that could go wrong.


“Thanks man, I owe you.”


“You betcha!”


At that moment the clock chimed midday.


Darken rose. “I need to register for the tests. If I’m a good boy and say all the right words, I’ll be granted additional leave due to my family’s ‘trauma.’ Apparently I’ve been too troublesome lately and they want my mug out of the way.” He grinned. “I should misbehave more often if it means that they let me out for a while.”


Belaris rolled his eyes. “One of these days you will have a very unfortunate accident and I really hope that I won’t be the one who’s given the order to arrange it.”


He held out his hand and they grabbed each other’s arms tightly.


“Be careful, man!”


“You too.”
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THE day had rolled into a lazy, warm early summer evening that was just about to end and the wind rustled in the treetops with a soft, sibilant whisper, mourning the passing of the day.


Alex was looking out from the stone balcony on the first floor of Helton Manor, watching the trees in the distance slowly drown in the gathering mist, like dark masts of ships sinking into murky waters. The last time she’d seen trees outside of her window had been when she’d lived with her sire. A lifetime ago. 


Alex sighed and heavily rested her arms upon the balcony balustrade. Her whole body ached as it had during the worst days at the Jester’s Inn and her head felt as if it had been stuffed with cotton and then bashed with a baseball bat.


It was simply mind-boggling—the mass of knowledge and skills deemed essential for a trueborn lady of a certain social standing. And she’d thought her sire had taught her the basics! Alex snorted. She’d known shit. Well, in his defense, the Sylvaigne family hadn’t been very high up the social ladder and the lack of a leading female presence in the house might have had something to do with it, as well. Alex had no aspiration to become the standard of social graces but she had to have sound knowledge of everything considered general education and etiquette for elite women. Which included at least a variety of gut-wrenchingly boring topics like history, contemporary culture, designers, VIPs, and, to her utmost disgust, the latest gossip and tittle-tattle.


She couldn't bear even thinking about the clothes. You couldn’t just wear any kind of dress, oh no. Everything—color, cut, fabric—had a meaning, a “message,” what Heloise liked to call it. And apparently, you could catapult yourself to the fringes of society just by choosing the wrong kind of collar. The superficiality of it made Alex want to tear her hair out.


And the amount of cutlery used for one single meal? Ridiculous! Still, she’d always thought she had acceptable table manners—if she made an effort. Not good enough for Heloise-stick-up-her-ass-Dubois-Marcrant, who had retired with a migraine not long ago, muttering about Alex being “an embarrassment to the conjoined community of gourmets.”


Not that anything Alex ever did was good enough for her standards. Well, except for one thing. With a grim smile, Alex slid out of her soft slippers and curled the toes of her right foot around one of the balusters. Her knuckles cracked audibly. She let out a soft sigh.


This afternoon, after the cutlery debacle, Heloise had made her walk around in high heels for several hours. Despite trying very hard to find something to critique, even the old shrew had to admit that Alex had unequaled balance—thanks to her shaper genes. She had no trouble walking up and down stairs and, to the utter amazement of Heloise, Edalyne, and Josy, she could even dance in those torture devices. At least her sire’s dancing lessons had finally paid off. She’d even put in a few extra pirouettes just for good measure, enjoying Heloise’s flabbergasted expression.


Which didn’t mean those freaking shoes were comfortable at all. Her soles were literally on fire.


But the physical pain wasn’t half as bad as the gnawing ache inside Alex.


She missed Darken. There. Why not at least admit it inside her head.


She missed his dark presence permeating the mansion’s walls, the deep, velvety sound of his voice, the way he looked at her, full of exasperation, tinged with that crazy hint of desperation …


Alex closed her eyes. As long as he had been in the house, she hadn’t felt so … alien. Somehow his presence had made her feel like nothing could possibly touch her, but now he was gone and she suddenly felt vulnerable and alone, and so acutely aware of her otherness. Here she was, in this posh place, surrounded by all these people from another league. She, the shaper mongrel with her holey shoes and constantly growling belly, suddenly dining on lobster and sleeping in silk sheets. Yet every step she took was in borrowed shoes—quite literally.


Alex wrapped her arms around herself, as if this could somehow stifle the loneliness in her heart.

Sweet Jester, she was in over her head. How could she have let down her guard like this?

Not that it mattered now. Darken was gone and everybody was pretty vague about when he would return from the Order. The best she could gather was that missions would usually take from a few weeks to several months. He must have known this when he left. And yet he’d left without another word …


The vibrations of approaching footsteps tore Alex away from her thoughts. Stephane and Edalyne were out at a political something and had given most of the servants a night off. Since Heloise had already retired, Alex had hoped to finally have an evening to herself without constant needling and criticism. Wondering what she could have messed up now, Alex turned, ready to resign herself to her fate, when she recognized Josy’s bird-light tread and relaxed.


A moment later the girl ambled over the doorstep in a gauzy pink robe that hung down to her knees, a book rocking in the cradle of her arm. Noticing Alex on the balcony, she froze in the door frame.


“Oh—sorry! I had no idea someone was already up here. It wasn’t my intention to invade your privacy.”


Always so formal. Alex made a rude noise. “As long as you don’t carry any cutlery on you, you’re free to stay.”


Josy chortled and Alex couldn’t help grinning herself.


The girl fidgeted a little, clearly not sure if she was truly welcome.


Alex patted the balustrade beside her. “I could use some company.”


Surprised, but looking rather pleased, Josy dropped the book on a low table and strolled over to her. They stood in silence for a while, watching the darkness chewing chunks out of the world, and Alex wondered if Josy, too, was glad of a break when she didn’t have to “perform.”


A soft humming sound made Alex stiffen. She felt the accumulation of energy in the air, before, suddenly, lamps ignited in the garden below, one by one, like awakening insects, glowing and spiraling until the entire garden was bathed in a gentle light. Alex caught her breath, stunned. She hadn’t seen this before. Either she hadn't been outside or she’d gone to bed early, exhausted from her daily lessons.


She leaned forward and glared down. Somewhere down there, among the other plants, Alex’s little fiddle leaf fig—Josy had identified the potted plant for her—was hiding. Heeding the girl’s warning, she and Josy had planted it on the second day of Alex’s stay. If had felt strange, but the plant would survive like this and when she left, she would be able to take it with her. If she survived. And if she managed to get herself killed during their scheme … well, at least the plant would survive. Small comfort.


Alex’s gaze wandered over the softly glowing lights that enameled the entire garden with a coat of silver glass. As if kissed by moonlight. “This … is beautiful,” she whispered.


“Daddy and Uncle Darken created it together,” Josy told her. "Dad has a strong talent in magical craftsmanship and Uncle Darken is quite the crafter himself." She paused, casting Alex a knowing little side glance. “He’s rather nimble-fingered and he has an eye for beautiful things.”


Alex blushed, immensely grateful for the darkness surrounding the balcony. A coincidental remark? Or was there more behind Josy’s words? No matter, Darken was a very delicate topic that had to be avoided at all costs.


“Where is Max, anyway?” Alex asked a bit too quickly. “Think I haven’t seen him since lunch.”


The kid usually made a point of dropping in on their lessons at least a couple of times a day to see if he was missing something interesting or to drop a helpful comment about the boredom of etiquette. But today he’d been notably scarce.


Josy winced. She quickly looked over her shoulder, then bit her lip. “He’s still in the training room.”


“At this hour?” Alex frowned. It must have been past eight, which, as she’d learned, was normally his bedtime.


Josy laced her fingers together and lowered her voice. “Grandmother forbade him to leave until he has finished his assigned teleporting exercise.”


Alex’s frown deepened. “He teleported the two of you from Lancaester to Bhellidor, for Jester’s sake. His lessons should be a lark for him now.”


The girl slowly shook her head. “He wasn’t thinking then. He’s very talented but he doesn’t always concentrate. And sometimes, when he doesn’t get it right on the first try, something in his mind just … blocks him.” She shrugged her slim shoulders, then added fiercely, “Grandmother says he isn’t trying hard enough. It’s not true. He is. His mind just gets in the way.”


And now he had been spending hours in that training room, locked in his misery.


Following a hunch, Alex pushed herself off the rail. “Let’s visit him.”


Josy blinked, surprised, but after a few seconds, mischief sparkled in her eyes, turning her from the quiet almost-adult into the high-spirited teenager that had emerged more and more during these last days—mostly when Heloise wasn’t around.


Getting ahead of Alex, Josy raced down the corridor, flapping her arms like wings. She spun in front of the stairs and her eyes grew wide. “What exactly … are you doing?”


“My feet hurt,” Alex muttered as she ambled along the corridor at a slow, stiff walk. “And my leg muscles. And my core. I’ll spare you any talk about my ass. It’s those horrible shoes!”


Josy giggled. “But they are very good for your behind.”


“If you don’t stop laughing I’ll do something to your behind,” Alex growled, “and you won’t consider it remotely good.”


Josy showed not the least bit pity. “For that, you would have to catch me first.”


Little minx!


The “training room” was located in the basement of the mansion. Alex’s sire had had one of these rooms for magic practice—though a much smaller one—so she knew the basic concept. These kinds of rooms were entirely warded and magically sealed, so that if a spell or magic application went amiss, the repercussions were at least contained within that room. Depending on the requisite talent, this could prove quite useful. In Max’s case, it meant that he couldn’t accidentally teleport himself into the wall—or to the other end of the country, for that matter.


Alex opened the door and was hit by a gush of skin-tingling magic. Everything in the room from the floor to the walls and ceiling was glowing with magic wards, occasionally flashing silvery-blue arcane glyphs. The magic in the air was so thick that the hair on Alex’s entire body rose and she felt the urge to sneeze.


There were several floating platforms in the room, each made of translucent, milky white crystal. Max was curled up in the middle of one of the platforms, about eight feet above the ground, hugging his knees, his shoulders shaking with small mewing sobs. Too high up to jump down without seriously injuring himself. Only one way for him to get down. Alex could almost hear Heloise’s smug voice echoing from the walls: “It’s all up to you, Maxwell. It’s all up to you.”


The bitch! Anger vibrated through Alex’s core.


She rapped her knuckles against the door frame. “Knock-knock-knock.”


The boy raised his head from his arms. His face was puffy and his eyes red-rimmed. He quickly wiped his nose on his sleeve, which only made things worse—something Alex didn’t plan on telling him.


She leaned at the frame. “Thought we’d pop in and see how it’s going.”


Max’s mouth crinkled, lips turning down, and new tears sprang to his eyes. “I j-just c-c-uuhhn’t d-duuh it,” he said in between heaving breaths.


“Oh, sure you can.” Alex waved a hand. “Look. It’s only a short hop.”


“N-n-uuuhh.” He wildly shook his head. “C-c-uuhnt.”


“Why not?”


He didn’t reply, but his eyes went to the ledge and he turned almost green.


Something clicked inside Alex’s head. “You’re afraid of heights, aren’t you?”


The kid looked like he wanted to deny it, but then he hung his head and nodded.


And apparently, Heloise hadn’t considered this, or, more likely, hadn’t cared about it when she had given him this particular exercise. Did Stephane and Edalyne know about this? Probably not. Stephane was a tough nut but became tame as a kitten once his kids were involved and Edalyne would swallow rocks just to see the boy happy.


“You know what I think?” Alex walked over to the control panel and channeled a spark of magic into it, slowly guiding the platform to the ground, ignoring Max and Josy’s shocked gasps. “I think you just need a change of scenery.”










CHAPTER EIGHT










“READY?”


Alex glanced over her shoulder at Max, who was clinging to her back like a frightened baby monkey.


“Are you sure about this?” He sounded a bit queasy.


Alex adjusted her feet on the balcony balustrade and looked down at the glowing garden about fifteen feet below, where a small Josy was waving up solemnly, trying not to look too worried, and failing miserably.


“Piece of cake,” she told him. “Just hold on tightly.”


She regretted saying this when his arms tightened around her neck and almost crushed her windpipe. She’d have bruises on her ribs from the pressure of his knees, too. Luckily, she healed fast.


Shifting him enough to catch her breath, Alex leaned forward, letting her true skin rise under the surface of her human shell. She had finally shaped yesterday and she had fainted from the pain, however, she’d been smart enough to lie down on her bed first, so no one had witnessed her shame.


“Now, close your eyes and just concentrate on the feeling,” she said. “Okay, ready?”


“No—ooooo!” Max’s voice turned into a yell when she jumped.


The ground raced at them, incredibly fast. A whoosh of air, a short spike of adrenaline, and for that tiny second they were completely free, somewhere between earth and sky. Dropping in an elegant arch, Alex landed lightly on the terrace, just short of the grass, knees slightly bent.


She straightened up. Max didn’t ease his grip, sharp bones digging into her sides. Any tighter and he’d crack a rib.


She turned her head. His eyes were still tightly shut.


“We’re on the ground.”


He opened one eye. “Already?” He opened the other. Raised his head and looked around, amazed. “That—wasn’t so bad at all.”


“Told you.” Alex grinned. “Easy peasy lemon squeezy. And now back up.”


Before the kid could protest, she’d wheeled around, taken a running start, and rocketed them back up toward the balcony. But she wasn’t used to carrying another seventy pounds on her back and underestimated the height. Just barely, she managed to clear the balustrade, her feet scraping the stone. She landed hard, skidded, and caught her balance just before they tumbled head over heels. Sweet Jester! She had trained every day since molting but she still wasn’t completely back to her old strength. Her heart pumped wildly in her chest.


Oblivious, Max slid off her back, ran to the balustrade and glanced down. “Wow! That was awwwwesome!” He spun, eyes sparkling. “Can we go again? Pleeease?”


Oh well, why not.


They jumped another couple of times and Max became more brazen with each jump they took, requesting higher points and farther distances, while Josy clapped her hands in delight and spurred them on. Slobber appeared as well, but quickly hid his furry hide behind some bushes, startled by the human beings flying around despite their lack of wings.


For a while, Alex forgot about being hunted, about trudging through etiquette lessons and about nasty old ladies who made you feel like dirt at least ten times a day. She was actually enjoying herself, until Max exclaimed, “This is so cool. I wish I was a shaper,” which certainly wasn’t the message she was trying to get across with this exercise. 


Alex halted. “Nah.” She pursed her lips. “You’re something much better. You’re a badass teleporter. That’s why it’s your turn now.”


The boy immediately shied back, all excitement gone in the blink of an eye. Before she could lose him to his insecurity, Alex grabbed his shoulders and turned him toward the balcony.


“Come, we’ll do it together.” She held out her hand.


Max’s head moved quickly from side to side. “Uh-uh. Not supposed to teleport anybody else. Too risky.”


Alex made a dismissive gesture. “Ah, pshht, risky-schmisky! I don’t care. I trust you.”


His eyes turned as big as the moon that was shining down on them. “Really?”


“Sure!” Alex said with a lot more confidence than she felt. It occurred to her that if he screwed up they could end up anywhere, including impaled on a balcony balustrade. But any doubt she showed now would only ruin the trust they had just built.


Max contemplated the balcony with his lower lip caught between his teeth.


Come on, kid. Come on!


“Okay.” He fluffed his hair. “Let’s do this.”


He took her hand and she squeezed his in return and winked at him. Max took a deep breath. Magic wrapped around them. Alex felt a tug, as if someone had yanked a hook into her chest, though she didn’t feel any pain. The ground vanished, everything went dark and she had that particular feeling of falling you get in a nightmare and then—crack.


Alex swayed and grabbed the first thing within reach. It was the stony balustrade of a balcony. Of the balcony. Mother’s mercy and Jester’s grace! And the Blind Child’s cursed eyes in the dark! He’d done it. He’d really done it. Her knees felt wobbly. Around them, the furniture was upturned and scattered across the stones but at least nothing appeared to be broken. Max was standing beside her, his mouth hanging open in astonishment.


“I-I did it,” he murmured, then louder, “I did it!” Down below Josy let out a whoop of joy.


“I knew you could.” Alex ruffled his hair and he storm-hugged her.


With a wicked grin, he took a step back and—crack.


Ah, shit!


Alex stumbled towards the balustrade, fighting panic.


Max reappeared behind Josy and pinched her back. She squealed in surprise. Slobber let out a startled yelp. Max was giggling himself silly.


Alex quickly jumped down to them and joined in their celebration and an admittedly quite childish chorus of “Did-it, did-it, did-it.” After a moment, Slobber found the guts to join them and jumped around them with his characteristically drunken gait, sneezing with happiness. 


“What’s all the racket?”


Alex swiveled around, the laughter dying in her throat.


Heloise was standing inside the terrace door, in a buttoned-up nightdress, curlers in her hair. A scrawny creature out of a scare story. She took in the scene, including Max, and her eyes turned into small slits. “What. Is. This?”


Max pushed himself to the front, emboldened by his success. “We’re practicing!”


“Practicing?” Heloise gasped with consternation. “Pract—! Now, that’s the limit!” She pointed a bony finger at him. “To your room, at once!”


The boy’s brow furrowed with anger. He looked short of crying.


“Fine!” he spat. There was another crack and he vanished, reappearing on the balcony above them. “Fine!”


He stomped inside, slamming the door with enough force, so that anyone who might have slept through the previous hubbub was sure to be awake by now.


His grandmother stared up at the balcony, her mouth slack with shock. “D-D-D …”


Oh, the look on her face. Priceless!


Josy seized the chance to vanish inside as well.


Alex picked up one of the kids’ jackets which had been discarded at some point and strolled past the old lady, unable to hide her smug grin. “I believe he’s learned his lesson.”


Before Heloise could break out of her stupor, Alex jumped onto the balcony and headed for her bedroom. The next day there would be hell to pay, there was no doubt about that, but that night she fell asleep with a big smile on her face and children’s laughter in her ears.
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“AAAAAAAAHHHH!”


Josepha’s scream cut through the quiet afternoon.


With a vicious curse, Darken dropped his carryall on the stoop of Helton Manor, ripped the front door open—twisting the hinges in the process—and raced down the corridor, trailing the source of the scream. His magic was hovering at his fingertips, on the verge of exploding out of him.


He burst into the living room at the same moment his niece reached the door at a full pelt. She bumped into him, stumbled back and flapped her arms around wildly to keep her balance. Darken caught her shoulders and steadied her before she could fall, hastily looking her up and down. But besides flushed red cheeks, he saw no sign of injury—nor any sign of fear.


Instead, she grinned widely and grabbed his sleeve. “Help me, Uncle Darken. Help me! She’s coming after me!”


Before he could wonder who “she” was and why in the name of the Great Mother she was after his niece, a familiar female voice drawled, “Sugar, don’t you dare hide behind your uncle!”


Darken looked up. Alex was leaning in the door frame that led to the adjourning library, her thumbs hooked into the belt loops of a pair of soft, flowing, navy blue pants. On top, she wore a thin white blouse that had been unbuttoned, revealing her slender neck and a hint of cleavage, just deep enough to promise a glimpse inside that was never delivered. She watched him with guarded amusement.


Want!


Darken wasn’t exactly surprised by the hot desire that flooded him at the mere sight of her but it staggered him nonetheless. It wasn’t quite like the need he felt when he was due for a kill, that cutting physical and mental pain that threatened to rip him apart with fiery claws. No, this feeling was deeper, sweeter, burrowing out from the inside of his bones, working its way down his limbs into every corner of his being, unraveling him thread by thread, while he knew that if he could only hold her in his arms it would sew him back together and make him whole again.


The rush of desire teleported him back into the little cubicle at the compound the night before, to the sound of heavy breathing and the feeling of cold, clammy skin beneath his burning fingers.


Despite the tests taking place without a hitch, the handlers had insisted that he get some extra relief to “be on the safe side” before they signed his leave papers. True, he hadn’t shown any high levels of aggression or blood lust but nobody wanted to risk anything by sending him out so quickly again. Since Darken had no way of explaining his aversion to touching another woman and declining would have jeopardized his leave, he'd had to accept.


He hadn’t looked at the woman beneath him while he had performed mechanically, filled with a deep-seated loathing. For the Order. For that room. For the sickening sterility of the onetime bedclothes. And for her. He didn’t remember her face or her scent, the only thing he remembered was that she wasn’t Alex and that it had almost driven him out of his mind.


By the time he finally got dressed, physically relieved but unsatisfied in heart and mind, the fury had boiled down to shame and an absurd feeling of guilt. He knew that these feelings were being reflected through his expression right now as he looked at Alex, his eyes a window into his churning soul.


The amusement fled from her face and her expression hardened for a second. Then she focused her attention back on his niece, who was still clinging to his arm.


Josy swallowed and took a quick step back, accidentally stepping on Darken’s toes. “Can’t—can’t we talk about it?”


“I think I made myself pretty clear.” Alex pointed one finger in Josy’s direction. “Another comment about my poor choice of language and you’ll bitterly regret it!”


“Ohhhh, I’m soooo scared now!” Josy made huge eyes at Alex but there was a twinkle of humor dancing in them. 


“That’s it!” Alex cracked her knuckles. “I’m gonna throttle you.”


“A lady,” Josy said importantly, sounding eerily like her grandmother, “never stoops to making threats.”


“And I swear, if you say the words ‘a lady’ one more time, I’ll dunk your little ass in the garden pond until you won’t know which way is up.”


“A lady also doesn’t use the word a—aaaaaahhh!” Josy squealed as Alex pushed herself through the door frame and vaulted over the couch. The girl spun away from Darken, ducking under his arm, scooted out of the door and pelted down the corridor in a whirl of giggles and slapping slippers.


Alex gave chase. For a second she and Darken were both caught between the wooden door frame, her chest brushing his, their eyes locked, like two grains of sand in the middle of an hourglass. A frozen second, a moment of countless possibilities. But time always caught up too quickly. Darken leaned back just an inch, clearing the way, and Alex was off, racing after his niece. There were a couple more shrieks that made him flinch, followed by laughter.


A door at the end of the corridor opened and his brother poked his head out. “Is the coast clear?”


Darken blinked.


His brother waved him over. “You’d better come in as long as you can.”


With another look over his shoulder and a confused shake of his head, Darken followed Stephane into his study. Crossing his arms and ankles, he leaned against the closed door. “Did I miss something?”


Stephane fell into the chair behind his desk, which was overflowing with papers. “The last two days have been a bit … turbulent. I’ll admit, I’ve been hiding in here to escape the worst of it.” He pointed at the mess on his desk.


Darken arched an eyebrow. “That bad?”


Stephane snorted. “You have no idea. Mother and your spider are engaging in shouting matches at least half a dozen times a day. It’s lucky that our closest neighbors are too far away to hear or the guardaí would constantly be knocking at our door. Everybody is still alive, though. Under the circumstances, I consider this a success.”


Darken briefly wondered when the spider had become his spider but his brother didn’t give him time to ponder this thought.


“But enough of that,” Stephane said, nodding at him. “What about the Order? To be honest, I didn’t expect you back so soon. Not that I am not a tiny little bit delighted …”


Darken let him know quite graphically what he thought about that comment, then became serious again.


“Lord Falcrum couldn’t get rid of me quickly enough.” He told his brother all about his talks with the provost and with Belaris. “It appears we’ve been stirring up a hornet’s nest.”


His brother smiled grimly. “I’m not afraid of getting stung.”


“That makes two of us. Belaris will be in touch as soon as he can.” Darken glanced at the desk. “What about here? Parliament met, didn’t it? Anything on our suspects?”


The sound Stephane made could only be associated with smelling something rotten.


“Just the same old rut. If I could convert all the slime they’ve been dripping around me these past few days into coin, I’d be a made man. Everybody wants to express their condolences to me. Debayne actually suggested that I hand out tickets.” He smiled weakly, then shook his head. “You should have seen how they fell over each other to offer me their assistance. Of course, if I took any of them up on it, most of them would find a convincing excuse to back out at the last minute, and those who’d give me support would, in return, expect me to let them in on all of my secrets.” Disgust washed over his features. “All that eyewash, how I abhor it! I’m longing for the time when people still stood by their word.”


Darken laughed. “Was there ever such a time?”


“At least there was a time when I believed so.” Stephane sighed. “But in this political swamp you either become corrupt or you sink.”


“And you?”


His brother looked up at him and shook his head. “I’m still struggling to work out which side I belong to.”


Something crashed outside of the room, followed by a holler of outrage and the startled baying of a dog.


Darken was already halfway out of the door when his brother stopped him with a wave of his hand.


“Don’t bother.” He grimaced. “The household has gotten so used to the constant screaming and clashing, most of them barely flinch anymore. I tell you, if something serious were to happen under this roof, nobody would move so much as a finger. I’m actually considering installing sound wards to mute all the yelling.”


A wry grin curved Darken’s lips. “Mother is giving her a hard time?”


“If you can believe Mother, it is the spider who is giving her a hard time. According to Mother, she is rebellious, sassy, coarse, and utterly ineducable.”


Oh yes, that sounded like the spider. Still. “I admit she is a bit rough around the edges but—”


His brother coughed. “Sandpaper is rough, old son. That woman is as sharp as barbed wire.”


Well, there was no denying that.


He hesitated. “Do you think she will be ready?”


Stephane surveyed him over the papers on his desk. “That, my dear brother, I guess we will find out soon enough.”
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“WHY are we doing this again?”


Edalyne gave Alex a lenient smile from the other side of the coach—perhaps because it was the third time she’d asked this question. Sweet Jester, she was becoming as bad as Max.


“See it as your litmus test, dear,” Max and Josy’s mother said and reached over to adjust one of the delicate silver chains woven into Alex’s complicated pinned up hairdo. “If you can fool them, then you should be fine at the ball as well.”


Which was all well and good to say but they didn’t have a Plan B at the ready if she screwed things up. The fact that she had to rock this weighed on Alex like a ton of bricks. Scratch that! An entire castle!


Their coach sped along the paved mountain road, its huge bulletproof glass windows providing a perfect view of a breathtaking mountain panorama to their right. Beyond a sharp incline, a crystal clear lake reflected the sun like a polished silver coin. The trees glowed cheerfully in the bright afternoon sun, quite different from Alex’s current mood.


She rubbed her hands on the soft lilac skirt of her dress, glad that shapers didn’t easily sweat. The dress’ bodice with its short, transparent whispers of sleeves, was made of lilac and lavender silk, accented by darker threads of violet and dotted with chips of amethyst stones embedded into the fabric, shrouding her in the pale sky of dawn, just when the sun made its first peek above the horizon.


She just wished it would shroud a bit more. Mother’s mercy and Jester’s grace, why did the neckline have to be so damn low? Although Josy had assured her several times that it was considered sufficiently prim, Alex, who wasn’t used to flaunting her breasts, had the feeling she only had to breathe too deeply and her tits would jump right over the top. No doubt Darcy would have loved this. Annoyed by the reminder, Alex reached up and tugged at the fabric.


Edalyne swatted at her finger. Alex bared her teeth with a snarl, then remembered herself and dropped her hands. Closed her eyes.


“You’ll be fine,” Edalyne told her, clearly able to feel her anxiousness. “Just remember your training. Chin up. Look like you belong.”


A lot easier said than done, when, clearly, you didn’t. Alex wished she could siphon some of the unshakable confidence the other woman projected. It had to be a facade, but, damn her, it was hellishly convincing.


“Your mother-in-law would say that’s a physical impossibility,” Alex muttered.


“Ah, dear, don’t take to heart what Heloise says.”


Alex looked down at her hands, manicured and soft from all the creams and oils, no outward sign of the venomous claws hidden underneath the skin. “Why does she hate me so much?”


“Oh, she doesn’t hate you. Not you, specifically, that is. It is shapers in general, she … has a problem with.”


“But why?” True, some shapers did horrible things, but so did trueborns and halfborns for that matter. Most of her kind just wanted to be left in peace.


Edalyne sighed and idly stroked one of the thick plush cushions on the bench. “Many members of the royal elite hold the opinion that we—trueborns—are what they call ‘a higher breed.’ An entirely different race than the halfborns. Vaguely genetically related perhaps, like the human race is related to the apes, but essentially different; an evolutionary lineage split off from the halfborns a long time ago. Born to rule by virtue of our genetic superiority.” A deep crease appeared between her fine, dark eyebrows. “However, there is a flaw in that theory. And that flaw is you. Shapers.” She indicated Alex’s silhouette. “You are the visible proof that we can breed with halfborns and produce viable offspring capable of reproduction, which is usually a strong sign of a close genetic relationship.


“Therefore, an—I must say, somewhat less popular—theory suggests that we are, genetically speaking, all the same: trueborns, halfborns, shapers, all molded from the same genetic muck. One big family of human beings.”


“So what?”


“You must consider the implications, dear.” Edalyne put a hand to her chest. “We, the royal height of civilization, the epitome of power and refinement—in the end, no better than the halfborns, those unwashed commoners, we so like to look down upon? The very thought! That our rule might not be a nature-given law but rather the result of an act of lowly barbarism, taken forcefully with our superior powers. Such an assumption would shake the foundation of our established society.”


Edalyne shook her head.


“Of course, there are various independent genetic studies that prove this theory in black and white, yet for obvious reasons they are mostly declared poorly conducted, the scientists are discredited, and usually quickly sink into obscurity, while sponsored studies with the desired results make it into the scientific journals.”


No wonder Alex had never heard of any of this then.


“But there still remain the shapers,” Edalyne went on, “rubbing our noses in our self-deception. And there is ample evidence supporting this theory that even a non-geneticist can comprehend. So can, for example, even a child conceived from a union of trueborns be born without a magical talent.”


“A fail,” Alex muttered.


“Yes, the not-so-flattering term we use, which quite descriptively shows what many of us think of those born without magic. Also, if you compare our numbers, we trueborns make less than a fifth of the world’s population, while a superior race would surely dominate this world, would it not? One could therefore just as easily imagine the following: A long time ago, only halfborns existed. But at some point, just like any other physical feature or mental ability, a genetic mutation must have led to the appearance of magical talents—the same way that skin color has adapted over generations to the levels of solar radiation in a certain area. These first magic abilities, though probably only a fraction of what they are today, must have provided a survival advantage. At first, it is reasonable to assume, there would only have been few people with these talents, but they likely accumulated in the same local area, as new mutations often do. These people must have mated with each other and also with magicless humans many, many times, until a noteworthy pool of magically gifted people finally bred true: the first ‘real trueborns’ with dominant genes, whose offspring were likely to inherit their gift. It also seems likely that by affinity or conscious choice these first ‘real trueborns’ would predominantly mate among themselves, trying to further purify the breed and to bring forth more powerful and more diverse magical talents.


“And while our existence shows that they succeeded and we are at an unprecedented height of power and a wide variety of strong magical talents, the centuries of inbreeding have taken its toll on us; a toll many of the elite like to turn a blind eye to.” Edalyne pursed her lips. “Our oh-so-venerated pure gene pool is weakened and nowadays many of our children are born with physical shortcomings: a generally weak physical condition, eyesight problems, degenerative diseases that change so quickly we cannot keep up with the development of cures …”


A soft sadness filled Edalyne’s clove-brown eyes. Alex inevitably thought of her sire, of his condition, little though she had understood of it at the time. Had his sickness been caused by what Edalyne had just described?


“I wasn’t aware,” Alex said quietly.


“Oh, it’s nothing we like to broadcast.” Edalyne smiled ruefully. “Our healers and researchers are still grappling to find individual causes for this ‘epidemic,’ refusing to see the wider picture. But a fact remains a fact, no matter how much you wish to ignore it. And now look at you.” Edalyne cocked her head to the side. “Your kind has exactly what we lack: strong health, resilience, heightened physical senses and abilities …”


“Yeah, that and deadly teeth,” Alex retorted dryly.


“Oh, but we are all deadly by nature, dear.” A spark of magic ignited between Edalyne’s fingertips, sneaking around her hand like an obedient pet, and died. “Our magic is just as deadly as those teeth and claws of yours, though admittedly, not as eye-catching in its origin. When trueborns and halfborns mate these days, due to some genetic quirk, this deadliness tends to literally take shape in physical manifestations. It’s what you call your second skin, no?”


Alex nodded. She certainly knew a lot about shapers, Edalyne. Alex knew she was part of Stephane’s team of advisers. Perhaps it had been she who had done most of the research on this topic before her husband had taken his position with regard to the shaper regulations.


“But not all shapers have this ‘second skin,’ do they?” Edalyne asked her. “And your abilities differ just like our magical talents—same source but different manifestation?”


Alex nodded again. She thought about it for a moment. It was true. She had met a handful of half-breeds who were shaper-born in the sense that they had a halfborn and a trueborn parent, but without any of the typical manifestation: no claws, no teeth, no special abilities. Halfborns by appearance in every possible way. And it was also true that among shapers the physical abilities varied, in the same way their magical powers did: some had none, some had little, and a few were almost as strong as some trueborns.


Edalyne leaned toward Alex. “Everything about you, even that strong instinctual drive our scholars use to promote the ‘beast-nature’ of your kind, in evolutionary terms makes you best fitted for survival. Because it is instinct that in nature helps you survive, while an overly logical mind, the likes of which we pride ourselves upon, tends to let its owner think himself to death. So one could even say—and I would be stoned if I so much as voiced such a thought in the elite circles—that shapers, in their entirety, are the next step on the evolutionary ladder.”


Alex stared at her. Oh, she could see why this thought was unpopular. Shapers as the superior breed, the “better” humans? The idea was so ridiculous, Alex almost laughed. Still, to think that Heloise might view her uneducated shaper-hide as a danger to her own sublimity, provided her with a short, delicious burst of satisfaction.


Edalyne gave Alex a meaningful look. “It seems a sensible assumption that, if trueborns and shapers were to mix, their offspring would, to a great extent, inherit the desirable traits of both sides, strong health and strong magic. But, ah … to believe that the dilution of our treasured blood—that actually low-born mongrels—could be the remedy to all our problems … You can imagine how well that idea would sit with the trueborn population. For generations, we have told our children that the union with such base creatures is barely considered better than an act of sodomy. People like Heloise go so far as calling it racial defilement.”


Alex swallowed. “So that’s what Heloise thinks,” she said carefully. “What do you think?”


The whole conversation gave her the impression that Edalyne’s view on the topic was very different from that of her mother-in-law. However, their being unsuitable breeding material wasn’t the only prejudice against her kind. Take Josy’s first reaction to Alex being a shaper, for example.


The other woman’s gaze rested on Alex for a long time, calm and unreadable. “I think that power entails responsibility. I think that pride is a dangerous thing and that, if we care at all about the wellbeing of our children’s children, a shift in paradigm is inevitable.”


The coach raced into a tunnel cutting through the mountain, momentarily plunging them into flickering darkness. Alex curled back in her seat, trying to digest all the information she had just received. It had never occurred to her to see her heritage as anything other than misfortune. That's how it was constantly drummed into them, from the moment they were born. Hearing the advantages of shapers praised by someone as high and privileged as Edalyne Dubois-Léclaire made her wonder if she should be more grateful for what she had. She didn’t hate being a shaper—never had—she only hated what it entailed.


Yeah well, you don’t get to cherry-pick, sugar.


About half an hour later, they reached the Saunier Estate. It was dominated by a vast white and peach building with terracotta shingles, surrounded by exotic palm trees that probably weren’t easy to maintain in this climate.


Edalyne had called Elizabeth Saunier’s tea party invitation “a gift from heaven.” Alex wasn’t so convinced about that. In fact, she was quite sure that the Jester had arranged it just to spite her and was now laughing in his sleeve as he watched her march up to her most certain doom.


An older servant in pristine clothes guided them into a big reception room. You had to give it to them, the Sauniers had taste—or they paid someone who clearly had it—and they had money and liked to flaunt it. The floor was a swirling pattern of white and deep green marble, polished to a mirror sheen. High walls rose at least fifteen feet above their heads, silken-white and decorated with silver metallic accents. Peach and pink roses were scattered everywhere, their buds spicing the air with a sweet, floral scent. A huge sculpture occupied the middle of the hall, its silver-blue glass spiking upward in a spiral of frozen flames.


Between two long, tall windows, the back wall was decorated with an enormous painting. It was the kind of painting that was completely lost on Alex: entirely black with a couple of random dots of red and purple and two distinct blue stripes. It probably cost an arm and a leg but in her eyes, it could just as well have been the result of the artist accidentally dropping his color pallet. Inwardly, Alex rolled her eyes. Big name. That was all it took and you could sell your toddler’s scribbles for a couple of grand.


Six women were gathered in front of the painting, bathed in the sunlight shining through the windows, drinking bubbly from elegant crystal flutes. Several of them pointed animatedly to the painting, no doubt complimenting its artistic worth.


When they approached, one of the women disengaged from the others and came toward them with open arms.


And here comes Elizabeth Saunier!


Tall and dark-haired, with just a first splashing of gray in there, she projected trueborn elegance from the top of her head to the pointed tips of her glamorous three-inch high heels. 


“Edalyne, my dear! I’m so glad you could make it. And I see you brought your companion.”


Her wide smile was almost motherly but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. Those eyes told Alex everything she needed to know. Yeah, I got your number, sugar. This woman would have to be handled with care.


Edalyne and Elizabeth exchanged kisses as if they were best bosom buddies. Ugh!


Slightly bewildered by the unexpected invitation, Alex had asked Edalyne why the wife of the senator of Warlington would bother to invite her, when they were sort of sworn political enemies and Edalyne always looked like she’d spotted a slug in her salad, whenever she talked about the woman. Edalyne had smiled and said, “Keep your friends close but keep your enemies closer.” When Alex had frowned, she’d added, “Don’t be fooled by the skirts and the giggling, dear, this will be a highly political event. Elizabeth will try to get information out of me without volunteering any and I’ll do the same vice versa. And we both know exactly what the other is doing. It’s almost like a game.” She actually sounded as if she might enjoy it, too. Crazy, twisted trueborn people!


Finally, Lady Saunier turned toward her. Alex curtsied the way she’d learned, murmuring a polite greeting.


“Alexandre, isn’t it? It’s such a pleasure to meet you, dear. Edalyne, you didn’t tell me that she’s such a peach! This girl is way too fair for the countryside. It’s about time for her to see the wider world.”


She leaned over to Alex with a confidential note in her voice and squeezed her arm. Alex was hit by her heavy perfume—an amalgam of roses, patchouli, and vanilla, sweet and smothering. “Balls, banquets, dresses, jewelry.” She sighed dreamily. “You’ll love it, dear. Believe me, you’ll love it.”


She’d love not being pinched in the arm, thank you very much.


Alexandre was the name they had, after much debate, chosen for her trueborn persona. They had agreed that they needed something a little more sophisticated than Alex or even Alexis but still close enough that she’d be inclined to react to it—and voíla, this was the result. The name came with a more or less half-baked back story about her being minor trueborn nobility, bits of magic, but nothing special. Her parents had died when she was little and since then she’d lived in the country with her great aunt who happened to be an old acquaintance of Heloise Dubois-Marcrant. Before her death, her great aunt had implored Heloise to take “that poor, unfortunate girl” under her wing and introduce her to high society so that she got a chance for a decent marriage. Obviously, Alex wasn’t particularly fond of that part of the story but she had to admit, it was probably the most believable cover they could come up with.


Not once letting go of her arm, Lady Saunier ushered Alex over to the gaggle of waiting girls. Oh yes, this woman grabbed what she wanted and held onto it.


“Ladies, meet Alexandre de Nuy. She is a protégée of Lady Dubois-Marcrant and comes to us right from the beautiful countryside of Bouldershore.”


The other girls met her with a mixture of polite interest and open contempt. Alex kept her smile plastered firmly in place, as she, in turn, scrutinized each of them, while pretending to nurse a glass of champagne.


The youngest of the gathering, at seventeen years old, was Elizabeth’s daughter, Priscilla—the one that Stephane suspected the Sauniers would like to marry off to the prime’s son. This girl was a spoiled brat if Alex ever had seen one, and she immediately felt bad for having accused Josy of it. Every second sentence started with “my;” my new designer shoes, my private tutor, my thoroughbred dressage horse …


There seemed to be no ordinariness in her money-dominated little world. Her laughter was too loud, her jokes too saucy for someone of her age and whenever something didn’t exactly go her way, she instantly reverted to pouting.


Then there was Cecile, a doll-faced beauty with caramel curls, pale jade eyes, and milky white skin—the epitome of trueborn nobility. She was the daughter of Estelle de Moineaut, the senator of Belmont, another of the Southern Provinces. It was a house, Alex had gathered from all the political conversations she’d observed in the run-up to this event, which hadn’t declared any loyalties in the current election campaign yet.


Trying to make a big catch, Elizabeth?


Edalyne had given Alex a short briefing on the other participants of this little tea party. Apparently, Lady Saunier liked to surround herself with the rich and beautiful, and if she could milk them for something, all the better. Alex supposed that feeding these girls a couple of apples was a small price to pay when the droppings they left for her on the road were made out of pure gold.


Marie-Louise d’Antoine, for example, a darker-skinned woman with sleek black hair and smart designer glasses, who was clad in enough lace to bury someone in, was the younger sister of the governess of Thyral and the Shamour Islands. Arcadia consisted of sixteen southern and fifteen northern provinces, both of which put forward one governor for the High Council, the realm’s government. The third member was the prime, and the final member was the governor of Thyral and the Shamour Islands, a harbor province with a connecting group of islands that, for some historical reason Alex didn’t know, had an autonomous status. Whatever power they might have held in the past though, Stephane had told her that today the governor, or rather governess, of Thyral was more or less a figurehead and would usually fall in line with the other members of the High Council. However, if there was a tied vote, her voice would count just as much as the others. It was the prime who would have the casting vote in such a case. But power or no, apparently Elizabeth thought that being favored by Thyral’s governess might sway some of the undecided voters to vote for her husband in the election.


But Lady Saunier’s focus wasn’t all on politics. Thin, doe-eyed Sharon wasn’t just a daughter of the elite but had also just started a promising career as a model with one of the most prestigious designers in Crona. Possible political influence and a chance for runway-hot dresses—could it get any better?


The last one in the flock was standing slightly apart. It was little more than a step, but she may as well have hung a sign around her neck announcing, “I don’t belong.” Her bright copper red curls framed a round, freckled face with hazel eyes and rosy cheeks. Alex noted that her dress was much simpler than the bling of the others and the only jewelry she wore was a necklace made of big chunks of caramel and red stone. Alex remembered her dearest Aunt Sheila wearing something similar and would bet it was a family heirloom. Not much money there.


She was the only one in the gathering—except for Alex—who wasn’t a descendant of one of the great royal dynasties. But it so happened that her uncle, with whom she was very close, owned the biggest art gallery in the realm and there was barely a masterpiece sold in any of the provinces that hadn’t passed over his table at least once in its lifetime. Since the Sauniers were obviously fired up for expensive art, Alex could see why forming a bond with the girl would be considered useful.


Elizabeth introduced her as Bernadette Wintering.


“But you can call me Bonny, if you like,” the young woman said quickly, with a small, nervous smile.


Cecile chortled loudly. Everybody turned to look at her.


“Excuse me,” Cecile said, holding a hand to her mouth. “It’s just … my little brother had a pet bunny called Bonny.” Her frame was shaking with little snickers. “I presume, the two of you would have gotten along quite well. It was extremely fond of carrots.”


That caused the other girls to burst into laughter. Bonny blushed a deep red, which only made them giggle more hysterically.


“I heard they reek awfully, too,” Sharon said with a disgusted face, after they had recovered a little.


Cecile shrugged her delicate shoulders. “Bernadette’s family lives on a farm”—the way she said the word “farm” made it sound like a dark, dirty sinkhole—“don’t you, Bonny?”


“Well … yes,” Bonny answered, sounding unsure.


“So you’re probably used to the stink anyway.”


The other girls neighed with laughter. Bonny turned an even deeper red and looked down into her glass, clearly hurt but trying not to show it.


Following an impulse, Alex bent forward and sniffed at Cecile’s hair. The women’s laughter faded and Cecile gave Alex a bewildered look. “Huh?”


Alex returned it with a sugary-sweet smile. “Oh, I was just wondering … What’s that fragrance? Eau de Bitch?”


This time it was Bonny who chortled, snorting bubbly through her nose. Alex swallowed a grin. Edalyne softly cleared her throat and touched her hand to her forehead, looking as though she wanted to hide behind it, and Alex knew she probably shouldn’t have done that. Yet she couldn’t really feel sorry for intervening. The little bitch deserved to be brought down a peg or two.


Fury distorted Cecile’s doll-like features. “You—”


“Ladies.” Elizabeth Saunier, who’d watched the beginning catfight with calculated amusement, soothingly raised a hand. “Why don’t we—”


The servant who’d brought them in peered into the room and bowed formally. “Milady, there is a call for you.”


Lady Saunier waved her hand with the champagne flute. “I’m unavailable right now.”


The man hesitated. “It is … rather pressing, milady. A … family matter.” His gaze intensified.


Alex felt the quickening of Lady Saunier’s heartbeat, although her face remained completely unchanged.


Pretending to take a sip of champagne, Alex let her sensory threads subtly taste the air currents. Yep, definitely excitement. Who are you expecting, Elizabeth?


“Ladies, I’m afraid that I have to take this call.” Lady Saunier’s voice was still light but Alex noted a slight tension in there. “Why don’t you go on ahead into the garden? I believe the shades have been set up and there are pitchers with iced tea and lemonade. Personally, I prefer them over hot tea on a sunny day like this, don’t you?” She leaned forward conspiratorially. “And I tell you, the closer you get to your menopause, the more you appreciate anything that keeps you from sweating like an old mare.”


The other women laughed, some genuinely amused, some—like Alex—not to stick out.


“Ramon here will show you the way. I’ll be with you in a minute.” Lady Saunier scurried away, while the rest of the girls flowed after the servant in a buzz of swishing skirts and mumbles.


Alex gave Edalyne a quick questioning glance. The other woman inclined her chin with an almost imperceptible nod before making a move for the door.


“I’ll just quickly powder my nose,” Alex announced a little louder than necessary, using the appropriate term among trueborn royalty for taking a piss—as if nobody knew what the speaker was really up to!


“Of course, my dear,” Edalyne said. “I believe you’ll find us easily. Just follow the chatter.”


As the other women exited into the sun-flooded garden, Alex left her glass on a small table and slipped into the same corridor Elizabeth Saunier had vanished in a moment ago. It was completely empty. Alex listened, letting her threads scour her surroundings in an invisible web. No close vibrations. Coast was clear.


It wasn’t exactly difficult to track Elizabeth; Alex just had to follow the scent trail of her sweet perfume. Right, then straight. She reached the intersection where they had been told the bathroom would be on the left. Elizabeth’s perfume said “right,” and right she went.


Two chattering maids were coming her way from another corridor, carrying heaps of linen. Alex quickly slunk into a niche behind a life-sized bust of a naked man, stealthy and silent like a spider. His stony ass was cold against her side but nice to look at. Not nearly as nice as Darken’s though …


Alex gritted her teeth. Thinking about Darken was like lighting a match on her heart. And the fire it inflamed both warmed and hurt her. He had returned to the manor yesterday, sooner than anyone had expected, but ever since his return, he had kept a cold and clear distance from her, almost treating her as if she were a stranger.


Alex clenched her hands. That was fine. She had a mission. One she’d better focus on.


When the maids’ voices trailed off, Alex continued down the corridor and then puzzled over the right direction at the next fork; the perfume trail had nearly faded away by now. A sound came from her right and Alex quickly followed it. A door in the middle of the hall stood slightly ajar and a fine line of bright sunlight spilled onto the apricot-colored carpet, as if someone had tried to throw it closed behind them but in their haste had not noticed that it hadn’t shut properly. Muted words were leaking through the door, too quiet to understand but unmistakably the voice of Elizabeth Saunier.


Alex stepped closer. Hesitated. Listening at the door was risky. If someone were to come into the corridor, there would be no place for her to hide in time. Her options flashed before her: go through the adjoining room, climb out of the window, scale the wall, and listen at the window.


But by the time she got there, the call would likely be over and she might have missed whatever interesting tidbit it was Elizabeth couldn’t wait to hear. And then, her dress wasn’t exactly the perfect climbing outfit. The soft silk would rip at the touch of stone, not to mention that she’d get it dirty in a pinch. Now, that would be a nice conversation to have when she returned: Dear Alexandre, my, what happened to your lovely dress? Oh, I ran into a fight with a stone wall, but as you can see, I won. Yeah, maybe not!


This wouldn’t do at the ball either. If Alex wanted to be able to use her abilities to their advantage, she’d need more flexibility. They’d have to think on that one.


Anyway, she hadn’t followed Elizabeth this far to go back empty-handed.


Alex flattened herself against the wall and pushed at the door ever so slightly with her fingertips, opening the slit just a little wider. Concentrating, she let the spider emerge, using her heightened senses to catch the words.


“… is a very inopportune moment,” Lady Saunier was saying. “I have the house full of guests.” Alex rolled her eyes. Exaggerate much?


“So what was so urgent that it couldn’t wait?” The other woman’s voice sounded different from the flourish she had used in the reception hall. Sharp. Cold. Impatient.


Alex leaned forward and, through the narrow opening, caught a glimpse of Elizabeth pacing back and forth in front of a table that was mostly hidden by a wall. Her mouth was pulled into a flat sneer, her eyes cold and hard. The mask had finally fallen off. Yeah, that’s more like it, bitch. Show me your true colors.


Alex waited for an answer, but none came. Damn it, Elizabeth must be using an earpiece.


The woman huffed loudly and braced her hands on the table, leaning forward. “You know how much I’d like him to be out of the way, but we have to be more careful! We’ve been too obvious lately. Someone might—Yes? … Oh, please, don’t be insulting.” She threw up her arms. “Of course, I got it! It wasn’t easy, either. That’s not something you get in any drugstore around the corner.”


Elizabeth’s expression changed and she smirked. “I know, I know. He won’t know what hit him.”


Alex froze. What couldn’t you get in any drugstore? Her mind came up with a whole range of possibilities, the most prominent, due to her personal history: poison! Her hackles rose to the ceiling. Was Elizabeth planning to murder someone?


Lady Saunier was leaning on the table again—almost as if she were leaning toward someone. Wait a minute! Maybe it was a holographic call! Excitement rushed through Alex’s body.


“Don’t worry,” Elizabeth said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “Henry will play his part. If I serve him lamb and tell him it’s chicken, he’ll gladly eat it as such. And he knows what’s at stake as well.”


Adjusting her feet very softly, Alex gently upped the pressure on the door. If she bent in just a little more, she would be able to get a glimpse at whoever was at the other end of this call. Just a liiiiittle more.


There it was. The bluish glow of a holographic projection. Come to mama!


Sudden vibrations announced someone approaching the corner at the end of the corridor.


Shit!










CHAPTER NINE










THE steps approached quickly. Fast. Male. Sure steps, projecting confidence. Adrenaline shot into Alex’s veins. She only had a second to act.


Without thinking, she scooted down the corridor in the opposite direction, stopped midway and spun around, doing her best to project not-so-bright innocence. In any other situation, she would have simply slipped up to the ceiling and hoped he wouldn’t look up, but this stupid dress didn’t allow for such stunts.


A man marched around the corner. Six-foot-something, muscular, and armed with a stun-stick and hand-cuffs attached to his belt, he must be one of Elizabeth’s well-praised bodyguards. Just my luck!


He startled a little at her sight, then his gait widened. “Hey, miss!”


Alex, who had been pretending to look around with big eyes, raised her head in feigned surprise, and pulled out her best damsel-in-distress-imitation, hoping Lady Saunier was too occupied to hear. “Oh, sir! Thank the Great Mother. I was looking for the bathroom, but I must have taken a wrong turn …”


She took three steps towards him, putting an extra spring in her step, which put the focus on her boobs bouncing up and down in the silken cage of her bodice. Stay put, pleeease, stay put!


His gaze snagged down to her cleavage. He quickly looked away, slightly embarrassed, and cleared his throat. “Bathroom, ah … yes, well … hem … miss, at the last turn you should have taken a left …” He waved his hand toward the end of the corridor behind her.


Alex hit him with a thousand-watt smile. “Thank you, sir! You’re a life-saver.” She made a curtsy, giving him another fabulous insight into her low-cut neckline and quickly sashayed down the corridor, knowing his eyes were glued to her ass. Idiot!


Well, at least now she could see the advantage of a low neckline. She still preferred using her knives, but it never hurt to have another ace up your sleeve—or, rather, your neckline. Especially when you weren’t permitted to carry any knives.


After that, Alex actually did go to the bathroom, just in case someone was watching her. After hurriedly doing her lady business, she contemplated returning to Elizabeth’s room, but even if the call wasn’t over yet, which was quite possible, the other “ladies” would be waiting for her and she didn’t want anybody loudly wondering where she had been so long; lest some bodyguard might hear and let it slip that a stranger had been lurking around in the wrong corridors.


When she stepped out into the garden, however, Elizabeth was nowhere in sight and Alex almost regretted her decision.


“Alexandre!”


Bonny was waving at her from where she was sitting at an elegant stone table, bordered by cushioned chairs. “Alexandre, I’ve been saving a seat for you.” She pointed at the empty chair next to her.


Alex gracefully landed in the seat, ignoring the fact that all of the other chairs were empty too. Edalyne and Priscilla were standing at the border to a vast lawn, engrossed in some sort of political conversation—likely Edalyne’s way of getting some valuable information from this meeting—while the other three girls huddled together at the southern edge of the terrace. Alex heard her name mentioned several times, courtesy of her acute shaper-hearing.


Bonny beamed at her. “You took a while. I was wondering where you were.”


“I got a little lost,” Alex said, more or less truthfully.


“Oh, that happens to me all the time. Alexandre, I—”


“Call me Alex.” The words just slipped out of her mouth habitually and she cursed herself. On the other hand, Bonny had offered a nickname as well, hadn’t she? “Or Lexy,” she added. “Alexandre always sounds so formal.”


Bonny nodded earnestly. “I know exactly what you’re talking about. I mean, you know, Bernadette.” She grimaced. “My mother liked the novels, you know—Bernadette Powerell the fierce red-haired princess? Oh, well, never mind those. It’s just … you have to be careful. Some people around here are very touchy when it comes to nicknames.”


Yeah, tell me about it!


“Anyway, I just wanted to say that I thought it was amazing how you stood up for me back there.” Her eyes flickered to Cecile and the other girls whispering among themselves, and her lips drooped a little. “Though you probably shouldn’t have done it. Now, you’re in the firing line, as well.”


Alex followed her gaze. The other girls had been looking at them and now moved their heads closer again, giggling harder than ever.


“What’s their problem, anyway?”


“Oh, that’s still tame,” Bonny said, bravely acting as though it was just some children’s squabble despite the pain flickering in her eyes. “If you don’t fit into a certain mold, they will pick on you. Law of the royal elite, I guess. Don’t mind them, though, it’s just their way of staking out their territory. You’re a danger to them.”


“Me?” Alex’s eyes widened. “That’s ridiculous! I’m a nobody.”


Bonny shook her head. “You’re pretty, that’s your first mistake. And you’re young and unattached, and you have ties to the Dubois!” She made them sound like royalty and it occurred to Alex that they actually were a part of the royal elite and Stephane was competing for one of the highest posts available in the realm’s government. A useful but dangerous connection.


“That’s enough reason for some important people to knock on your door,” Bonny went on, absently playing with a pink peony on the table. “You’re the new toy and that makes you both interesting and a threat.


“But don’t worry,” the sunny-haired girl added, “they’ll get used to you, eventually. Who knows, if you prove yourself worthy, they might even let you into their little elite club.”


Although there was scorn beneath Bonny’s words, Alex noticed her longing gaze in the direction of the other girls. Yeah, not belonging simply sucked. She knew that only too well.


Alex had the strange feeling that she could like Bonny, and Bonny seemed to feel the same about her, most probably because Alex had thrown herself into the fire for her.


Yeah, and if she knew what you are, she’d shun you just the way those other girls are shunning her now.


Well, she wasn’t here to make friends, anyway.


Before there was any chance for further talk, the garden door opened and Elizabeth appeared, smiling as widely as ever, as if she hadn’t just plotted to kill someone only moments ago.


She clapped her hands. “Now, ladies, who wants lemon tart?”
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THE moment they were back in the safety of their coach and racing off from the Saunier Estate, Edalyne grabbed Alex’s hands.


“And?”


Alex grimaced, glad she could finally relax her facial muscles after all that fake smiling.


“Elizabeth Saunier is a bitch and her daughter …” She shuddered theatrically. Then she quickly recounted what she had overheard from Elizabeth’s call.


When she had finished, Edalyne was staring out of the big window at the graying clouds that were gathering in the sky, looking thoughtful and concerned.


Alex gripped the leather bench beneath her. “There’s something really fishy about Lady Saunier.”


Edalyne snorted in a very unladylike way. “My dear, there’s so much dirt under her carpet, it’s a wonder the woman can walk straight.” She paused. “You did well. Although, I’ll pretend that the ‘Eau de Bitch’ comment didn’t happen.”


A small smile tugged at Alex’s lips, but then her face fell as the worry that had been gnawing at her finally found its way into her mouth. “Do you think Lady Saunier is planning to kill your husband?”


“I think that she has just moved to the top of our suspect list,” Edalyne replied as the first raindrops hit the coach windows. Within seconds, they were drenched in a heavy summer rain. “We will have to watch the Sauniers carefully. Very, very carefully.”
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“DADDY, please!”


Alex bit back a grin and hid behind the “Complete Guide on Higher Etiquette: A manual for gracious living and proper decorum.” It was an oversized volume comprising of twelve chapters of boredom that was arduous to read and a complete waste of time. Yet, Heloise had insisted that Alex study this piece of pooh-paper as her evening read, and the old shrew would be asking questions in the morning to make sure she hadn’t skipped her daily assignment—an exercise that, in Alex’s opinion, served no other purpose than to torture her.


After dinner, which had consisted of an otherworldly salmon fillet with pink pepper and lemon slices, served with green asparagus, and rosemary potatoes, everybody had retired to the family parlor. It was the coziest of all the sitting rooms in Helton Manor, and now Alex was sitting on the couch with her legs tucked beneath her and her book balanced on her lap.


Heloise was—thank the Jester—out for dinner with a friend, and Edalyne had just left to tell Max his bedtime story. Which left her, Darken, Stephane, and Josy. And Slobber, who was dozing on a thick blanket, in a food coma, after having gobbled down half a cow’s femur. Stephane had initially grumbled about the dog being on the couch again but, interestingly, had made no move to shoo him away.


And now it was obviously time for another episode of the Dubois Soap Opera.


Alex shifted a little, peeking over the top of her book. No way she was gonna miss this. And she had a feeling that Darken, who seemed to be completely engrossed in his novel, was listening just as keenly as she was.


“Daddyyyy.”


Stephane lowered his papers with a delightfully exasperated expression on his face.


“Didn’t we already go over this, pumpkin?”


Josy had bought up the topic several times during the last couple of days, so far without success. But she didn’t seem ready to admit defeat just yet. And with only four days left until the ball, she had to floor her car.


“You can’t do this to me, Daddy,” Josy pleaded from her perch on the couch, next to Stephane’s armchair. “All of my friends are allowed to go this year!”


“All of your friends weren’t almost abducted a week ago.”


Josy wrinkled her nose. “Almost two weeks. And nothing happened!”


“I wouldn’t call that nothing,” her father muttered dryly.


She looked up at him with her big honey brown eyes and he sighed. Ah, those eyes, growing bigger and bigger. Alex hid another grin. The girl would be devastating when she was all grown up. Oh, the boys would be in so much trouble. How she’d love to see that.


Wait a minute, sugar! Alex reined herself in. Of course, she wouldn’t be here to see that. If things went according to plan, she’d be gone in less than a week and never see this insane family again. And good riddance!


Strangely this thought felt like a cold needle piercing her breastbone. Sweet Jester, this place was scrambling her brains. She really had to get out of here. Sooner rather than later.


Stephane put his papers away and was looking torn. It was extremely gratifying to see this mountain of a man squirming in front of his teenage daughter, unable to decline the impending battle. A battle which he was about to lose. He just didn’t know it yet.


His voice softened. “Honey, I just want to keep you safe. Please understand that.”


Josy sniffed adorably. “I do. I really do.” Her hands wound around his forearm. “But you will be at the ball. And Uncle Darken. And Alex. Which place could actually be safer than that?”


Ah, a different approach. And not a bad one, either. Let’s see how Stephane, the verbal acrobat, handled that one. 


“She’s got a point, you know,” Darken noted from the other side of the room, where he was slouched in another armchair. Even barefoot and with a book in his hands the man managed to project skin-blistering hotness. It wasn’t fair.


Stephane scowled at his brother but Josy beamed.


“See?” The kid seized the opportunity to slip onto her father’s lap and wrap her arms around his neck. “And I would behave myself perfectly. I would do anything I was told, I swear on the merciful Mother.”


Stephane scowled. He had been outmaneuvered and he knew it. He sighed and you could hear the surrender in the sound. “I’ll talk to your mother. But no promises, okay?”


“Oh, Daddy! You’re the best!”


Josy pressed a quick kiss on his cheek and jumped to her feet, twirling in a little pirouette.


“I said ‘no promises,’” her father called weakly after her but she had already fluttered out of the room like a little butterfly soaring on rainbow-colored wings of happiness.


Stephane rubbed his face and gave Darken a withering glance. Oh, if looks could kill …


“What the hell was that?” he growled. “You’re supposed to have my back, not to stab me in it!”


Someone else might have been intimidated by the menace in his voice, but Darken just calmly marked the page in his book before he put it down and looked at his brother, crossing his muscular forearms over his chest, his golden tattoos flashing in the candlelight.


“You want to protect her, I get that, old son. But she isn’t a little girl anymore. And she desperately wants to go. At that age, these things are important. You know that very well.”


“She’s still so young!”


“She’s almost fifteen,” Darken rectified. “And if I remember correctly, you were younger than she is now when you went to your first grand ball, brother, isn’t that so?”


“That’s far beside the point!”


Amusement tinged Darken’s deep voice. “Is it?” Then his expression became serious again. “I know you are worried and I admit the timing sucks, but there will always be some threat to her—and Maxwell—because of your position. Do you intend to keep her locked away from the world until she is of age and free to decide for herself? That would smother her.” He shook his head. “I’ve seen her out there. Everybody thinks she is delicate, but there is a hidden strength in her. You should be glad that she isn’t so cowed by the events that she doesn’t want to go out anymore.”


Stephane muttered something incomprehensible. Alex only caught something about “stupid reason.”


“And she is right about one thing,” Darken added. “Crona Palace is probably the safest place in the entire realm. The palace has the best and highest security measures imaginable.”


All the anxiety Alex had managed to suppress for the past couple of hours hit her with the force of a solid blow, giving her the jitters. And they still thought they could get her shaper-ass inside undetected? The more she thought about it, the more unlikely it seemed.


“Nobody will be able to touch her there. And we’ll all be watching over her. It’s probably safer there for her than here. And, frankly, we could use another pair of eyes and ears.”


Stephane jumped to his feet and pointed a finger at his brother. “She won’t be involved in this!”


Slobber raised his shaggy head in alarm and woofed softly. Alex rubbed the dog’s furry hide with one foot. Content, he put his muzzle down again and closed his eyes.


“I hate to say it, brother,” Darken said with a grim expression, “but she’s already involved, whether you like it or not.”


The two men stared at each other.


Alex closed her book with a loud snap, causing both of their heads to swivel in her direction.


“If I were you, I would be less worried about an attack and more worried for another reason.”


Stephane stiffened.


A ruby sheen ignited in the back of Darken’s eyes, rolling over his irises, holding violent promises.


Ohh, the glow of doom!


“And what would that be?” he asked too softly.


“Just one word.” Alex leaned toward them with a wicked smile. “Boys!”


Grinning at their dumbfounded expressions, she dropped her book on the couch and quickly left the room.
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“DARKEN.”


“Belaris?”


The vis-a was silent for a moment, then, “We have to talk.”










CHAPTER TEN










LOCKWOOD wasn’t a bad place, Alex reflected, but she still couldn’t bring herself to like it much.


It was one of the few halfborn inhabited cities in Lancaester, located close to the province border, and while it wasn’t like the Trash Bin by a long shot, after the luxury and peacefulness of Helton Manor, its tight corners and the mass of people out in the streets made Alex uneasy.

Or perhaps, her uneasiness could be attributed to the fact that, for the first time since she’d reached the Dubois’ country mansion—except for the tea party at the Saunier Estate—she was out in the open again and the small chance that she might be stopped and arrested for some obscure reason set her teeth on edge.


She hadn’t even realized how safe the protective walls of Helton Manor had made her feel, until she left them.


Let’s face it, the drudging lessons, Heloise’s never-ending jibes, the well-nigh impossible demands, and the painful shoes, they all were nothing in comparison to a week of double shifts at the Jester’s Inn. Or compared to constantly scraping up her money to pay the rent. Or to being on the run without a clue where to crash that night and when the next meal would appear. For the time being, she was sleeping in the softest bed she could imagine, taking bubble baths every other day and having first-rate food in quantities she wasn’t able to finish if she tried. There was a sick kind of irony to all of this. Because, despite everything, some tiny human part of Alex couldn’t help vastly enjoying it all, then would resent herself for it.


She should be terrified, not carefree. And most of the time she was. But there would be moments—when she was goofing around with Josy, when Max made them all laugh by impersonating his latest fantasy animal, or when Stephane told them amusing anecdotes about a parliament meeting during dinner and everybody was laughing so hard they had to fight not to spit out their food—moments in which she would, for a short second, completely forget that this wasn’t real. That this wasn’t her life, and that she wasn’t a venerated guest in a trueborn aristo house but a hardly accepted fugitive wanted for murder. This realization would come soon after and a feeling of panic would return fiercer than ever before, burrowing into her like sharp, unforgiving teeth.

Being back out in the real world, made Alex doubly aware of how unreal these past few days had been and how much danger she was still in.


And their “disguise” wasn’t exactly doing much to make her feel better. To the contrary.


She glanced at Darken. Alright, he didn’t look too bad. Then again, he wasn’t wearing that much of a disguise: worn-out denim pants tugged into motorcycle boots, a black t-shirt, and, despite the warm day, a leather jacket that covered his arms and concealed his sword.


His hands were deep in his pockets to hide his tattoos; in this sunny weather, gloves would have stuck out like a turd in a punchbowl. The most important part of his disguise was probably the pair of reflective sunglasses covering his eyes. All in all, he looked like a bad boy ready for some trouble, and she made it a point not to look at him too often.


Alex, on the other hand, looked utterly ridiculous, starting with the straight brown bob wig and the beret that perched on top of it. An oversized gray sweater over a pair of blue jeans squared her curves and turned her into a bit of a dough ball. Add to that her heavy coat of unmade-up looking makeup and a pair of huge, thick-rimmed glasses, she looked like plain Jane’s older sister with a disturbing tendency to know-it-all-ism.


Just another two students making their way through the hustle and bustle of the city. Yeah. Right.


At least she got to wear boots, too.


First, Alex had resisted—the wig simply looked hilarious on her and while she really wasn’t the vain sort, she had certain standards, not to mention that the stupid thing itched like hell. But Stephane and Darken’s arguments had finally convinced her: true, it wasn’t overly likely that they would run into a member from the high society out here, but should anyone recognize Darken as Stephane’s forfeit brother walking around with a tall, blond female, someone might connect the dots later at the ball. The chance of that happening might be slim, but taking any kind of risk would be stupid. And she, of all people, couldn't afford to be stupid right now. So if that meant wearing this stupid itchy mop … well.


Darken stopped in front of a two-story coffeehouse sandwiched between a second-hand shop and a small repair store for electronic devices. The place was filled with students sitting in groups on wooden chairs or beaten couches, poring over books and papers, tapping away at their laptops, and discussing classes. The smell of freshly brewed coffee and bitter, aromatic tea herbs gave the place a warm, comfortable atmosphere despite its crowdedness and Alex wished they really were just a pair of older students taking a moment to grab a coffee and discuss their latest assignments.


The second they entered, a pretty waitress in a short moss green dress with enormous boobs swooshed over and approached Darken. Alex rolled her eyes. It was interesting how, when he was around, other females failed to entirely notice her presence.


Alex couldn't hear their voices over the buzz of talk, the jazzy music, the bubble of coffee machines and hissing of milk frothers but the way the woman pushed her hip to the side, tits out, she seemed to be enjoying herself.


Not that Alex could blame her. Ever since the carnage outside the Pacified Zone, Darken had seemed a lot less edgy and in much more control of his killing vibes. When he wasn’t putting on trueborn airs and graces, she could almost forget that she was walking around with one of the world’s deadliest predators. Almost. Of course, there was no way for him to completely hide his lethal nature, that subtle, delicious spark that primed the nerves with a touch of fear and excitement.


And perhaps that little something was what intrigued Miss Monster-Titties over there.


Pretending to scan the crowd, Alex watched her from the corner of her eye. Sure, it was loud in here, but she didn’t have to lean that close. Or smile that brightly.


You’re barking up the wrong tree, sugar. This guy is way out of your league. Just as he was out of her league, came the prompt and painful reminder. Oh, whatever.


After a moment, the waitress nodded and indicated for Darken to follow her. Darken threw a quick glance over his shoulder at Alex.


Oh yes, she was still there, thanks for asking!


Nobody paid them any notice as they pushed through the crowd. At the back of the room, a slim wooden staircase wound down. At the bottom, the left corridor led to the men’s and ladies’ rooms, while the right corridor led to a row of private compartments, screened off by wooden sliding panels.


“It’s the room at the very end.” The waitress pointed past Darken down the corridor to the right. “Your friend has already placed an order but if you need anything else, please don’t hesitate to ring the bell, sir.”


“Thank you, miss,” Darken said in his deep, velvety voice, the embodiment of gallantry, and the girl blushed and giggled like an idiot. Alex rolled her eyes.


When the waitress turned away from Darken, she found Alex standing at the bottom of the stairs. With a disparaging glance as she took in Alex’s shapeless sweater, unbecoming hairstyle, and nerdy glasses, she squeezed past and stomped up the stairs.


Bye-bye! Alex followed her with her eyes.


After the girl had vanished, she spun around and almost fell over Darken who had been standing right behind her. He leaned over, causing her heart to do all sorts of crazy jumps inside her chest, and put a hand to her lower back, steering her along the corridor which was barely wide enough for the two of them.


“I’ll install sound wards to keep our conversation private but that will not stop anyone from entering,” Darken murmured lowly into her ear as they stopped in front of the last room. “Can you let me know if anybody approaches the room? Give us a little heads up?”


Ah. Alex had been wondering why Darken had asked her to join him on this little venture. Now things made a lot more sense. Not that she minded. To get out of Heloise’s iron grip for a while she would do a lot worse things than acting as a lookout-spider.


“Sure thing, sugar!”


Darken nodded. He pushed at the wooden panel and held it open for her.


Alex stepped through.


There were a few things that she noticed first: the lack of windows in the small cubicle room, the paper lamps that emanated a gentle yellow glow, the small table with four chairs, and the steaming teapot surrounded by several small porcelain cups.


Then she was distracted by the man whose body was draped over the back of one of the chairs.


Hot, hot, scorching! There was no other way to describe this masterpiece of male perfection she was facing. The guy had that devastating look of trouble that made fathers lock their daughters in the basements of their houses: a sharp, angled face; teasing blue eyes; blond hair gelled into a wild, spiky mess. And that body … Mother’s mercy and Jester’s fucking grace! Trim and muscular from the top to a very shapely bottom in charcoal jeans. His bulging biceps peeked out of a black t-shirt that had the phrase “cute but psycho” printed across it, while beneath it was the image of a cuddly white bunny with a bloody knife in its stubby little paw.


Before Alex knew it, she was hit with a seductive smile. Wow! Her pulse actually spiked a little. The smile widened another fraction. Oh yes, a born ladykiller and he was well aware of it.


Still, Darken was more her type. Well, not her type-type. Anyway. She wasn’t thinking about this. Him. Argh.

A tingle of magic brushed against her skin and she felt the sound shields snap up around them. Glancing over her shoulder—glad to be able to look anywhere other than at Mr. Hot-as-hell-in-the-middle-of-a-scorching-summer—Alex saw Darken step back from the sigil he had just attached to the paneling.


Taking off his sunglasses, Darken tossed them onto the table, crossed the room and the two men embraced, matching gold and black tattoos blazing on their hands.


Alex took it at as her cue to remove her own glasses and get rid of that stupid wig. It was getting unbearably hot underneath it.


She realized Darken was glaring at her.


“What?” she asked. “It’s itching!”


“It’s for protection, you fool!”


“Well, wear it yourself then!” She threw it at his feet.


The hot guy chortled.


Darken briefly raised his eyes to the ceiling, shook his head and then faced the other man. “Belaris, this is Alex Harper.”


So that was Belaris. The wonder-worker who, according to Darken, could hack just about anything that was hackable, as well as a few systems that were considered impossible to crack.


The man blinked and looked from her to Darken. “Wait! This—this is the shaper girl?”


“Guilty as charged, sugar,” Alex drawled sweetly as she stepped forward and offered her hand, flashing her black claws for a split second.


Belaris looked over her shoulder at Darken and mouthed “wow,” before he took her hand—you had to give it to him, no hesitation at all—brought it to his lips and kissed her fingertips.


He gave her an enticing wink. “Two legs, three legs, eight legs, be sure we don’t discriminate.”


A hand came down to rest on Belaris’ shoulder. “Tone it down, man. We are on a tight schedule.” Darken’s voice was casual but Alex thought she heard a small warning underneath it. Belaris seemed to hear it too because he quickly dropped her hand, but not without giving her another curious glance.


Darken pulled out a chair for Alex. When she was settled, he slipped into the chair beside her and steepled his fingers. “You have something for us?”


Belaris fell into one of the chairs opposite, all buttery grace and trouble. “You bet, man. And that’s despite the fact you provided me with such meager information. Had to burn one of my identities for it, too. One of my favorites, I should say.”


“Belaris.”


“Yes, yes, master of impatience. Coming right to it. Give a genius some time to work.”


Apparently, he suffered from the same case of hubris as Darken did. Figured. Perhaps it was a natural trait that came with being born forfeit.


Darken forcefully cleared his throat.


“Pushy, isn’t he?” Belaris hit Alex with a melodramatic stare and sighed. “Well, hold onto your knickers, ladies.”


Reaching behind his back, he produced a folder from only the-Jester-knew-where and fanned himself with it. With a flourish, he dropped it on the table and flipped it open. It contained a stack of memoras, transparent sheets of some magically-processed material that depicted three-dimensional images which could be hologrammed with the right equipment. They were separated by thin sheets of crystalline paper, all filled with tight, orderly notes.


The top picture showed a guy with a bull neck, close-cropped hair, and cold, almost black eyes. Alex felt her lips curl back with a hiss as her true teeth itched to emerge. The guy who’d shot at the kids in the Jester’s Inn! She’d remember that stone-cold smile anywhere.


Belaris acknowledged her reaction.


“May I introduce: José Santino. Discharged from military service for punching his commander after receiving a disciplinary measure for, well, beating up a comrade-in-arms. Slow learner, this one.” Belaris wagged his head and held up the next picture. “Bryce ‘Cutter’ Cuttermole. Charming fellow. Tried to get into the guardaí department in Salisburgh. Failed the psychological tests three times in a row. Declared emotionally unstable. He tried again in Sacariah but they found him out and blacklisted him. Vanished from the screen after that. Oh, and here’s one of my favorites.”


Belaris flipped up another picture of a familiar face. Blondie, the clubbing prince; the giant she’d thrashed in the Jester’s Inn. “Svensi Steinbach. He was a professional wrestler in his early twenties.” Well, at least that explained why he had been able to take so much. “Got evicted from the league because he bit off his partner’s testicle—yes, you heard me right, his testicle—during a training match. Claims the guy insulted his mother. Don’t you adore a loving son?”


Mother’s mercy and Jester’s grace!


“This one here actually surprised me.” Belaris tapped a memora of a man with a tattoo behind his ear—a dagger piercing the center of a rose. “That’s a popular symbol used among the members of a Special Forces bomb squad.” He frowned. “Too bad dear Aaron here used his knowledge in a bank robbery in which a dozen civilians were killed. He was put on trial but pardoned on some technicality. After that, he was never again mentioned in official records.”


More pictures. More names. Some faces were known to Alex, others were not.


“Officer insult, brawling, rape, attempted murder.” Belaris ticked the points off on his fingers. “The list of transgressions is long and the crimes are manifold. To cut a long story short, most of your guys have some kind of military or at least combat experience. We have a pretty high capacity for violence here. And apparently, somebody has been busy recruiting.”


Alex chewed on her lip. According to their research, both Henry Saunier and Cassius Roukewood were known to have gone through military service, but that was neither here nor there. Anyone could hire people with this background. And Senator Alistair Devilier wasn’t exactly an outspoken opponent of war, it was an eye problem that had prevented him from serving his country.


“And do you know what else all these guys have in common?”


Since Belaris was clearly dying for them to ask, Alex did him the favor. “What?”


“They all enjoy the artistic pleasures of performance.”


“What?”


Darken looked equally confused.


“The theater,” Belaris told them in an affected royal accent, visibly delighted that they weren’t able to follow. “Cabaret, wine, girls. Don’t tell me you’ve never been to the theater, sweetheart.”


The words catapulted Alex back to a memory of her little spider-self, dressed up very nicely, with a white bow in her brushed hair, sitting in a theater performance between her sire and her older brother Makesh. Right before leaving, her sire had hammered it into her how important it was to stay in her human skin and she’d been so afraid of a slip during the whole play she’d missed most of the story and when they got home she’d felt so sick she threw up all over her dress. Her one and only theater experience.


“Her knowledge of the theater is not in question here,” Darken said sharply and something about the way he looked at her, told her that somehow he knew exactly what was going on in her head—which was, of course, impossible.


Belaris huffed and muttered something about kill-joys.


Alex frowned. “What does the theater have to do with anything?”


“Ah.” Belaris grinned and showed them a small slip of paper between his right thumb and forefinger. He vanished it, shook his fist, and when he opened it again, the slip of paper was resting against his open palm. A crumpled piece of white with a blue line on it.


Great. A piece of trash.


Alex frowned. “Do I have to get—”


She cut herself short when she noticed Darken was utterly focused on the scrap of paper, eyes narrow and dark.


“‘Bluebird’ wasn’t quite right, but close enough,” Belaris smirked. He raised his other fist. Like a magician, he bumped it against his already open hand and unfurled his fingers to reveal yet another rectangle of paper with punched edges.


“Bluetail Grand Theater. It’s a small variety theater in Green Pine Meadow, where you can wine and dine in style while watching amusing plays without being watched by the haut monde. They also offer a hostess service.”


Alex raised her eyes from the ticket. “So it’s a brothel.”


Belaris gave her a scandalized look. “Why, Alex, don’t say that. It’s a respectable establishment that offers every visitor a full and pleasurable sensory experience.”


“In other words—a brothel,” Alex quipped.


“I think the ladies—and boyos—who offer their services at the theater would be quite put out if you called them whores. I think they prefer the term escorts. After all, a customer may well choose to only have a companion for dinner.”


Alex rolled her eyes. “Escort. Courtesan. Whore. Same tits in different lingerie.”


That made both Darken and Belaris laugh. Alex rolled her eyes some more.


“Anyways”—Belaris tossed the scraps of paper onto the table—“brothel or no, I checked the joint and it looks all clean from the papers, company audits and all. Two audits in the last three years, and not so much as a piss splatter outside the toilet bowls. Some late payments here and there, but nothing out of the ordinary. The company behind it has a couple of shareholders none of which would arouse any kind of suspicion on my side. Plus, the current manager has been sick with some incurable autoimmune disease for months. He rarely sees the place and I doubt he knows what is going on at his joint.”


Belaris filled three mugs with tea and handed them out. He took a sip and smacked his lips in approval before continuing.


“Not nearly as much dirt as I had expected, which I thought was quite intriguing. So I took the liberty to pay a visit. Field research, so to speak. After all, I have always been fond of the theater.” He leaned forward with a glint in his dreamy blue eyes. “And barely had I arrived at the place when I came across a man who pretty much looked like he broke bones for a living, if you get my drift. So I decided to have a little chat. Turned out he actually knew a lot about this particular … side business … that is taking place at the Bluetail Grand.”


Darken stiffened. “Where is the man now?”


“Oh, he died later that night,” Belaris said matter-of-factly. “Mugging. Quite unfortunate. But not before he told me everything I wanted to know. He was a rather brave man, too. Even tried to lie to me.” Belaris tsked and shook his head. “But in the end, it all poured out of him, along with his lifeblood.”


Alex felt her hackles rise at the way he spoke about killing that man. No emotion flickered across his handsome face. He could have been talking about which socks he decided to put on this morning. Well, except for the red glow that was consuming his irises. A glow that was mirrored on Darken’s face.


Oh, bloody forfeits!


“And what did he tell you?” she asked loudly.


Both men snapped out of their blood-crazed reverie.


“Oh, this and that.” Belaris shrugged. “If you know how the scheme works, it is actually quite simple. Elegant, even. It all runs on an invite-only basis. They are pretty careful, too, according to our dead friend. No names. Everything goes through a middleman.”


Well, that just confirmed what the kid outside the Pacified Zone had told Darken.


“Assignments and payments are run through the joint,” Belaris said. “Let’s say you’re a military reject and you’ve been approached and asked if you were interested in some highly profitable but slightly shady sort of business. If you accept, you’ll eventually find an ad about this new theater play in your letterbox. On the day of the play, you go up to the counter and speak to Tiffany, the lady in charge who also makes sure that assignments and payments reach the right people.”


Darken snorted. “A fixer.”


“Yep, a fixer,” Belaris agreed. “You ask for the ‘special seat’ indicated in your flyer, say the magic password that is also hidden in there somewhere, and, boom, you get your ticket and beneath your seat, you find a neat little package which either contains your newest assignment or a sweet paycheck for past efforts.”


Simple and elegant, indeed.


“Me and my newly acquired knowledge went right up to the counter to test the theory and sweet, sweet Tiffany was indeed quite helpful.” Belaris bared his teeth with a wide grin. “She played along unwittingly and assigned me my ‘special seat.’ Even asked me if I wanted an escort for the evening. I told her, only if it was her. That made her blush like a happy bride right before the consummation. Unfortunately, she was still on duty, so I had to watch the play by my poor lonesome. It was quite the lousy love story, too—so cheesy I got hungry for pizza.” He made a pouty face before perking up. “Oh, before I forget: Chester the Molester was there for payment. I even have the cash to show for it.”


Belaris reached beneath the table and shook a bag at them. Alex could see thick wads of bills outlined through the fabric. She shuddered. Blood money. Yet she also couldn’t help thinking that such an amount of money would have paid for her living in the Bin for months, if not years.


Yep, crime paid. She knew that only too well.


“And after the play?” Darken asked.


“When the performance was over, it didn’t take much persuasion to convince Tiffany to take me home to her place. Not much persuasion at all.” Belaris looked like the cat that got the cream. “Perhaps there was a little something in the drink I fixed her that loosened her tongue a little bit and after a while, she was very eager to confide in me all her little secrets, like her sister’s affair with her best friend’s wife, and the one time she had it off with Uncle Boris when they were both drunk after her cousin’s funeral, and that secret bank account her brother is keeping from their parents …” He wiggled his eyebrows.


“I asked her about her work—women just love it when you show some interest in their lives—and she was really proud to tell me all I wanted to know. It was her brother who got her the job at the theater. He seems to be some small fish who apparently knows people who know people. I asked her wasn’t she nervous because of the not-so-legal part of her occupation and what if the guardaí caught on? And she told me there was no reason to worry, the people on top knew what they were doing and she had been reassured that it was completely safe. And then she said that they had great security measures in place and the master looked out for his people. Really, you should have seen her eyes when she said ‘master.’” Belaris scrunched up his face. “Like he was the priest of some charitable organization or something.


“Anyway, I asked if she’d ever had the honor of speaking to said ‘master’ in person and she told me chidingly that I knew very well that no one could directly contact the master, and wasn’t I sweet for suggesting otherwise. And I said, surely, someone with an important role such as hers had a way to contact him, right? And after a bit of hemming and hawing, she finally admitted that, yes, in the utmost emergency—like if the joint was busted—she had a way of giving the master an emergency notification. Something that was safely hidden in the secret safe in the back office of the theater whenever she wasn’t at work. And then her tongue was inside my mouth and I had to pause to show her a good time before I got eaten alive.”


Darken shook his head. “You’re enjoying this way too much.”


Belaris grinned. “Every man needs his vices. Mine is that I am an unearthly charming fellow and sublime lover who can’t keep the girls at bay.” He winked at Alex and she laughed.


Then her laughter turned into a frown. “Didn’t your tattoos make her suspicious?”


She supposed he usually took his gloves off before getting down to the nitty-gritty. Then again, who knew? Although keeping them on might have been just as suspicious.


Belaris laughed that off. “Oh, with what I gave her, she won’t remember anything from that night.” He paused. “Except perhaps that she was hooked up by the most gorgeous guy she had ever seen and treated to the best night of her existence.”


Alex chortled into her tea.


“Hey, don’t knock it till you’ve tried it,” Belaris said with a come-hither grin.


“The girl,” Darken interrupted firmly.


“Oh, well, the little something I gave her also made Tiffany really, really sleepy and she passed out on the sheets the moment I pulled my cock out of her. So, while she was all snuggled up in dreamland, I took her keys, went back to the theater, let myself in and disabled the security system. Took me about five minutes tops. So much for great security measures!” He rolled his eyes. “To give them some credit, I might have missed that hidden safe if Tiffany hadn’t explicitly mentioned it earlier. Breaking into it was laughably easy though, and I had to be careful too, to be able to properly reseal it afterward. What I found in there, among some other interesting knick-knacks, is this …”


He swiped a hand over the table and a flat black disk with a crystal inlay appeared on the tabletop. Show-off!


It was a hologram projector and a memora had already been inserted into the slot at the bottom. With a spark of magic from Belaris, a three-dimensional image popped up above the base. It was a hologram of a silver ring. The projector had to be one of these high-end, hellishly expensive devices, because the ring looked as real and solid, as if it had been conjured from thin air and was now floating in front of them over the table. It made Alex want to reach out and touch it, just to disprove her eyes.


The ring was extremely simple, except for a small black stone at the top. Alex couldn’t see what was so special about it.


“Cartoriem fieri,” Darken whispered.


Belaris nodded.


“Can you speak in a way that normal people might understand as well?” Alex snapped.


“In the vernacular, they are called ‘communicators,’” Belaris jumped in. “Except that isn’t quite accurate because, unlike vis-aural emitters, they provide no way to actually communicate with another person. It’s only one-way contact. They usually convey a single, predetermined message.” He cocked his head to the side. “I believe their initial purpose was for spies to give a quick, undetected warning to their superiors if their cover was blown, so they could cut all ties and distance themselves from their agents. I suppose you could also use this to send a notification if the cops stormed the Bluetail Grand Theater.”


Alex peered closely at the ring floating in the air in front of her. “You mean like a panic button in a halfborn bank?”


Belaris nodded. “Something like that, yes. If the spell is triggered, the recipient will receive an energetic signal through the connected spell in his or her own device and thus know that the shit has hit the proverbial fan.”


Excitement shot through Alex’s body. “Does this mean we can expect this master-person to wear a ring just like this one?”


“Not necessarily, no.” Belaris shook his head, at once pouring cold water onto her flaring hope. “Technically, the twin spell can be woven into any kind of device,” he said, “although of course, due to its purpose the choices are somewhat limited. Usually, these devices are designed to be worn on your body so you will be certain to get the message at any given moment. Time has shown that rings are best suited because they are unobtrusive and commonplace and the chances of its wearer missing the notification are very small because of the constant skin contact. However, even if it was a ring, it could be any kind of ring. Say, you’re always wearing your wedding ring anyway, then the cartoriem fieri spell could be woven into that, too.”


Alex considered that for a minute. 


“This might be a stupid question, but would this carto fire spell work inside Crona Palace what with there being a magic ban and all?”


“Cartori—” Darken started but broke off when Alex gave him a withering glance.


“Oh, that shouldn’t be a problem,” Belaris said brightly. “Low-key magic appliances still work inside the palace. The c-spell”—he flicked his fingers at the hologram—“only contains a tiny magical charge and it isn’t something you could, for example, detach from its device and use for any other purpose. So, it’s not like someone could bring fifty of these things into the palace and, you know, built a magic bomb out of them or anything. And since they cannot be used to do any harm, there is no reason why they would be confiscated at the entrance control.” He rested his chin in his hands. “The magic ban only prevents heavy-duty magic like opening a portal, or shielding spells, intercepting spells and the like. But bread-and-butter magic below a certain level of energy won’t trigger the banning spells. Although, as far as I know, you can only use a vis-a in one specific area and all calls are recorded. Which brings me to this.”


Belaris produced a box that held several more memoras. “That secret safe didn’t just contain the ring but was quite a well of juicy morsels.” He chucked the box to Darken, who caught it easily and inspected the contents. “This should be more than enough incriminating evidence to justify a search warrant for the joint, don’t you think?”


Darken’s eyes grew wider with every picture.


Belaris gave him another very smug grin. “Providing a simple escort service is one thing, but fostering prostitution under the pretext of a virtuous theater without a license, is quite another. And to use the green room for such dubious purposes …” He clucked his tongue and shook his head. “I happen to know that any building providing such services, needs to have special rooms that fulfill certain privacy standards, for the protection of the basic rights of the prostitutes. And that there are severe penalties for infringing these standards.”


Darken tapped the tips of his index fingers together. “I know that Steph has trusted contacts within the guardaí department in Lancaester. If he could drop a hint and convince his law buddies to make sure the joint is busted during the Summerball …” His voice trailed off and Alex thought she could almost see the gears spinning behind his forehead. He slowly let out his breath. “The timing would have to be perfect. Perhaps we could use a c-spell ourselves to be aware of the exact moment everything goes down. And then we would just have to keep an eye on our three suspects and see who reacts to the notification.”


“Exactly,” Belaris said. “And if you’re lucky, your ‘master’ might even feel the dire need to contact his people after that. So, if you had someone who could discreetly follow him to the communication chamber and who could listen in to a call from some distance …” His eyes grazed Alex in a meaningful way.


Darken’s mouth curved into a smile. “You are a genius, Belaris.”


“I’ll try not to be offended by the fact that you only just noticed.” Belaris shook his head. “Never mind. You do know what this means, though, don’t you? You only have one shot at this.”


“One shot,” Darken agreed softly.


It also meant that they would have to go through with the ball. And her own involvement in it. Alex realized that some part of her had hoped that she might still find a way to get out of it.


Oh well, too late to cop out now.


“As for the other issue …” Belaris gave Alex an unsure glance.


Darken made a dismissive gesture. “She’s in the loop.”


Belaris pondered her. “You sure about this?”


“I am.” Sharp steel suffused Darken’s voice.


His friend raised his hands. “Alright, alright. You’re the boss, boss. But I hate to disappoint you: there is no file on the Manor Creek murders.”


A sudden chill filled the room. If there had been any candles, they would have flickered.


“What do you mean?” Darken asked too softly. “I know what I saw, Belaris.”


“I don’t doubt you, man,” Belaris said appeasingly. “But fact is, there is no official record in the central mission logs about any authorized forfeit activity in that area at the time you mentioned. As far as the Order is concerned, what you saw, didn’t happen.”


“Are you absolutely positive about that?”


“Hell man, who do you trust?” Belaris placed both hands on the table. “Whatever happened there, it wasn’t an official forfeit mission and after you told me about those guys killing that civilian woman in cold blood, I’m not too surprised, either.”


Darken’s jaw muscles tightened and he raked his fingers through his hair. “Damn. If only we could find those shapers who attacked the family before the forfeits arrived.”


“You’re a little too late for that, my friend.”


Darken snapped upright. “Why?”


Belaris frowned. “I’m surprised you didn’t hear about it yet. They were apprehended near Rhelrya yesterday evening. Word is, they were drunk and boasting about the murders in public. The news will be full of it at the latest tonight.”


“And you only tell me that now?” Darken glared at Belaris in outrage.


The other forfeit crossed his arms. “Bro, I was of the opinion that I was supposed to tell you the secret stuff. Not what’s already out there.”


For a second Alex thought Darken might jump over the table and strangle his friend with his bare hands. He closed his eyes for a moment, fighting for composure.


“Where are they held?”


There was a short pause before Belaris answered. “Angelwings Grove.”


The string of highly obscene curses that followed made Alex blink.


“What is that place?” she asked. Some high-security prison, no doubt.


“It’s a morgue,” Darken said flatly.


Alex’s mouth dropped open.


“Apparently, they resisted the arrest and had to be taken out.”


“How convenient,” Darken muttered.


“They as good as confessed and nobody is shedding a tear over them.” Belaris shrugged. He pulled out another small folder. “As it happens, I have pictures of the dead shapers as well, but … well … it’s not really a … pretty sight …”


It took Alex a moment to understand. Oh, please!


“Sugar, just because I’m a woman I won’t crumble at the sight of a bit of blood. I’ve seen dead people before. Hell, I’ve probably done worse to people myself.”


Belaris fidgeted a little. “I just wanted to be prudent …”


“Less prudent. More pictures.”


“Okay okay, just saying,” he muttered as he opened the new folder and spread four pictures on the table.


Despite her contention, Alex had to swallow at the sight.


The first picture showed a black guy with red stripes across his nose and cheekbones. Paint? Or was it blood? Hard to say since it was so easy to be distracted by the fact that the back of his head was a gory mess of shattered bones and flesh where a bullet must have exploded.


The next was an almost youthful redhead with serrated teeth for the extra fear factor. A vertical fissure cleaved his face nearly in two. A low flash bolt from a spell gun, maybe. Almost no blood, edges cauterized by the heat.


The one beside him had been shot in the face at least three times. Not much identification to be done there, except for distinct snake tattoos winding around his neck.


The last was a man with long, matted brown hair, a flat nose, and a bone earring that looked quite human to Alex. Blood leaked from his open mouth which was filled with broken teeth. Black bruises marked his neck and chin.


“That must have been a hell of a lot of resistance,” Alex noted.


“So they say.”


Darken shot her a quizzical look. “You don’t coincidentally happen to know any of them?”


It was clearly a jest but Alex still looked down at the pictures trying to see some familiarity. But nope, nada. She wasn’t the one with connections throughout the realm.


She studied the faces laid out on the table. These men had killed the trueborn farmers, Darken had seen the proof. But there had to be more to it. And unless they dug up the truth, all shapers in Arcadia would suffer because of it.


Releasing her breath, Alex made a decision. One she hoped she wouldn’t regret.


“I don’t,” she said. “But I know someone who might.”










CHAPTER ELEVEN










THE engine purred softly as Alex turned the key. Silence engulfed the car.


Alex pressed her hands against the steering wheel and stared straight ahead, keenly aware of Darken’s presence beside her.


After saying their goodbyes to Belaris, they had taken a magic-fueled coach out of Lancaester, but had quickly switched to a motorized halfborn car, to be less conspicuous.


They had driven the seventy miles to Shelston in silence, talking only when absolutely necessary. Not that Alex wanted to talk—talking would likely only make things worse between them—but, damn it, the silence was nerve-wracking as well.


Alex didn’t look at her co-pilot, instead she focused on at the undulating hills and sandy paths that stretched before them, dotted here and there with small, thatched cottages. Even here, inside the car, the tangy smell of fresh sea air filled her nostrils, slightly salty and bitter, its view hidden by the dunes. The smell said “peace” but her heart was in chaos.


Finally, she blew a strand of hair out of her face and turned to Darken.


“Rachel is very special to me.” There hardly were any words for how special. “And she isn’t a big fan of strangers.”


Darken’s face didn’t betray any emotions, his deep voice completely flat. “Do you want me to wait in the car?”


The fact that she actually considered saying yes, decided it for Alex. If she said yes, it wouldn’t be because of Rachel’s aversion to strangers, it would be because she didn’t want to be put on the spot. And that would be childish. They were adults, for Jester’s sake, and they could damn well behave like it. Also, if questions arose with regard to their “request,” Darken was way better suited to answer them than she was.


“No, of course not. I was just … uh, you know what, never mind,” she muttered. “Let’s go.”


Pulling off her ridiculous wig, Alex threw it onto the backseat, grabbed her tote bag, got out and locked the car.


Together they made their way up the dirt path that led through coastal dunes, Alex front and Darken right behind her.


A brisk wind tugged at their clothes, while seagulls drifted on the air currents overhead, their squabbling cries the only sounds besides the sibilant whisper of the long grass blades swishing in the breeze and the distant rumble of surging waves. The sun was slipping in and out of ragged white clouds, dappling the bristly green and gray vegetation with flecks of emerald and gold, adding to the rugged beauty of the landscape around them.


Alex would have loved to stop and close her eyes to breathe it all in; but time was in short supply.


After about half a mile, Alex veered from the well-beaten main path to a smaller trail and a couple of minutes later their destination appeared between the dunes.


With profound relief, Alex noticed that the small cottage looked well cared for: the thatched roof was full, the white walls freshly painted, and the windows clean. Even a couple of hardy flowers were blooming beside the front door, glowing with cheerful blues and yellows in the sunshine.


A low, moss-streaked wall of round gray stones bordered the house and a little garden on its right. Behind it, a woman was crouched over a patch of greens, working on the ground with a small rake. Long, snow-white hair fell down her back, liberally decorated with owl feathers and wooden beads and charms on leather cords. With the sleeve of her loose, flowery shirt, she absently wiped a strand of hair out of her face.


Alex felt her heart warming at the familiar sight and her feet started to move faster of their own accord. Too long. It had been way too long.


Although they were approaching downwind, when they were about a hundred feet from the house, the woman suddenly tensed. Her head snapped up. Bright, incredibly blue eyes focused on them. For a second, a mere breath, they flashed solid black. Then they were all blue again. Just a tiny slip, but Alex hadn’t missed it; she was pretty certain, neither had Darken.


Grinning, Alex waved a hand in greeting.


Dusting off her hands on her dirt-stained trousers, the woman rose to her feet and waved back, then vanished inside the house to meet them at the front door.


Alex could feel Darken looking at her from the side. She increased her speed to avoid any questions.


From close up the cottage looked even better. A bike leaned against the side of a little shed that crouched next to the entrance. It was slightly rusty in the frame, but the saddle was good, solid leather and it sported a—Alex looked twice—yes, a bicycle basket at its handlebar. In front of the entrance lay a doormat, showing a cartoon spider on a single black thread saying “thanks for swinging by.” Heh! Funny!


As they neared the door, it opened and the woman stepped out into the sun. The white hair made her seem older, but her naturally fair skin, tanned from spending a lot of time outside, was tight and glowing, except for a couple of charming crow’s feet at the corners of her sharp, light-blue eyes. She could have been anywhere between forty and sixty, the latter being her real age. Her smile revealed straight, white human teeth.


“Lexy!” She opened her arms and Alex didn’t hesitate to rush into the offered embrace.


“Rachel.”


She wrapped her arms around her friend and the other woman hugged her tightly, her grip much stronger than her appearance let on. Alex leaned into the hug, feeling some of the tension that had built up during the last few weeks drain away as if it was being absorbed by the other woman. Mother’s mercy and Jester’s grace, how she had missed Rachel.


Finally, reluctantly, she let go and took a step back. Rachel’s smile was as warm as she remembered it.


“What a nice surprise, Lex. It’s been quite a while.”


A hot poker of guilt jabbed Alex right in the stomach. She dropped her gaze. It had been too long. And she had wanted to come before. Sweet Jester, she had. Just how often had she told herself she would make the trip and then found a convenient excuse not to make it? She had to work and on her free days she was too tired; she had no car and couldn’t afford the travel; plus, it was always a risk when more than one shaper was in the same place—which was true. There was always a good reason to postpone the visit, a reason why she couldn’t “find” the time. As if time was something you could actually go looking for! But the truth was, living in the Bin with all its hardships and struggles had been easy in certain ways; miserable at times, yes, lonely, and physically draining, but easy. And she hadn’t wanted to face Rachel’s disappointment—that she hadn’t made any effort to make friends and to connect. Rachel wanted better things for her in life and Alex saw no way she could ever live up to those expectations.


“I know,” she said softly, “I’m sorry I didn’t make it earlier.”


“Tch, don’t be silly, darling,” Rachel said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “I know the rules of laying low and singing small. Why, I taught most of them to you myself. So don’t burden yourself with guilt that is neither indicated nor desired on my part. You’re here now. That is all that matters.”


Her attention shifted to Alex’s companion, who’d stood back, silent and dark, looking entirely out of place, too handsome, too dangerous, and simply too badass, for a lack of a better word. Alex suddenly wished she had insisted that he stay in the car.


With a tiny sigh, she waved her hand between them. “Rachel. Darken. Darken. Rachel.”


“Lady.” Darken respectfully tilted his head. 


“Hardly that,” Rachel replied with a bright smile. She turned to Alex and nudged her with her elbow. “He’s a polite boy. It’s about time you found yourself a new guy.” Then her eyes narrowed and she gave Darken a sharp once over. “Though I really hope he’s not such a scumbag as the last one.”


Oh no!


“It’s not like—” Alex said at the same time Darken asked with a silky growl, “What last one?”


Alex shivered at the sudden chill in his voice and wanted to swallow her teeth.


A deep crease formed between Rachel’s eyebrows. “Ah, she didn’t tell you, huh?” Her lips formed a displeased line and she shook her head. “A slop he was, that one. A real bugger.”


“Rachel!” Alex hissed.


Rachel ignored her. “First being all romantic and attentive, charming the heart out of her and promising her the moon and the skies. And then dumping her when he learned … well, you know how most males are: can’t handle a woman who’s got a little bite herself.”


“Rachel, enough!”


“Didn’t even have the decency to just ditch her,” she continued as if Alex wasn’t there. “No, he had to ruin her life, too!”


“Rachel!” Alex snapped and stepped between them. “Would you please stop it? We are not …”


Rachel’s eyebrows crept up. “Uh-huh,” she said, looking from one to the other. “I suppose this is not a mere courtesy visit then?”


Relieved to be able to change the subject but feeling even more guilty, Alex sighed. “I’m afraid it’s not.”


“Well, that doesn’t mean we have to linger on the doorstep, does it? Why don’t you come in, children? I’ll make us some tea and you can have some of the carrot cake I baked earlier today.”


At this, Alex couldn’t help herself: she lost it and laughed. “Are you kidding me? You baked?”


Rachel smirked a little as she led them down a small, cluttered hall, decorated with seashells and various charcoal drawings. “It seems I’ve discovered my passion for it.”


They entered a small living room that inspired only one thought: cozy chaos. A pale driftwood table, surrounded by four different, overstuffed chairs stood next to a worn armchair with a cuddly blanket that overlooked the well-tended herb and vegetable garden. Different rugs overlapped each other on the floor. Every other spare space, including the rustic shelves lining the walls, was overflowing with books and maps. Several daggers hung from the walls between pencil drawings and other trinkets. In a glass cabinet with an ornate lacquered wooden backside were not crystal goblets or jewelry but an old sword in a scarred scabbard, a line of polished throwing stars, a gilded colt, and an assortment of sharpened knives. Plush and sharp knives. Oh yes, they were at Rachel’s place, alright.


“Make yourselves comfortable, children. I’ll put the kettle on.”


Alex jumped up to follow. “I’ll help you with the dishes.”


Politely pretending not to note the female need for private talking space, Darken examined an old sailboat model on a narrow shelf, all hair-thin ropes, and delicate woodwork. His face had turned from murderous to expressionless since Rachel had mentioned her past love affair. Why he would even care about her history with that asshole Tristan, was beyond Alex. It wasn’t like he had called dibs on her, right? Must be one of those overly righteous trueborn fits again, like the one he’d had when they had encountered those dick-driven schmucks in Gomorrha. Well, he didn’t care enough for her to actually be with her, so he certainly didn’t get to fret about this, either!


Alex followed Rachel into the kitchen and leaned against the closed door. Rachel put on the kettle and bent down to the oven.


“You look exhausted, darling,” she noted.


“A little worn, that’s all.”


Turning and surveying her over the top of a delicious-looking cake, Rachel raised an eyebrow. “You’ve recently molted, Lex, don’t think I didn’t notice.”


Alex grimaced. Sure, she would notice. She was, after all, also a shaper. Also a spider, to be exact.


Alex exhaled and walked over to the open cupboard beside the sink to get the cups. “I got into some trouble recently.”


The laugh she got in response was genuine. “Darling, when are you not in trouble?”


“That’s hardly fair!” Alex scowled. “It’s not like I do it on purpose.”


“You want to tell me?”


While the water boiled and Rachel professionally frosted the cake, Alex told her friend in broad strokes what had happened to her since she’d been forced to run from the Jester’s Inn with two trueborn children in tow—leaving out convenient little bits here and there, like having it off with Darken in a hotel room right next to those kids.


When she was done, Rachel whistled softly. “Now, there’s a story.” She poured the hot water into a cutesy porcelain tea can with little pink dots that seemed completely out of place. “And you really want to go through with this ball thingy?”


Alex shrugged, feeling a little sheepish. “I told them it’s a stupid idea. But, frankly, I don’t see many other options right now. And Darken and his brother are awfully convinced that we can pull it off somehow.”


“Darken, huh?” The kettle came to rest on the counter. “So, are you sure, the two of you are not …”


“Rachel!”


“Just asking, darling. The way he looks at you …”


Alex grabbed the edges of the sink and leaned her head back. “He doesn’t look at me in any way!” And it hurt to admit it. Every time she repeated it inside her head or out loud was like the tip of a knife scratching the barely hardened scab of a wound on her heart. He had made it pretty clear that he was not interested in her that way. Repeatedly. And when were trueborn royals ever in the market shopping for shaper mongrels, anyway? Getting her hopes up would only result in further heartache and she’d had enough of that, thank you very much.


“Uh-huh,” Rachel said again.


“What?”


“Nothing, darling. Not my business.”


She placed the kettle, cups, plates, and cutlery on a salver and carried them over to the living room. Alex had no choice but to follow with the cake.


Back in the tiny living room, they settled around the small wooden table, and Rachel served them tea and cake. Alex had to admit it—her friend had a talent.


“This was absolutely delicious,” Darken said after he’d finished his last bite and scooped up the crumbs.


Rachel graced him with another dazzling smile. “That is sweet of you to say.” She put her dessert fork down and stacked the plates. “Now, how can I help you?”


That was Rachel for you. No hemming and hawing, no questions asked. Always there and ready to offer help without hesitation. It was why Alex loved her friend so much.


Wiping her finger on a delightfully mundane paper napkin, Alex reached into the tote bag she’d brought along with her, fished out the folder Belaris had given them and placed it on the table in front of her friend.


Taking out a leather etui, Rachel made a show of positioning a pair of half-moon reading glasses on the bridge of her nose.


Alex stared at her. No shaper ever needed glasses—like ever. Their genetics ensured that they had excellent eyesight that nothing short of a serious wound could destroy.


Rachel looked back, feigning a lack of understanding. “What? Nice old ladies wear glasses, I’ve been told. The kids eat it up like sugar gum.”


“Kids?” Alex’s eyes turned as big as saucers.


Rachel nodded. “Mhmm. The neighborhood is teeming with them. They come by, mostly for my nutcakes, I suspect—they are somewhat legendary around here—but they also play in the garden and use my paint and pencils.” She pointed toward the wall, where unmistakably some of the paintings had been made with a child’s clumsy hands, showing all sorts of indefinable things and, some of them, a white-haired woman with bird feathers in her hair.


Alex glared at her friend. “And their parents don’t mind?”


“Why would they?” Rachel asked smugly. “I offer them vegetables from my garden. And in turn, they do my groceries and sometimes bring me food. It seems old ladies are also unable to feed themselves properly. Nowadays I can hardly take two steps out of this house without someone asking me if they can help me somehow. I have two casseroles and a lasagna sitting in the fridge. A couple of weeks ago, I was even invited to a barbecue.”


“Did you go?”


“I could hardly decline, could I? And, I tell you, the spare ribs were a dream.” They shared a private little smile.


Alex shook her head with a grin. “Rachel, you’ve grown soft in your old age!”


“Ah,” Rachel said, with a wink, “we grow old, but we never lose our bite! Now, let me have a look at this.”


The smile melted from her face when she opened the folder and spread the pictures on the table. She picked one up, then the next, studying them all carefully. A bird warbled outside, striking up a cheery little tune. Finally, Rachel leaned back.


“Do you know any of them?” Alex asked quietly. Rachel had connections to many shapers throughout the realm.


“I’ve never seen that one.” Rachel tapped the picture of the man with the wild brown hair, the flat nose, and bone earring. His empty eyes stared upward at an unseen ceiling. “Nor him.” She pointed to the black-skinned guy with the red stripes across his face. In death, he seemed almost gray, less threatening than he must have been alive.


“But I do know these two.” Rachel indicated the last two males. “Akio’s a snake and that one, Cedar, is—or I should rather say, was—a frog.” Her lips tightened at the words. “We were briefly acquainted a few years back and we still say ‘hi’ if our paths cross. Last I thing I knew, they were both living with a wild pack in the Scarlet Mountains.”


Alex shuddered involuntarily. A wild shaper pack.


“Wild pack?” Darken repeated, looking intensely at Alex. “You’ve talked about the ‘call of the wild’ before. What does it mean?”


Rachel’s eyebrows crept up, almost to her hairline. “It means teeth, and blood, and crushed souls.”


“Some of us shapers,” Alex cut in to explain, “choose to live outside of human communities.” She didn’t like this topic but it was better for Darken to understand the magnitude of that decision now rather than later.


“For our kind, it’s not very easy to find a job or even a place to live. People don’t want us in their precious neighborhoods, where their kids play in the streets. In terms of desirability as a neighbor, we rank somewhere between a low-key drug dealer and a convicted child molester. So, if we wish to live ‘the normal life,’ we have to hide our true nature and pretend to be completely human. It’s tedious and not all of us are particularly good at it.” She raised her hands and flashed a hint of her claws and the pattern of her true skin. “We ‘slip’ when we get excited or angry or tired or into any other strong emotional state.”


Darken watched her hands the way she would have studied a pretty weapon. “I don’t remember ever seeing you slip.”


“That’s because I trained myself for a long time. My control is exceptional among shapers. And even for me it sometimes gets difficult. Especially in crowds. You have to be constantly on your guard. And if people find out who really lives next door, you’ll be lucky if it is only the police waiting for you when you come home from getting the groceries. Might as well be pitchforks and loaded handguns.”


The image of a young male scorpion flashed before Alex's eyes; still more a boy than a man, pummeled to death by an angry mob after he’d slipped while kissing a girl in a pub. She quickly pushed the image away.


“That’s why some shapers decide to leave society and live in the woods and mountains, away from populated towns and cities. They live off the land. Often they form groups and make their own communities.”


Darken nodded. “I’ve heard of groups of shaper outlaws in certain areas.”


Alex inclined her head. “We call them packs, like wolf packs, because they often give in to the more instinctually driven, feral part of our soul. They follow the call of the wild. You’d probably say they are less civilized.”


It was a path to promised freedom. But it was just another kind of freedom that came at the price of a soul, and after Tristan had broken her heart and the Duke had preyed on her anguish to corrupt her for his own devious purposes, Alex had stood at that crossroad and decided not to take the easy way out. She was human too, and she wanted to remain that way.


“The wild ones make their own rules,” she added. “Mostly, they are ignored as long as they stay away from human settlements.”


“What is your interest in them?” Rachel asked, pointing at the pictures again.


Alex recounted what had happened in Manor Creek County and how it was connected to the dead shapers. She didn’t need to explain how this was another bomb whose fallout was bound to make life more complicated for shaper kind in general. Rachel wasn’t new to the business.


Rachel took off her glasses and rubbed the bridge of her nose. “Yeah, I think I heard some of it on the news, but I must admit, I don’t pay them that much attention these days. It’s too toxic to get incensed by every public rage.” She frowned as she looked at the pictures. “These people, they aren’t the gentle sort, but I do not believe that they’ve done this for the mere fun of it. Cedar is a father himself. They have strange ways, the wild ones, but they are not the beasts people portray them as.”


“Well, I plan on finding out what is behind this,” Alex told her grimly. “Do you know where the pack is located?”


“They usually make sure they aren’t found. I’ll draw you a map, but they could have moved since the last time I spoke to either of them. And you know … they don’t like outsiders.” Her eyes flickered toward Darken.


“I’m aware. But first, we have to deal with another problem.” Alex rested her elbows on the table. “Geography was never my strong suit but the Scarlet Mountains are close to Bhellidor. Which is what—five hundred miles? Six hundred? Taking a car or the train will take us forever.”


Going there at all, a place so close to the scene of her purported crime, was giving Alex the creeps. She decided not to think about it.


“Would a long-distance coach be faster?” She’d never traveled with the trueborn magic-driven equivalent to the halfborn train but she’d heard they were as quick as greased lightning.


“A bit,” Darken said with a frown. “But we would have to ID ourselves when we embark and when we cross through provinces.”


So that was flat out. Alex chewed on her lip. “If we go back, you think your brother will be able to arrange something?”


“Not enough time.” Darken shook his head, “Not with the Summerball being only two and a half days away.”


Rachel watched the exchange. She bent forward. “If you’re in a rush, I’m sure Hugh would be willing to take you.”


“Hugh?”


“One of my neighbors,” Rachel said with an air of innocence.


Neighbor, huh? “How close is your relationship exactly?”


Rachel smiled sweetly. “Oh, we do each other little flavors once in a while. In the cold season, he chops wood for me and fires my oven.”


“And is that the only thing he’s firing?” Alex asked slyly.


Rachel’s smile sharpened, showing a hint of her true teeth. “A girl never tells.” She winked. “He is trueborn. Not one of those hotshots, but he’s got a strong teleporting talent. Runs in his family.” Her voice turned softer. “After his wife and son died in a fire several years ago, he left his old life behind. Ended up in this sleepy little community. I can ask him if he’d be willing to take you there and back.”


Alex turned to Darken. “Feeling up for a little hike?”
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HUGH’s cottage was situated on the other side of the same dune, only five minutes away. While they walked, Rachel told them everything she could remember about the wild pack in the Scarlet Mountains.


At the edge of the cottage, she stopped. “Hugh knows about me, of course, but the topic still makes him a little … uncomfortable, so we try to keep it to a minimum.”


Not uncomfortable enough to keep him out of her bed, though, Alex thought with a wry grin. Rachel, Rachel, Rachel. Who’d have thought?


Alex nodded. Not that she made a habit of telling people about her true nature.


They approached the door and Rachel knocked.


No answer.


“Hugh?” Rachel called out. “Hugh?”


“Round here, dove,” came a muted, rumbling reply.


Dove?


Rachel gestured for them to follow and they walked around the side of the cottage. An open garage that had been converted into a joinery hugged the side of the cottage. The floor was covered in wood shavings. Boards in all kinds of lengths and types of wood leaned against the left wall, while the right was occupied by a sun-bleached surfboard that looked like it hadn’t been used in years. In the back, a table held several wooden figurines and puzzles, as well as a broken checkerboard, and a headless wooden angel whose smiling face was cradled on a pillow beside it. Apparently, this was where the neighbors brought their broken stuff for repair. In front of the garage, there was a woodblock with an ax stuck in it. Beside the block was a neat pile of chopped wood stacked against the wall, covered in tarp.


A man, who had to be Hugh, was bent over a worktable with a small saw in one hand and a piece of wood in the other. His fisherman’s shirt and pants were coated in sawdust. Likely nearing the end of his sixties, he looked like your nice old grandpa next door, a little chubby around the middle, with thin hair, just off white, that was tucked under a tweed flat cap.


Imagining him and Rachel sitting together in the garden, drinking tea, was kinda sweet.


“Oh Rachel, dove,” he said, slightly flustered, as he put the saw down. “I didn’t know you had visitors.”


“It was more of a spontaneous gathering,” Rachel told him. “This is my foster niece, Alexis, and her”—she hesitated only for a second—“partner Dryden.”


“Oh, of course.” Hugh stepped over to Alex, wiping his hand on his shirt. “I must say, it’s such a pleasure to finally meet you after all the time. I heard so much of you already.” She shook his outstretched hand. His grip was firm and the skin on his fingers calloused from the wood work.


“Only good things I hope.”


“Sure, sure,” he said, his bushy brows moving up and down. “This lady here couldn’t be much prouder of anyone, I’d say.” He had a strong, elegant accent, slightly rolling his ‘r’s and stretching his ‘a’s.


Alex smiled brightly but inwardly felt like a huge failure.


Then Hugh turned to Darken, his eyes unerringly falling on the gloves which Darken had slipped on in the car. They snapped up to his face and his skin turned a little ashen. He caught himself quickly though and shook Darken’s offered hand. “Dryden, is it? Nice to meet you.”


He knew he was shaking hands with a forfeit, so much was certain. But had he recognized him as Darken Dubois-Léclaire? If so, he was keeping it to himself.


Alex forced herself to relax. If Rachel trusted him, then so did she.


“So, I heard you’re helping my auntie out with things,” Alex said casually with just a bit too much bite. “Bet her pipes are all well oiled.”


Hugh blushed under his cap.


Rachel pushed forward. “Hugh, dear, we are in need of your special talent. The children have a very urgent business which they cannot postpone. Would you feel up for it? It would be a long-distance jump.” She put a hand on his arm. Alex saw the tenderness in Hugh’s eyes as he looked down at her, and she ruthlessly suppressed a surge of jealousy.


“For you, anything my dove.” Hugh turned to her and Darken. “So, where are we going?”
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“WHAT did that guy do to you? Your ex-boyfriend.”


Alex cast Darken a sharp sidelong glance, as they climbed the mountain slope beside each other between thick clusters of Blood Maple, the ever-red trees that gave the Scarlet Mountains their peculiar name.


Still fretting about Tristan, huh? After all those hours! You’d think he would have gotten over it by now.


Alex shook her head.


While Hugh had told them that getting back to Shelston shouldn’t be too much of a problem, teleporting them here had proved a little more tricky, as he had never been in this particular area before, and his talent, which he had used as a professional teleporter in his younger years, had become a little rusty because he no longer practiced it on a regular basis. They had finally agreed that he would phase them to a small village about one and a half hour’s drive from the western offshoot of the Scarlet Mountains, where a distant cousin of his was living. In the adjoining halfborn village, they had rented a Jeep with four-wheel drive, and Hugh—who had turned out to be a surprisingly decent driver—had driven them up into the mountains. He’d dropped them off on a mountain road closest to the place where Rachel had marked her last known location of the shaper pack. It was a wild shot in the dark—the pack could have moved several times since Rachel last had spoken to one of them ten months ago—but it was the only lead they had.


The old man had told them that he would need a couple of hours of rest before he could teleport them back, which was just fine; they would likely need some time for this venture as well.


Alex averted her gaze and faced forward again. “My ex is none of your business. Rachel should stop raking over old coals.”


Darken’s jaw clenched and his fingers, which he had freed from their gloves again because of the heat up here, curled at his sides, giving off flashes of gold. “He hurt you!”


And why would you care, Mr. Trueborn?


“Yes, he hurt me,” Alex agreed through gritted teeth. “So what? He doesn’t have a monopoly on that.”


Darken’s eyes narrowed and Alex gritted her teeth harder to keep any more careless words from tumbling out of her big mouth. Words that would only embarrass her. Like, that his rejection had hurt her more than anything Tristan-dickhead-Grimes ever could have done to her.


Tristan was an ass and couldn’t cope with the fact that she was a shaper. Fair enough. Darken, on the other hand, had shown that he had no problem dealing with the shaper. No, he had refused her as a woman, and that was somehow so much worse. And he really was the last person on earth she wanted to talk to about her shitty love life. She should have nipped this conversation in the bud.


Alex exhaled and closed her eyes for a second. “Just drop it, okay? I really don’t want to talk about Tristan Grimes.”


“And where does he live, this Tristan Grimes?” Darken’s deep voice was a soft purr.


Alex bit her tongue. Shit. She probably shouldn’t have mentioned his name.


“Why?” she scoffed. “Do you want to kill him?”


Darken’s lips curved into a cold, cruel smile. A smile full of night and burning blades, and dark, vicious promises. Mother’s mercy and Jester’s grace! He really wanted to kill Tristan. Stupid males and their testosterone!


Alex arched an eyebrow. “Sugar, don’t you think if I had wanted him dead, I could have managed very well on my own?”


No reaction. Damn him!


Alex sighed and rubbed her forehead, the spot right between her eyebrows. “Look. That was a long time ago. I’ve moved on. Tristan was a bad choice and he behaved like a complete ass but he never physically abused me or anything like that”—oh, he should have tried it—“he was just a sucker trying to boost his ego. I’m over it.”


Met with Darken’s stony expression she felt the need to explain further. “He said things … about me, alright? About shapers in general. It made me feel like trash. And he told everybody at my workplace about my … disposition.”


“They fired you,” Darken guessed quietly.


Alex almost burst out laughing. As a civilized trueborn he would consider this the appropriate reaction, wouldn’t he? Bitterness flooded her as she remembered the shotgun pointed at her chest and the sharp clang as her foreman chambered a round, telling her to get the fuck off of the property, before he peppered the work hall with her degenerate shaper brains.


She shrugged. “I quit.”


Darken cast her a doubtful look.


Alex shrugged again. “Staying wasn’t an option. So I left.”


“And?”


Was it really that obvious there was more to it? Oh well, in for a penny, in for a pound. He knew half of it anyway.


“After that, I went to Gomorrha for the first time.” Alex kept her eyes at the trees ahead. “It wasn’t exactly like I had any other place to go and I’d heard that shapers were more accepted around there. It’s where I met the Duke. He found me in one of my weakest moments and he and his silky snake tongue knew all the right things to say. He told me, I mattered, blah-blah-blah. That I had a gift others couldn’t appreciate. But he did. Oh yes, he appreciated it very much. He told me I could be part of something bigger. And I was so desperate to belong somewhere that I completely fell for it. I was such an idiot!”


Alex closed her eyes. Hello past, back to haunt me?


“He recruited me for his team of ‘collectors.’ Most of us were shapers and we did the dirty work for him, collecting debts, and spreading threats and terror in the city’s underworld.”


The slope slowly steepened as they moved.


“I’m not very proud of the things I did during that time,” Alex said. “I wanted to feel powerful again, and for a while I did, but then I realized we were just scum. The scum at the top of the garbage dump, true, but in the end no better than the dirt below us.” The memories swamped her with guilt and she was glad that the red shadows of the trees were covering her burning cheeks. “I decided to leave, but Valentine Mercurio isn’t someone you just walk out on.” A bitter smile stretched her lips. “Besides, it was the only thing I had. I know this is a poor excuse, but it’s true. So I stayed and kept doing it, while I hated every moment.”


Alex took a deep breath in, knowing she should stop, knowing that if she wanted Darken to ever think highly of her again, she should keep this remaining bit of darkness locked inside. But it seemed as if opening the floodgates had crushed all her mental dams and she couldn’t keep her shame from pouring out of her.


“One night I was set on this kid. I don’t even remember his name. He’d stolen from one of Valentine’s gambling houses—a negligible amount really, but Valentine wanted to make an example of him, to keep anyone else from getting ideas. I was supposed to rough him up, and I did pretty well. When he was bleeding all over the floor, the kid called me scum. Lowlife. Mongrel-whore. He said I was the Duke’s spineless minion, no better than a trained dog. And he was right. Sweet Jester, he was right, and I hated him so much for it. I went crazy on him. Totally lost myself. I was about to kill him when Rachel appeared. She stopped me.”


A shuddering breath entered her lungs as her memory served up the image of herself in that dark, foul alley, covered in dirt and gore, blood dripping from her face while her eyes glowed as black as her soul had become. It was like a snapshot of what she could be but never again wanted to be, and as such, it had stayed with her.


Alex sighed. “Rachel pulled me out of this muck. She said that I could be better than that. That we cannot change what we did in the past but that we can always choose to be a better person each and every day. That it is our actions that define us, not our genes. People can only turn us into monsters if we let them. And she showed me by example. You see, Rachel has been shunned all her life for being what she is, she has faced hatred and humiliation but she doesn’t hold a grudge. She would have enough reason to and yet she decided that everybody has flaws, normal humans and shapers alike, and that we have to forgive people their flaws to cure our own. With Rachel’s help, I eventually found the guts to tell the Duke that I was out. He wasn’t happy—as I’m sure you can imagine.”


“Oh, I think I can,” Darken said dryly.


Alex sighed. “I don’t know where I would be without Rachel. She saved me. In more than one way.”


And now it was all out in the open. Alex waited for condemnation or disgust to show on Darken’s face but all she saw—and felt—was thoughtfulness.


“From what I’ve seen, your Rachel seems like a remarkable woman.”


“She is.” This time Alex’s smile was genuine. “I owe her everything. Without her—”


She stopped. Froze.


Darken tensed immediately beside her, reaching into his jacket where his sword was hidden. His eyes glazed with a crimson sheen.


“What is it?”


Alex closed her eyes and inhaled deeply, sampling the scents around her. There was all the normal stuff that was to be expected in a mountain forest: moist earth covered by centuries of dead leaves; fragrant bark; the humid, moldy scent of moss creeping around tree trunks and cushioning the ground; wild garlic and herbs; the droppings of little animals and birds; along with something else … something …


Letting her true skin rise close to the surface, Alex sent out her sensory threads in a wide web, probing their surroundings, her conscious moving along them, stretching farther and farther into the distance.


There! Recent scent marks on some trees that were doubtlessly human, marking an invisible yet clear boundary for anyone who was able to perceive it. Yum! Wild indeed.


“I think we found them.”


Darken peered around, his sharp eyes taking in the trees, the shrubs, and the ground that showed no visible sign of any kind of human or shaper-ish intrusion, and frowned. “Are you sure?”


“Who’s the shaper out of the two of us again?” Alex asked sweetly.


“Of course, milady.” Darken performed a deep, mocking bow, slipping into an affected royal accent. “I defer to your superior experience.”


Prick!


Alex raised her chin, choosing to ignore his teasing. “We’re invading their territory now. We better be prepared for anything.”


They moved on quietly now, both of them tense and watchful. Alex wasn’t sure what kind of welcome to expect but she was pretty certain it wouldn’t be an overly warm one.


Beside her Darken moved with graceful ease, soundless and soft-footed, a focused predator on the hunt. And, the Jester have mercy on her, he made it look sooo good, too. Alex could have spent the entire day just following him through the wilderness, watching his backside in those close-fitting denim pants.


Oh, get a grip, sugar! She imagined slapping herself across the face. It helped. Sort of.


Around them, the shadows were slowly starting to lengthen as the sun descended toward the horizon, a bright, oval flame in the sky. The maples thinned, opening into a steep green meadow dotted here and there with red trees like torches in a verdant sea. They kept to the edge of the tree line, covered by their blue-tinted shadows.


A movement caught Alex’s eye. She stopped. Raised a hand.


Without a sound, Darken melted into the trees.


Damn him, the man could move!


Very softly, Alex took a couple of steps forward. Probed. Nothing. It should have been here. She had seen something. Had felt something.


Her eyes narrowed as she studied the vegetation around her, turning in a slow circle while her threads were humming with tension. Still nothing. Which only left—


Leaves rustled.


Alex jumped backward.


Air whooshed and a shrill screech pierced the silence.


Claws raked the ground, where Alex had been standing only a second before.


There was a flash of bright red and green, then something hit Alex in the chest, causing her to stumble back in surprise. Her foot caught on a root and she landed rather gracelessly on her back. Her backpack pushed the air out of her lungs and something dug painfully into her left kidney.


Before she could get up, a weight dropped on her middle, shoving her back to the ground.


A face blotted out the sky, all pink gums and white fangs, and a mop of long, tangled ginger hair.


Instinctively, Alex ripped her elbow up, smashing it into her attacker’s shoulder. The shaper drew back with a startled hiss.


Bony knees clamped Alex’s sides, squeezing the rest of the air out of her. Sharp claws scratched her forearm, which she managed to raise just in time to shield her face. The talons failed to penetrate the reinforced leather guards that covered her arms, as well as her legs and chest underneath her clothing. She wouldn’t have gone into a wild shaper lair without any kind of protection—she wasn’t mental—and Rachel’s house was full of interesting little things from “the old days,” as she called them. Alex made a mental note to ask her about them, if she somehow managed to survive this trip.


The claws came back for more, aiming for her unprotected face.


A lean blade kissed the shaper’s neck. The claws froze two inches from Alex’s nose.


Silent as a ghost, Darken peeled out of the shadows, a serene smile stretching his lips, his dark eyes two unforgiving blood-red pools. Woohoo! Her personal knight in fiery armor.


Alex’s heart was galloping in a wild frenzy as she gulped air back into her lungs.


Taking a good look at her attacker, she realized it was only a girl, sixteen at the most. Figured, a guy would probably have at least broken a rib. Which didn’t mean she’d wouldn’t be sore after this.


The kid was skinny to the point of starvation, squalid, and scratched. Either the pack was facing lean times or she was very low on the food chain. Her shaggy, reddish hair hadn’t seen a comb in a while and, judging by her ripe smell, showering wasn’t taken too seriously, either.


More beast than human girl.


The rags she wore on her emaciated body were an assortment of clothing items pulled over each other that would have made Josy tear out her hair: a pair of denim shorts, a mottled green top under a black t-shirt, both so ripped up they were more holes than fabric; a leather clasp on her left arm; a studded bracelet on her right; and, around her neck, a very cheap-looking necklace with plastic beads that looked as if it came from a halfborn gumball machine. The tips of her toes stuck out of a pair of old laced boots.


Like a magpie, Alex thought. She put on whatever struck her fancy. A psychotic, lethal magpie.


Green eyes with slit pupils that were typical for a snake regarded them with open hostility.


“Get up,” Darken crooned. “Slowly.”


The girl let out a sound that was somewhere between a wail and a hiss but complied when the razor-sharp edge of Darken’s blade pressed against her skin and a thin line of red appeared.


Alex rolled into a crouch and massaged her bruised ribcage, tenderly probing the bones. Ugh, one or two of them might actually have cracked.


Something snapped in the trees to their left. Automatically, she and Darken turned that way. A sleepy raccoon blinked its beady eyes at them.


The shaper girl snatched the opportunity and did what every sensible prey would do when caught between two superior predators: she bolted into the trees.


Shit! Spitting a curse, Alex dashed after her. 


“Wait!” she called. But she could have saved her breath for all the effect it had.


The kid became a blur between the red trees. Ignoring her ribs, Alex gave chase, following flashes of orange hair and human clothing.


True, the girl knew her way around, that was her advantage, but she was clearly underfed. Alex, on the other hand, was rested, well-fed, and almost back to her old strength. It wasn’t a fair race from the start.


Alex’s feet barely touched the ground as she flew through the scarlet canopy, fingers skimming bark and leaves, eyes fixed on her elusive target. The wind tugged at her hair, smelling of freedom and the adrenaline of the chase.


The girl vanished for a second and reappeared between two scarred old maples, running at full speed. Crouching down, Alex leaped like an uncoiled spring and crashed into the girl’s back. The kid went down with a cry. Snarling and clawing, they rolled over the ground, tossing up dirt and leaves.


Without the element of surprise, the scrawny kid had no chance against Alex’s superior strength. Within thirty seconds she had wrestled the girl onto her belly, one arm pinned in a painful lock behind her back.


The girl hissed and squirmed, trying to wriggle out of the lock.


“Stop struggling, damn you!” Alex growled, upping the pressure on her arm. “I don’t want to hurt you!”


The girl let out some gibberish in between hissed threats and spitting noises. No coherent human speech in case of emotional distress—this kid definitely spent the majority of her time in her true skin.


Finally exhausted, the girl stopped her futile efforts to break free.


Alex reduced the pressure a little.


“Look, sugar, all I want to do is talk to you, alright?” No proper reaction. “If I let go, will you run again?”


The girl hesitated, then stiffly shook her head.


A sensible human reaction. Why, we’re making progress!


“Alright.” Alex exhaled slowly. “Take it easy. I’ll let go now.”


The moment Alex let go of her arm and moved back, the girl sprang up and dashed away.


Alex sighed. Having expected nothing less, she dug her heels firmly into the ground, bent her knees and braced herself. After about twenty feet, the climbing rope that was secured to Alex’s belt and whose carabiner ending she’d attached to the girl’s belt loop while holding her down, snapped taut. With a stifled gasp, the girl was yanked back and landed hard on her bony ass. Alex materialized at her side and easily pinned her to the ground once more, looking down at her dirt-smeared face.


The kid howled and bit at the air with elongated white fangs, her orange hair puffed out.


Losing her patience, Alex flashed her own true eyes and snarled, issuing a mature challenge.


The thin body underneath her went slack. With a slightly resentful sigh, the kid bent her head back and offered her throat to Alex. A gesture of complete submission, acknowledging her as dominant.


Finally! Thank the Great Mother.


At that moment, Darken stepped out from behind the trees. Quick—for a normal human. He wordlessly joined Alex’s side.


Alex leaned forward but made sure to keep out of the range of the girl’s teeth, speaking slowly and clearly: “Sugar, we really just want to talk. So, what’s the deal? Do we have to tie you up like a wild beast or do you think we can have a civilized conversation like human beings?” What’s it gonna be, hm?


The look the kid gave them with those bright green eyes was full of accusation. But after a moment, the girl’s true skin retreated, leaving her eyes a more common color, somewhere between brown and green.


“Talk.” Her voice sounded rusty as if she wasn’t using it on a regular basis.


Alex let go, and this time the kid sat back slowly and wrapped her arms around her knobby knees, indicating she wasn’t going to run again. So far so good.


Showing her own goodwill, Alex removed the rope and crouched down opposite the girl, letting her backpack slide off her shoulder. Darken kept standing above them, towering like a silent sentinel, sword still at the ready in his hand. He didn’t seem to trust the peace. Well, of course, he was right not to.


“I have some beef jerky with me,” Alex noted casually. “Want some?”


The girl looked torn for about half a second, then her head bobbed with an almost desperate intensity.


Alex made another mental note to thank Rachel, who’d suggested she better bring some food for when dealing with the wild ones. Same old trick, worked every time.


She fished out one of the bags from her backpack and handed it over. The girl all but ripped it out of her hands, tore the plastic open with her teeth—probably swallowing a mouthful in the process—and stuffed the jerky into her mouth with both hands, wiping grease all over the face.


Sweet Jester, she really was pitiful to look at.


Alex gave her some time and tried not to wrinkle her nose at the disgusting, chomping noises the kid made as she gobbled down the food. The Great Mother have mercy on her, but spending that much time in noble trueborn households was making her oversensitive.


Within seconds the food was gone.


Licking her filthy fingers, the shaper girl held up the empty bag, looking even more desperate and wretched. “More?”


She eyed the backpack hopefully.


Alex shook her head. “Talk first.”


The snake looked disappointed, but sighed and nodded.


Her name, as it turned out, was Ruby, and she was very interested in talking about anything food-related, but not much else.


“You belong to the pack that lives in the mountains here, don’t you, Ruby?” Alex asked.


The girl shrugged.


“Daimon’s pack,” Alex prompted, using the information Rachel had supplied her with.


“Daimon’s dead!” the kid snapped. After a moment she added in a sullen tone: “Miyuke is dominant now.”


And you preferred Daimon? I wonder why that is.


“Look, Ruby, we are here because of Akio and Cedar,” Alex said. “They left a while ago with two others, didn’t they?”


Panic flashed in the kid’s eyes. Interestingly, it wasn’t Alex but Darken she looked at, before wildly shaking her head. “Me knows nuthing.”


The mention of the dead shapers seemed to have hit a nerve.


“We just want to know why they left,” Alex told her carefully, slightly confused by her reaction. 


Ruby turned away, staring at the trees and shaking her head.


Alex sighed and rocked back, glancing at Darken. “I don’t think this will lead to anything. We should talk to someone of the pack who has some real authority, like Miyuke.”


Ruby’s head snapped back to her. “No!”


“No?” Alex innocently raised her eyebrows. “Does this mean you do know something?”


Uncertainty flickered over the bony features, but now the girl couldn’t back out unless she wanted to admit that she was just some kid running to the adults. Sometimes it was too easy.


It looked like Ruby had come to the same conclusion because she let out a defeated sigh. Her brow furrowed in concentration.


“Men come.” She held up three fingers. “When moon full. Only want talk to grown-ups.” She pouted. “But Pat and me, we sneak close. We good at masking us scents.”


Yeah well, tell me about it. The kid had nearly managed to pounce on top of her.


“They bring gifts. And meat. Promise more, more.”


“What did they want in return?” Alex asked, leaning forward.


“They say go down hill, kill farm people. Kill, kill. They give map. They say blood, much blood. Nasty, nasty.” She pursed her lips. “Akio like that. Akio say they deserve be kicked their fat asses. Daimon say no. Too dangerous. But other dominant says yes yes yes, year was bad, no food, no prey, bad harvest. Need food. And men say, yes, food. Meat. Will give us more meat.”


The girl paused. Looked up at the sky. Alex followed her gaze to a small bird perched on a branch about ten feet above their heads.


Ruby went completely still, eyes fixed on the bird. Her pupils turned to slits.


Alex’s eyes narrowed. What the—?


Out of nowhere, Ruby rocketed skyward, snatched the bird, and yanked it down. She landed, coiling and thrashing on the ground, in ways that reminded Alex a lot of a snake winding itself around its victim.


The bird screamed helplessly in her grip.


Without hesitation, the girl’s true teeth snapped out and she ripped the head off the bird, gobbling it down whole. Blood spurted out of the small stump.


Jester’s fucking grace!


Ruby spun around to Alex and Darken with a snarl, eyes wild, blood dripping from her elongated fangs, while the dead feathery body weakly twitched in her grip. Finding no challenge for her prize, the kid squatted on her haunches and ripped open the breast, tearing at its flesh.


Alex tried hard not to retch. If that was what being part of a wild pack entailed, she was glad she’d decided against taking that leap.


Finally, Ruby spat a few bones and feathers aside and looked down at her filthy but empty hands, as if wondering where her snack had gone.


Alex cleared her throat. “What happened then?”


The girl glanced up from the mess and frowned, then remembered.


“Adults fight. Daimon dies. Miyuke say go go go. Need the meat. Go.”


“So they left?”


The girl nodded, snapping one of the bones and sucking out the marrow. “Akio goes. And Cedar. Josh ‘n Pyre.”


“What about the men with the proposal?”


Ruby bared her teeth. Blood was still running from the corner of her mouth and Alex had to admit, she looked rather inhumane at this instant, like a vile, demonic creature.


“Bad men,” she snapped. “Liars. Cheats. No more meat comes. Nothing comes. And Akio and others not return.”


Alex felt a heavy sting in her chest. She balanced the girl’s right to know what had happened to her pack members with their own need for information. What would she do, if they told her that they had been arrested and killed?


Stalling, she asked: “Do you remember anything else about those men? What they looked like? Anything at all?”


The girl’s face twisted into an ugly grimace and she pointed a bloody finger at Darken. “They was like him!”


Darken’s head snapped up, eyes flaring blood-red.


“What do you mean ‘like him?’” Alex asked sharply, although she already knew the answer.


Grinning insanely, Ruby raised her hands and wiggled her bony fingers. “They was wearing gloves and hoods, but one takes off and I see paintings on skin. Gold and black. Pretty. Pretty, pretty liars. Eyes like blood and fire. Creeps.” She glared at Darken, full of hatred. “You have a deal, too?”


“No, Ruby,” Alex said softly. “We have no deal. We want to find those men who betrayed your pack. They need to be stopped.”


“Liar!” Ruby screamed. With that, she jumped up and vanished between the trees.


Alex cursed and surged to her feet.


“Ruby?” she called. “Ruby!”


Nothing. Not so much as a vibration troubling their surroundings.


“Damn,” she muttered and turned to Darken with a shake of her head. “She’s gone.”


The sight of him took her by surprise. He stood completely rigid, stiff as a poker. Small, violent ripples ran up and down his body like liquid lightning. His right hand still clutched the sword and his knuckles were showing stark white through his sun-kissed skin. It was surprising that the hilt wasn’t bending under the pressure of his bone-breaking grip. His face was contorted into a sharp, twisted mask and she felt his magic—sweet Jester that magic—hot and hungry and burning just below the surface of his skin, yearning to be released.


Alex swallowed and approached Darken warily, searching his face for any indication of what he would do if she crossed a certain line—and what that line was.


No fear, sugar. Just don’t show any fear.


She inhaled deeply, keeping her voice soft and calm. “Why would some forfeits hire a bunch of shapers to kill a trueborn family of farmers? What do they gain from it?”


Darken’s murderous gaze found her and for a brief second, naked panic lashed through her. She was swept away by the staggering depth of his burning fury, by the raging inferno that opened below her and reached for her with tendrils of icy heat, ready to devour her whole.


Her instincts screamed at her to run as fast as she could, except, if she did, Alex was sure whatever restraints he still held on his temper would be torn apart. Instinct or no, running was the worst thing she could do right now.


Suppressing a shiver, Alex stood her ground, hardly daring to breathe. Waiting.


Waiting.


Waiting.


After a long moment that seemed like it would never end, a soft shudder ran through Darken’s body and the blood rage receded a smidgen. It wasn’t much, but Alex instinctively knew that he’d stepped away from the killing edge.


Cold relief washed over her, making her knees wobble. Hell, that man could be scary!


When he spoke, his voice still sounded like a deep, ragged growl that was barely human. But, hey, he was speaking to her. Speaking was better than the deadly, rage-filled silence.


“The real question is: Who ordered them to do it?” Darken abruptly sheathed his sword, turned on his heels and headed back the way they had come.


Alex quickly snatched her backpack and hastened to catch up with him.


“Ordered? You think they were ordered to do it?”


Moving seemed to help because when Darken looked up at her, his expression was a little less crazy, though still tense.


“No rogue forfeit would have reason to do this.”


“Rogue?”


Darken hesitated, then sighed. “Sometimes, when a forfeit gets irrevocably out of control or breaks the rules of the Order, they are declared rogue. Outlaws. They are considered fair game and any other forfeit is supposed to kill them on sight. Sometimes there’s even an unofficial bounty on their heads. That’s the way we take care of our own unpleasant problems without the public knowing.” His lips curled in sharp contempt. “Those who become rogue have either gone postal and are too far gone to think reasonably, or they committed some deliberate transgression and therefore try to go into hiding. That being said, I’m not aware of any current rogue order, much less three. And as you said, they would have no good reason to do this for themselves. No, the only reason for such an action would be a direct order.” He closed his eyes. “This is a lot worse than I feared.”


“Why?”


She got it was bad. Murdered people were always bad news. And involved forfeits—that just reeked of trouble. Yet she wasn’t sure she got the depth of his frustration.


Darken slowed his pace a little and held a branch out of the way to let her pass. Right. The trueborn gentleman was back on track.


“You must understand, the Order is a special branch of Arcadia’s military,” he said. “This means that it is directly controlled by the government. Every single forfeit mission must be signed by the requisite provost and countersigned by a member of the High Council, in other words, the prime or one of the governors. And every approved mission—without exception—is documented in the central mission logs, so that our activities on duty can be meticulously monitored and controlled and—should it be necessary—justified before Parliament and the High Court.”


“Wait a minute!” Alex interrupted, not sure she’d heard right. “Are you saying that one of the governors—or the prime himself—ordered the murder of that family?”


“Ordered,” Darken said quietly, “or at the very least, turned a blind eye to it. The signing itself could have been done by an authorized member of the governor’s office. But this much is clear: this order came from the very top. And the fact that it didn’t appear in the logs tells its own tale.”


The meadow stretched out before them, the bloody shadows of the setting sun snaking across the grass. A frown creased Darken’s forehead. “The crime was committed in the South. I’ve met Robert Ferhus, the current governor of the South. He seems a decent man as far as politicians go and I know Stephane has a high opinion of him. He is retiring this year after the election. I find it hard to believe that he has a hand in this but, at this point, we shouldn’t rule anybody out.” He paused. “With the prime and the other governors, Arlington Shinner and Emmeline d’Antoine, I have no personal experience. Even so, the question remains: What would any of them gain from having a trueborn family from the lower social ranks killed?”


“Unless it wasn’t so much about the people killed as it was about the killers,” Alex whispered.


Darken stopped mid-stride. “Shapers,” he said softly.


Alex nodded. “It was this incident that refueled the debate about the shaper regulations. The same debate that dearly cost your brother in the election campaign, while everybody else benefited from it.”


She slowly started walking again, tapping a nail against her chin. “Kill someone unimportant and let it make the rounds.”


“But not too unimportant,” Darken threw in. “Like some halfborns.”


“Exactly,” Alex agreed. “That wouldn’t cause enough of a stir. But you want a stir to get all that media attention.” She grimaced. “Then blame your target and reap the righteous anger. Or even better, let the targets do the dirty work themselves, then catch them and act the part of the hero.” She frowned. “How were they caught again?”


“Anonymous tip to the guardaí department in Rhelrya,” Darken said. “According to Belaris’ source, they were said to have been bragging about the murders in public. The guardaí sent a squad and … well, you know what happened.”


Alex wrinkled her nose. “Shashlik.”


Darken inclined his head. “Kill your only witnesses and everybody is happy.”


“Yep, everybody is happy.”


They looked at each other.


“It would seem someone from the High Council is supporting one of the other candidates,” Alex drawled. “Or they really just don’t want your brother to become governor.”


Darken’s expression turned grim. “If that’s true—” His eyes narrowed. “What’s wrong?”


Alex had frozen, with a knife in her hand.


Darken leaned forward, changing back into predator mode in five seconds flat. “Do you hear something?”


“No,” Alex whispered. “Nothing.”


And that was exactly what was wrong


Everything had gone silent: the chirping birds, the scurrying critters in the undergrowth, even the humming bees—all quiet. As if the world was holding its breath.


Alex’s sensory threads snapped free, probing the area around them, and a shiver ran down her spine. She gripped her knife tighter.


“We are surrounded.”










CHAPTER TWELVE










“HOW many?” Darken asked quietly.


“At least ten,” Alex breathed. “Maybe more.”


And quite close, too. How had they snuck up on them so quietly?


If you had been expecting Darken to panic, you would’ve been sorely disappointed. He moved calmly, shifting closer to her and reaching into his jacket again. Ready to protect her, huh?


A red glow rolled over his irises. Alex felt the magic reawakening inside him, could almost see it steaming in the air around him, a hot, deadly cloak that could snuff out lives in the blink of an eye.


Mother’s mercy and Jester’s grace! If he lost it, this would end in a massacre.


There was only one way to resolve this without bloodshed. Alex raised her voice, “We know you’re here.”


As if responding to an invisible sign, men and women sprouted from the ground around them like deadly flowers, some among the trees behind them, a handful in the meadow in front of them. She counted fourteen in total. Fuck!


Among the shapers at the edge of the trees, Alex spotted Ruby, facing them with a malicious grin. Little bitch!


The scrawny kid was flanked by a tall woman clad in ripped black jeans, a leather top, and worn but surprisingly sturdy combat boots. A cougar fur was draped across her shoulders like some weird kind of stole. One side of her head was shaved and thickly scarred, the other was covered in long, tangled black hair. Her slanted eyes incessantly changed from dark brown to solid black and back. Why, hello Miyuke.


Apparently, Ruby didn’t resent the woman as much as she had pretended to. Or, perhaps, Miyuke was able to give her something that trumped her resentment …


Alex raised her hands, showing empty palms. “We mean no harm.”


Miyuke snorted. It was a dry, harsh sound.


“No harm?” Her voice was unexpectedly deep. “We know Pyre, Josh, Akio, and Cedar is dead. We are not dumb, you know. We hear the news. And now you come, bringing more rotten meat into our land.” Her gaze fell on Darken, brimming with disgust.


“I already told Ruby; we are looking for the men who betrayed you,” Alex said loudly, knowing every single one of the shapers could hear her very well.


Miyuke’s eyes turned solid black. “Liar! People not come to us, unless they want something from us. Our land. Our meat. Our blood. But they not pay. They never pay!” She paused for a second. “Pyre was my son and Akio was brother of Ruby.”


The girl beside her let out a soft whimper.


That explained things. They wanted revenge for their losses and she and Darken had come along just at the right moment. Oh no, this wouldn’t end well. Damn it all to the bowels of hell!


Alex forced herself to keep her voice calm. “We got what we wanted. Let us leave in peace and nobody else will get hurt.”


Ruby smirked. “I not think we will getting hurt. We is many and you is only two.”


“Yes, I know,” Alex drawled. “And here we were hoping to give you a sporting chance. But, well, life isn’t always fair.”


The kid frowned, apparently unable to follow. Clearly not the sharpest knife in the drawer.


Miyuke raised her hands, looking past Alex and Darken. “Did I not promise you meat? Now we will have meat!”


Oh, shit!


Before Alex could say anything else to get the situation under control, Miyuke roared as her true teeth sprung free and she raced forward. The others were right on her heels.


Alex felt more than saw the movement behind her. Sending her knife flying in Miyuke’s direction, she swiveled around as one of the male shapers exploded out of the grass toward them. She crouched and jumped, bounced off the nearest maple tree and met him halfway, slamming into his side and knocking him off stride.


He rolled back to his feet like a mountain cat, black fangs bared.


He charged her.


Alex leaped aside and hammered a lightning roundhouse kick into his back. Something gave way. He went down with a howl and this time he didn’t get up. Likely something broken in his back. He would heal, but it would take some time, even for a shaper.


Three others were coming at her. A snake woman, who was the smallest and fastest of the three, reached her first. Her teeth rended Alex’s arm, glancing off the leather guards. Alex punched her throat and the snake staggered back, both hands clamped around her neck.


The two males raced at Alex from either side. She leaped straight up, letting them run headfirst into each other.


Ouch! A sucking noise escaped her lips. That’s gotta hurt!


Alex danced backward. These shapers were banking on their superior numbers and brute strength—which probably worked very well on the average prey they hunted in these mountains—but she had years of training, discipline, and, most important of all, Darken. The most lethal weapon in the entire realm.


Palming two more knives, Alex mowed down a frog and a spider, then dashed over to where her partner in crime was submerged in a thick knot of fighting. He was spinning like a whirlwind, his sword splashing blood like crazy rain. But she also realized that, while he was drawing blood left and right, and some of the wounds were definitely serious, he wasn’t delivering killing blows. And he wasn’t using his magic, either.


It had to be killing him to rein himself in, yet she understood the reason. True, these shapers were trying to kill and eat them, but they were starving and afraid and grieving. They had been cheated and lost family members. Alex understood their anger. And somehow she couldn’t help pitying them.


Although … she might change her mind if this woman didn’t stop trying to get a bite out of her neck!


Alex jumped to the side and kicked the woman who was trying to maul her in the chest. The woman stumbled back. Black eyes glared at Alex from under a mesh of thick white scars.


Ah, Miyuke. The great leader herself!


A slim gash on her forehead was weeping blood.


They glared at each other. The other spider bared her teeth and snarled.


Alex grinned and stretched her arms to the sides, taking a mocking bow.


Miyuke’s face twisted with rage and she jerked forward, to Alex’s left, the side that was weaker in about eighty to ninety percent of the population. Alex moved to parry yet within the movement the other shaper whirled around and reversed her attack, coming into Alex’s open right. Alex saw the feint, but too late, and Miyuke raked her unsheathed claws across her belly and along her side, drawing blood. If Alex hadn’t worn her leather guard, the stroke would have disemboweled her.


Swallowing a curse, Alex scurried out of reach and clenched her teeth against the burning pain in her side. And now she had underestimated her opponent. Miyuke definitely had more combat experience than the brawling rest of them.


This time it was Miyuke who smirked. She tauntingly raised her hand and licked the blood from one of her claws.


Looking forward to drinking my blood, bitch? I don’t think so!


They rounded each other, both assessing the other and waiting for an opening that wasn’t likely to present itself.


Suddenly, Miyuke jumped at Alex. This time she saw it coming a mile away and met the attack with furious speed. They slammed into each other and flew across the grass, clawing and snapping like two wild cats in a fight, teeth and claws flashing so fast they could barely be seen.


The pack leader was about as tall as Alex and very fast. Not to mention highly enraged. Well, Alex wasn’t exactly feeling cuddly either.


Alex got in a couple of good punches before Miyuke managed to scratch her right thigh. Fire seared through her leg. Alex growled and slashed at her opponent’s chest, opening four bloody lines across her clavicle.


They broke apart, both gasping for air. Alex pretended to sway a little on her feet. Miyuke’s sharp shaper eyes didn’t miss it.


“Is that all you got, little shaperling?” she scoffed loudly. As if Alex was that much younger than her! “That cushy city life make you weak, kitten.” The other spider shook her head in pity. “It’ll be a real shame to mar you pretty face but I’ll see that you body will be put to good use.”


“Are you going to make good on your promise, or talk some more?”


“So eager to die, little shaperling?” Miyuke scoffed, but she attacked head-on, just as Alex had hoped. Suppressing her shaper instincts, Alex stood her ground. Miyuke’s words had reminded her of something: she was a shaper, yes, but she was also her sire’s daughter. It was his voice that rang through her head now, just as it had done countless times back when she still lived in his mansion. Watching her brothers spar, he would walk along the training field, hands clasped behind his back, giving them advice: “If you really want to win a fight, you have to do something that your opponent won’t expect.”


So, instead of following her instincts and moving out of the way before countering the attack, Alex held her positions. At the last moment, her arms snapped upward and she caught Miyuke’s outstretched wrists, pushed her arms to the sides and head-butted the other spider.


Miyuke staggered, dazed, and Alex grabbed her shoulder, digging her claws into the soft flesh of her upper arm.


“Don’t worry, sugar,” she said sweetly, as her venom pumped into the other woman’s body. “I’m not a one-trick spider.”


The other shaper stared at her from shocked eyes, before lurching backward. A normal human would most likely die from so much venom within minutes. Miyuke wouldn’t die but she would feel as if she had a horrible hangover for a day or two. Sure enough, the pack leader had already pitched forward and was vomiting into the grass.


There wasn’t much time to celebrate, though, because Miyuke was immediately replaced by a scorpion who dwarfed Alex by at least fifteen inches. Sweet Jester, did he have giant’s blood or what? His true skin was visible on his brawny arms, a dark brown and black pattern winding along the backs of his hands, which were tipped with horny claws. He also had a stinger rising over his left shoulder—one of the poisonous appendices that were the most obvious source of inspiration for the shaper naming.


The stinger jerked forward with lighting speed, aiming for Alex’s chest.


Alex dove to the side, avoiding the poisonous stinger by a hair’s breadth. She backed away and the scorpion chased her, way too fast for his bulk.


He took a swing at her. She ducked and curled together in a ball, knees to her belly, then uncoiled like a spring, kicking his massive chest with both feet. He didn’t even sway. What the hell?


The force of her own kick pushed Alex backward and her head hit a tree. Pain blossomed in the back of her head and her vision blurred. Great! One single tree in the whole meadow. And she managed to hit it.


The scorpion bellowed and ran at her, hitting her with all of his weight. Like being hit by an angry bull! Alex’s ribcage cracked. His shoulder rammed into her chin and neck. Hammering pain exploded in her face. Alex saw stars. Her mouth tasted like wet cotton, then metal: blood.


She heard a strange buzz and the fighting around her suddenly seemed far, far away.


Through the haze, Alex was aware of the scorpion pinning her against the tree trunk with his shovel-like hands. He opened his mouth, saliva dripping from his dark teeth. A distant part of Alex realized that he was about to rip out her throat but her body felt too heavy to obey her command.


She gazed into the darkness that was about to devour her, as a gush of red spilled out, splattering her face.


Alex blinked.


The world snapped back into focus. The volume turned up with staggering speed, taking her breath away and she gasped, tasting blood on her lips.


The scorpion’s eyes were wide and stared right through her. The tip of a sword protruded from his chest. Curious. It vanished, replaced by a dark, wet stain that quickly soiled the fabric of his brown leather vest.


The bull of a man dropped to his knees and Alex found herself eye to eye with Darken. He was holding his sword beside his body, dripping with blood. The deadly currents of his magic dissolved.


Alex’s lips were about to break into a tired grin when something moved behind his shoulder—


“Behind you!”


Darken grabbed her arms and spun her around. Her flying feet caught the woman behind him at the temple and she dropped like a log. Alex landed light on her feet and whirled around.


They stood, back to back, ready to strike. But the fight was over.


Around them, shapers littered the ground, groaning and stirring weakly. Most of them were more or less alive, as far as Alex could tell. In fact, the only one who was clearly dead, was the scorpion at their feet. He was the only one who had almost managed to kill her and Darken had punished him for it.


Something stirred at the edge of the thicket about fifteen yards away and Alex spotted Ruby who was watching them with huge, horrified eyes. She hadn’t joined the fight and was the only one still standing.


The girl tipped back her head and howled. It wasn’t a wolfish howl, more like the angry screech of a bird of prey, defending its nest. It sent Alex’s hackles up.


She gripped Darken’s arm. “We must go!”


He turned to her with a cold, dreamy smile, and for a second Death smiled at her through his eyes. Then he blinked. “Why?”


“Because Ruby just called for backup!”


And even the two of them couldn’t hope to win another round against a fresh mob of shapers. She was exhausted and pretty bruised and her ribs felt as if she’d been stuffed into a halfborn tumble dryer with a few rocks added for good measure. Darken might not look too worse for wear, but she’d bet even he was running low on energy. 


“I don’t know about you, sugar, but I have no desire to end up in somebody’s stew. So how about we piss off?”


“Good call.”


Beside each other, they jogged down the meadow, followed by Ruby’s enraged shrieks.


It didn’t take long before they had left the meadow behind. They covered the bigger part of the remaining two miles without incident and Alex thought that they might actually make it, when a furious howl shook the trees behind them.


Alex risked taking a glance back over her shoulder and felt her heart drop. More than a dozen shapers were chasing them. Gaining on them fast. Extremely fast. Another minute or so and they would be upon them. 


Shit, shit, shit!


Alex peered down the slope in front of them. It couldn’t be much more than half a mile to their meeting point with Hugh but they were running low on energy. And ungodly stamina or no, Darken couldn’t outrun a shaper. No fucking way.


She slithered to a stop.


Darken, of course, did the same.


“Run to the car,” she yelled. “I’ll hold them up.”


Scowling at her, Darken bashed the hilt of his sword into the face of the fastest of their pursuers. The man crashed down, immediately unconscious, his jaw likely broken. Darken didn’t even look in his direction.


“I’m not leaving you behind!”


Oh, damn him and his male chivalry!


“Don’t be an ass!” Alex snapped, as she threw a knife at the bunch of people behind them. “We are much faster!”


And by “we” she meant herself and all the other shapers behind them. “I’ll bring up the rear and come after you. Go!”


He looked like he wanted to argue some more, but the appearance of at least another ten very angry shapers on the hillside cut him short. He did the math and realized she could count.


With a curse, he turned around and sprinted down the remainder of the hill.


Alex followed him, but fell a few paces behind, drawing the shapers toward her and attacking only those who came near or tried to overtake her. Luckily, most of them just threw themselves at her, the obvious target, instead of trying to dodge her and follow Darken.


When Alex yanked a knife from the leg of a shaper woman and it almost dropped from her fingers, she knew she was done. Her breath was coming in short, harsh bursts and her arms were nearly too heavy to lift.


There were still a good dozen shapers on her heels but there was no way she could take any more of them on, without being in serious danger of getting herself killed in the process. So she decided to follow her own advice, and ran. Her legs were burning and every step felt as if she was stepping on a hot knife’s blade. She kept running, squeezing all the speed she had left out of her tired body, imagining that she could feel the breath of her pursuers on her neck.


Finally, the scarp popped into view, studded with thorny shrubs and stunted trees that clung to its edge at precarious angles, as if they were about to fall off. Darken was racing toward it at full speed, then veered left toward the small footpath that led down to the street.


Alex didn’t bother. When she reached the edge, she cleared the scarp in one giant leap, skidded sideways on the dirt-covered road and dashed forward, kicking up sand and tiny stones.


The road curved in front of her like a ragged belt around the mountain’s stony hip. The jeep was parked in a little lay-by, just wide enough to hold the bulky four-by-four and still let another car pass. Hugh was sitting on a log between the car and the mountain, working a tool on a small piece of carved wood, the to-go coffee mug, he’d picked up on the way here at a petrol stop, perched beside his left foot.


Alex sprinted toward him and yelled, “Start the truck!”


Hugh looked up, his eyes turning as big as saucers.


Alex waved her hands frantically, shouting at the top of her lungs. “Start. The. Fucking. Truck!”


Swearing, Hugh surged to his feet, knocking over the to-go mug and splashing coffee all over the surrounding dandelions.


With another wild glance in their direction, he waddled toward the truck, got in and threw in a gear with a loud clanging noise.


There was the sound of bodies landing on the road behind her, but Alex didn’t waste any time looking back. Darken reached the street right in front of her. In the last few meters, she overtook him and jumped, landing on the hood of the truck, denting it in four places. Within three seconds, she’d slipped through the open co-pilot’s window, kicked the door open and scrambled into the backseat. Through the back window, Alex saw Darken, almost there, with the angry mob right on his heels.


Come on, come on, come on!


A lean frog with an impressive set of needle-thin teeth broke away from the group of pursuers. Alex swiped a crossbow from the backseat, loaded it with a bolt strapped to the back of the co-pilot’s seat, leaned out of the window, took aim and fired, all within a second.


The bolt bit into the man’s shoulder. He stumbled but didn’t stop.


Then Darken was beside the car. He dove inside and pulled the door shut behind him. The blood-thirsty frog raced against it at full tilt and the truck careened, leaving the road with two of its tires. It smashed back down, jarring them horribly, and the shaper fell back into the shrubs, finally stunned. That would give him a hell of a concussion.


“Hit it!” Alex yelled at Hugh.


The old man floored the gas pedal. With a belch, the truck lurched forward, gaining speed as it rolled down the mountain road. 


Alex turned again and looked out the back window. One by one, the shapers fell behind and finally disappeared as the truck arced around the mountainside.


A healthy shaper after a good rest could keep up with a car or a magic-driven coach for a couple of yards in a burst of speed, but that was about it. A few howls of frustration and anger followed them down the road.


Alex dropped back in her seat, allowing herself to finally take a deep breath. Sweet Jester, every inch of her body hurt like a wicked bitch!


In the front seat, Darken was doing the same.


She inhaled and leaned forward, alarmed. “Is any of that blood yours?”


Darken slowly shook his head. “I don’t think so. Thanks to Rachel’s armor plates.” He was equally outfitted as she was. And to think that she’d first thought this was a bit much.


“What about you?” He turned, his dark, cavernous eyes full of deep concern. “Are you hurt?”


For once, Alex was too exhausted to be annoyed by the fact that he seemed so damn caring.


She took a quick inward scan. A rib or two might be cracked but that was hardly worth mentioning in her case. Same for the scratches Miyuke had given her. Raising her head, she checked herself in the rearview mirror and grimaced. “Not really. At least not yet.”


“What do you mean ‘not yet?’”


With a sharp smile, Alex presented the left side of her chin and neck to him, which were already turning all the spectacular shades of blue and purple, where that bull of a scorpion had squashed her.


“Your mother’s gonna kill me when she sees that bruise.”
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THE master clasped his hands behind his back and turned to the assembled gathering congregated at the round table. Immediately, the hushed voices in the small room fell silent. Familiar faces looked up at him. He saw worry on those faces. Worry that shouldn’t be there.


Taking a step forward, he slapped a handful of papers on the table.


“It appears that our dear Stephane hasn’t taken our warning very seriously.”


Soft, conceding murmurs.


In fact, Lancaester’s senator didn’t seem overly fazed by the events that should have rattled any loving father to the core. On the contrary, instead of backing down, he seemed more than resolute in his efforts to get to the bottom of it all—a bottom that was better left in the dark. At all possible costs.


“Some people say he is a fool to continue competing in the election,” the master went on. “But at least as many think it is a sign of strength. Of bravery!” He spat the last word. Ah, bravery and foolishness were so easily confused. And Stephane Dubois-Léclaire, if nothing else, was a very brave fool. When asked, during the latest press conference if, in the light of the recent happenings, he was still against the much-debated shaper regulations, the arrogant prig even had the brass neck to contend that “despite the personal flavor of this incident, the wrongdoings of a few misguided individuals could not be held against a whole group of people.”


Nice words, Stephane. Yes, yes, very nice words.


It was a real shame that the shaper in question had been killed outside the Pacified Zone, thanks to Darken Forfeit’s unsolicited involvement. The master would have loved to see Stephane struggling to uphold his moral stance on shaper rights in the face of the very creature who had kidnapped his son and daughter. Yes, a true shame. And that brother of his was another problem that had to be taken care of. But all in due time.


In this game of marked cards, Stephane still thought that he could win by playing fair. That his righteousness somehow made him invincible. Well, he’d soon find out that he was not. No one was. And the master held all the cards to bring him to his doom.


He put his hands on the table and leaned forward with a cold smile, taking in every face before him. “It’s about time that we send him a more convincing message, don’t you think?”










CHAPTER THIRTEEN










ALRIGHT, sugar! Just don’t panic!


Alex stared up at the golden gates of Crona Palace and felt something sharper, fiercer, and way more intense than panic ignite inside her chest.


She knew panic: those hot needles of adrenaline prickling along raw nerves, the jitters winding around the spine, calling all the focus to the moment. It was the fear of fight or flight, the fear that came when your life was acutely threatened and to survive you needed to have your wits about you. It was the fear of being thrown in at the deep end and surfacing to a stormy sea.


Only this time she wasn’t being thrown in at the deep end. No, this time she was willingly walking into those wild tides, keenly aware of the weights around her ankles that would more than likely drown her. And it terrified her to the core.


It was a deep, primordial kind of terror that paralyzed her muscles and rooted her to the spot. Her face was hot, her hands cold, and her stomach was churning so much, she wondered if anybody would be upset if she threw up right there in front of the palace.


Sweet Jester, she really shouldn’t have had that second helping at lunch. But that had been more than four hours ago and at that point, it had seemed like a good idea. Now it was the hard knot in her belly that was reminding her that you shouldn’t go swimming on a full stomach.


Why? Why, in the Jester’s name, hadn’t she taken Rachel up on her offer?


Of course, it had been the right decision.


When Hugh had finally calmed down enough to phase them back to Shelston and they’d soothed his nerves with one of Rachel’s strong home brews, her friend had taken her to the side. Before the words were halfway out of Rachel’s mouth, Alex had told her no.


Rachel had a good thing going. Scratch that. A terrific thing!


She had exactly what she had always wished for Alex: a safe, cozy home; a little community where she was not only grudgingly accepted, but appreciated; and, the Blind Child’s cursed eyes in the dark, even a lover—a trueborn lover—who knew what she was and who was, more or less, comfortable with it.


How could Alex even for a second consider endangering the life Rachel had built for herself after all those years of going through rough patches? How could she hide behind Rachel’s coat-tails, knowing that if this all came crashing down on her, it wouldn’t just jeopardize her own, but also her friend’s life? A fine friend she’d be. No, there was no way she could do that. No matter how tempting the offer was.


Rachel had smiled at her, that calm Rachel-smile, and said, “I knew you’d say that, darling, but remember that I’m always here for you.”


And that was exactly the reason why declining had been the right decision. It had been the right decision. Of course, it had.


Yet now, faced with what was probably the stupidest decision she had ever made in her life, the doubts started to creep in like tiny buzzing insects. And that treacherous voice at the back of her mind kept insisting that, somehow, it would all have worked out, and that, if only she had accepted Rachel’s offer, they would have found another way out this mess.


Yeah, sure they would! Like hell!


“Milady?” The coach driver politely cleared his throat.


Hardly surprising. They had stopped at the bottom of the grand staircase that led up to the palace entrance about five minutes ago and Alex hadn’t moved a muscle. Other coaches were piling up behind them and their drivers were getting impatient.


With a muttered excuse, Alex fumbled with her undersized purse, pulled out some cash, paid him—including a big tip; easy to be generous when it wasn’t your own money to spend—and got out of the coach into the late afternoon.


Brilliant sunlight dazzled her eyes.


Around her, finely dressed people were flowing up the wide flight of crystal-white stairs that rose to meet the huge palace entrance like a stairway of clouds leading up to the pearly gates.


In the glittering sun, the palace was almost gleaming, a lofty structure of sleek white, cream, and gold, festooned with countless balconies, terraces, and spiraling towers. The home of a little girl’s fantasy.


So this was Crona Palace. Never in her life would Alex have imagined that she would ever see the Royal Palace for real, not even from the outside and much less from the inside.


Yet here she was. Only she wasn’t a fairytale princess approaching her happily-ever-after. She was an impostor. The wolf in sheep’s clothing, so to speak. And she would be put down like one, too, if she let her teeth show.


Alex realized that people were lingering and looking at her from the side as they passed. Anxiety crushed her in its painful vise. Had she done something wrong already? Was she slipping?


A glance down at her hands confirmed what she already instinctively knew: She was as human as she could possibly be.


Relax! People are looking because you are standing there like a lost puppy, blocking the way. Get moving, sugar!


Clutching her tiny silver purse like a crutch, Alex took a deep breath, raised her chin, gathered her skirt, and made her way up the stairs alongside the other guests drifting toward the entrance.


Okay, belong …


The marble stairs seemed to stretch impossibly far into the distance, getting longer and longer with every step she took, as if her destination was forever beyond reach.


Blood was rushing in Alex’s ears, drowning out the excited chatter and murmurs around her, and her mouth was so dry that swallowing hurt. By the time she reached the top, her legs were shaking but not just from exhaustion.


From this close, she could see the intricate net of magic wards covering the walls of the palace, a rippling sheen of glowing threads like spider webs occasionally flashing in the sunlight, all but invisible yet a hundred times more deadly. Even more than see, she could sense them. The place was pulsing with enough heavy-duty magic to make Alex’s skin crawl.


Darken had been right: no one could climb these walls and survive.


The palace doors gaped wide open before her. Her inner voice kept shouting at her to run. But she seemed to have lost control over her body. Her legs moved forward on their own accord.


Closer and closer.


Alex stepped into the palace.


For a second, the inside was dark compared to the bright sun outside, but then her shaper senses kicked in and shapes peeled out of the darkness.


The first thing she noticed was that the entrance hall was teeming with security guards armed to the teeth. Great Mother, were they expecting a full-blown attack or what?


Her heart pounded even harder, pushing painfully against the cage of her ribs, which were still slightly sore from her encounter with that scorpion in the Scarlet Mountains.


The rectangular hall reminded Alex of an elegant version of a halfborn train station. Three separate lines led to security check units, each sporting a foursome of armed security personnel as well as a magic-fueled full-body scanner. They would check every single newcomer for hidden weapons, harmful magic devices, poisons, and whatever else could be a potential threat to the crème de la crème inhabiting the palace for the next few days. Like, for example, the claws and teeth hidden inside Alex’s body and the venom that was naturally stored inside them.


During the past few days, Stephane and Darken had repeatedly insisted that she wouldn’t set off the alarms. True, they weren’t triggered by all the trueborns stuffed to the brim with magic, but who knew if the same held true for shapers? She’d bet no shaper had ever been stupid enough to try and walk into these premises.


To reassure her, they had taken her to the senator’s office in Lancaester yesterday and made her walk through the magic security scanner there twice—without any incident.


It should have soothed her nerves, but unfortunately, it had quite the opposite effect. That was just one little office, no offense to Stephane and his senatorship. This, on the other hand, was the royal fucking palace, the latest word in terms of security. Who knew what kind of cutting-edge equipment they had that others didn’t even know about?


The stream of people around Alex directed her to the middle line, and suddenly she found herself between two shoulder-high walls made of three-inch-thick bulletproof glass.


Trapped!


The thought sent another twinge of panic through her.


Through the crowd in front of her, Alex watched a stuffy-looking man in a dark blue tuxedo step into the magic scanner. A circular wall of transparent blue energy snapped up around him and started rotating, slowly at first, then quicker and quicker. Seconds passed: one, two, three, four—a green flare lit up a crystal, which was attached to a complicated network of crystalline cables, flowing from the base of the scanner, a brass circle engraved with glyphs, to the magic-fueled generator.


The glowing barrier vanished and the man stepped out and moved on toward another staircase behind the security area that led up to the real action.


There was no need for security measures beyond this point. If anything were amiss, the scanner would trap the perpetrator like a fly in a spider’s web, holding them in place so that they could be ferried off by the guards and subjected to further questioning.


A sudden screeching alarm made Alex jump at least a foot into the air. Heads turned toward the source of the sound.


The scanner to her left was wailing its head off, the crystal flashing a bright, ominous red.


Guards’ boots thundered through the hall, before they swarmed the scanner.


Alex craned her neck, just as all the decked out ladies and gentlemen around her were doing, but she couldn’t see much of whoever had set off the alarm. The scanner had stopped spinning and the ward barrier had turned an opaque white, so that it looked as if he or she was frozen inside a pillar of ice. Blue threads of energy sparked over the top of the barrier, and Alex would bet anything the person inside was being tasered.


That was trueborn security policy for you: taser first, ask questions later!


The wailing siren stopped as abruptly as it had started.


People muttered between themselves, wildly speculating about why the alarm had been set off.


On the far side of the scanner units, Alex caught a glimpse of a limp body in a black suit being pulled away by two security guards and vanishing through a security door at the back of the room.


Maybe a bomber. Or maybe a family man who hadn’t known that his wife had stuffed a pair of nail clippers into his suit pocket just in case of an emergency.


Yeah, emergency, my ass!


The guy likely wasn’t dead, but even if they eventually found him to be innocent, Alex doubted he would be in a good enough state to attend the ball any time soon.


She turned back to the security booth in front of her and realized with a chill that there was only one more person left in front of her.


A cold sweat broke out on Alex’s brow and coated the skin between her shoulder blades, despite her shaper genes. This was mental! In a minute—two tops—she’d probably be the next body being dragged off to some secure underground vault. What had she been thinking? This would never work!


Alright! That’s it! I’m out! Making a split-second decision, Alex spun around to leave but the people behind her were blocking her exit, shoving her mercilessly forward.


Panic rose inside her like a wild animal and the spider clawed and snarled, pushing its way up through her skin.


“Milady?”


In slow motion, Alex turned toward the voice and found herself staring into the weathered face of a security guard in tarnished black body armor. Her brain screeched to a halt.


The guard smiled at her. When she didn’t move, the man raised an eyebrow and cleared his throat. “Milady … your identification?” He indicated the slim panel beside him.


Identification? Oh, identification! Of course.


With what could only be described as a strained smile, Alex took a big step forward and raised her hand. Her fingers shook slightly when she pressed them against the blue crystal plate. Magic nipped her palm.


She held her breath.


Belaris and Darken had loaded her genetic profile into the palace’s security database last night, confirming her identity as Lady Alexandre de Nuy. It was incredibly chancy to feed her genetics into the database—after all, her profile was also still in the guardaí files as a wanted murderer—but it was the only way to get her into the palace. According to Belaris, her profile, including fake birth and graduation certificates, was completely ironclad—that is, as long as nobody dug any deeper for information on the person behind the name and face. If they did, they would find a whole fat lot of nothing.


Ergo, she only had to make sure not to give anyone any reason to take a closer look at her. Well, cheers!


“Thank you, Lady … de Nuy.” The guard leaned back and checked her name off the guest list on his table. She had been officially registered by Heloise Dubois herself. At least one thing that wasn’t fake. Sort of.


“Welcome to Crona Palace, lady.” The security guard smiled at her again. “If you would please put your purse in here …”


As if on autopilot, Alex raised her hand and dropped her tiny purse into the opening of the smaller scanner. The lid of the capsule closed and her purse was whisked off, to be scanned in an area hidden from view. It would be returned to her once she had made it to the other side of the body scan.


If she made it to the other side …


“There we go, miss. And off to my colleague over the there, if you will.”


The guard motioned toward the body scanner, in front of which another young guard waited. A rookie by the looks of him. Clearly anxious to follow protocol to the letter, he didn’t even look up from his clipping board when Alex approached, producing a practiced blurb: “Are you carrying any items on or within yourself including, but not limited to, weapons, magical devices, augmentations, implants, medical equipment”—he rattled off another number of things that might activate the detector—“or anything comparable thereto that could possibly be used, purposefully or accidentally, to cause harm to another human being?”


Oh, let’s see, sugar. Do my claws fall into the category of weapons or augmentations?


Swallowing these words, Alex hit the guy with a bright smile. “Only the clothes and jewelry I wear, but I’m not supposed to take those off, or am I, sugar?”


The young man glanced up and his mouth fell open. He blushed and stammered wildly, “I—uhm, n-no, m-milady. There’s—there’s nothing in the regulations to that matter.”


No humor, these trueborns, Alex decided, as she watched him trying to regain his oh-so professional attitude.


“Now, if you … hem … would please step into the scanner, miss?” He pointed to the brass plate that made up the base of the scanner. “In here.”


Finally. The moment of truth.


Alex’s heart hammered so loudly, she was sure it could be heard back in the Trash Bin. Her teeth started to chatter. She bit down on them and her knees wobbled. Oh, for the love of—


Get a grip, sugar! Don’t screw this up now!


Her feet crossed into the glyph-engraved circle.


Here goes nothing!


The plate rose about five inches from the ground, startling Alex into a stupor, and then a pale blue, transparent barrier snapped up, a delicate cage that was even more impenetrable than the bulletproof glass walls she’d just walked through. Now she really was trapped.


Panic slammed into Alex’s chest, making it tight, taking her breath away. She felt dizzy, lightheaded. A numb, tingly feeling filled her hands and feet. The world became brighter, almost crystalline, and some remaining reasonable part of her told her that she was hyperventilating and sucking too much oxygen into her lungs. Or was it carbon dioxide? Something like that anyway.


She swayed.


Breathe! she told herself. Just breathe.


In. And out.


In. And out. 


In. Out.


The blue ward around her started spinning, faster and faster, a sickening blur, adding to the nausea in her stomach. Magic hit her like a wave, tingling over her skin, penetrating flesh and bone. It felt as if she was being doused with lukewarm water, only without the wetness.


One …


Breathe in.


… three … four …


Breathe out.


… six … seven … eight …


Too long. Way too long.


From behind the spinning blue barrier, Alex glared at the crystal atop the silver pole, willing it to flare green.


Come on! Go green, damn you! Go green!


More seconds trickled by like cold molasses. The scanner continued to rotate.


Sweet Jester, she’d known it. In another second the red light would flare up and she’d be dragged away, just like that poor man before her, thrown into a dark cell and then they would pry her open to reveal her motives, along with her true skin and she’d be dead, dead, dead!


The young guard turned his head toward the scanner with a frown.


Great Mother, she was so dead. She was—


Green light flooded the crystal, bright like a leaf in the sunlight.


The magic barrier vanished, leaving her free to go.


Alex’s knees turned to jelly. She had no idea how she managed to walk from the circle without collapsing. She would have loved nothing better than to throw herself to the ground and kiss the dark marble tiles.


Someone stuffed her purse back into her hand. Her fingers closed around it mechanically and she stiffly approached the staircase.


As she slowly climbed the stairs up toward the ballroom—one hand on the railing in case her legs yet decided to give out—it hit her: she’d done it. She was inside the Royal Palace. She, a bloody shaper mongrel!


What could possibly go wrong now?










CHAPTER FOURTEEN










DARKEN leaned against a wide column and idly surveyed the banquet of superficialities that spread out before him in bite-sized pieces of spicy truths and sugarcoated lies.


There was no need to pretend to be bored. Balls had never been his thing and he didn’t think that this would have been much different if he hadn’t been born what he was. Too much talk and nobody was listening.


Why, hello! How are you? Have you met my new wife? The new yacht? Well, congratulations! And your brother? Oh really? And with the housemaid? How utterly delightful!


Darken let the flutters of conversation wash over him like a slightly annoying drizzle. While his brother was a born conversationalist, he himself had never been too fond of small talk. Not that too many people here were interested in talking to him. About him? Well, that was another matter altogether.


The presence of one of Death’s Servants at the Summerball was good fodder for a delicious feast of gossip and the elite was always hungry for a scandal.


Well, at least, Darken thought dryly, if he was attracting the outraged looks, people might feel less inclined to look too closely at Alex.


Speaking of the spider … The family was in position but the real game would begin when Alex arrived. Which should be any time now. Darken peered at the huge clock above the entrance doors and felt a ripple of apprehension run through his body. Unless something had gone wrong …


His hands involuntarily clenched into tight fists in their black silk gloves.


Relax, old son. She’ll be fine.


There was no indication whatsoever that her shaper genes would trigger the magic scanners, none at all, despite Alex’s obvious reservations. She’d be here any minute. 


Darken unclenched his fists and slipped his hands into his trouser pockets, keenly aware of the cold metal tempering rings digging into his wrists. They were, of course, one of the requirements for him to be allowed to attend the ball. With these particular dampeners on, he couldn’t use his magic without experiencing excruciating pain and gut-wrenching nausea. They couldn’t force him to wear them outside the convents on a normal day, but they couldn’t afford to let him run freely in a place where so many people of importance were gathered. A human weapon such as himself …


Oh, Darken understood their reasoning but that didn’t do much to smother his resentment. Well, he probably should be grateful that they didn’t insist on chaining him down in a corner like a wild, unpredictable mutt.


Keeping his mask of boredom in place, Darken let his eyes wander across the ballroom. On the other side of the room, his brother was engaged in a lively discussion with Alistair Devilier and some other politicians. Darken suppressed a smile. His brother. Always in the thick of things.


From his position he could also see the Sauniers, Elizabeth and Henry, as always standing stiffly beside each other; their marriage, it was said, had been a rational and not a romantic one. They were talking to the de Moineauts, while their daughter Priscilla stood beside them, looking even more bored than Darken felt. The girl was wearing a pale pink dress that went well with her dark hair and fair skin but was so overly frilly, she seemed to be drowning in the fabric. She laughed about something in an attempt to appear attentive but it sounded too loud in Darken’s ears. Almost forced. Like a desperate cry for help. Darken pitied the girl a little, wondering how much of her attitude was her own and how much was forced upon her by her parents. They were like many of the elite families, the Sauniers; valuing names and appearances over personal feelings and dignity. Just like his own mother.


Darken averted his gaze and kept scanning the room. He hadn’t seen anything of Senator Roukewood yet, but that was neither here nor there. The window of time allowed for new arrivals usually stretched over several hours and the palace was still continuing to fill up with members of the royal elite, greeting each other and snacking on the countless delicacies offered by servants on small trays.


Murmurs were rising behind him. Darken turned to see what had caught people’s attention.


For a moment he completely forgot where he was.


Alex had just entered the ballroom. Only she didn’t look like Alex at all. Well, she did look like Alex in all the ways that truly mattered, her face, her lips, her bright, intense blue eyes, but apart from that …


It was as if a subtle veil had been lifted, to show the side of her that was normally obscured by bared teeth and sassy remarks: the trueborn heritage that was as much a part of her as her shaper skin.


Of course, Darken had seen her dressed up before during her “training” at Helton Manor, but not like this. Never like this.


Her pale blond hair had been lifted away from her neck and pinned to the side so that it fell over her bare right shoulder in a soft curl.


Thanks to her accelerated shaper healing and Edalyne’s skill with makeup there was no sign left of the bruise the spider had sustained during their fight with the wild shapers in the Scarlet Mountains. Her ivory skin was flawless, accentuated by her dark red lipstick.


The shimmering silvery blue fabric of her sleeveless dress flowed over her curves like a frozen river, hugging her body, then split on one side, revealing a long, delicious thigh and one of her silver four-inch spiked heels.


Two gossamer silver web bracelets circled her wrists, studded with tiny glittering chips of moonstone and sapphire. They were unique and extremely tasteful pieces of jewelry. As they were the only jewelry she wore, they had an even greater effect than if she’d been draped from head to toe with gemstones, like several other women in the room were.


No one looking at Alex could possibly doubt that she belonged to the elite.


The spider wasn’t just beautiful. She was radiant. Like an ice crystal caught by sunlight—a fact, that wasn’t lost on many others, either.


More murmurs traveled up and down the groups of people around him and several heads turned in her direction. Well, at least, he wasn’t the only sucker staring. Some were even pointing her out.


“… now look at that …”


“Who is that vanilla tartlet over there?”


“… exquisite …”


“… and coming alone? I wonder who she is …”


A couple of women to Darken’s right sniffed and eyed Alex enviously.


Not far from Darken, a lord elbowed his neighbor in the ribs. “What did I tell you, Lerv? Finally a bit of gold dust in these sand-filled halls. This evening promises to be interesting.”


Darken stifled a growl and fought the overwhelming urge to walk over and drag the spider away from all the dangerous attention—particularly the male.


Alex took a couple of slow steps into the room. She didn’t walk, she glided, her dress flowing around her legs as she moved. She had to be nervous, but if she was, Darken couldn’t tell.


She looked around. Their eyes met. For a split second, the ballroom faded into the background and it was just the two of them. The distance between them seemed to diminish, bridged by their gazes, and yet they were floating on opposite sides of a gulf that was much wider than the stretch of marble separating them in the real world.


Oh, how he wanted to bridge that gap, how he wanted to reach for her and pull her into his arms. The fire inside Darken roared, wild and angry, a battle of frustration and desire. Pain burned through his intestines and he knew his eyes were flaring red as his magic pushed against the dampening spells. He quickly looked away.
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NOISE splashed out of the ballroom and down the stairs, getting louder as Alex approached the wide, gilded double doors at the top of the grand staircase which were being held open by two servants wearing cream and jade livery. Her stomach flipped.


Taking a deep breath, Alex allowed the crowd to carry her inside. On the other side of the doors, she paused, momentarily overwhelmed by the sight. 


Mother’s mercy and Jester’s grace! And the Blind Child’s eyes in the dark!


A vast oval room stretched out in front of her, at least as big as her entire block back in the Trash Bin. Its high, vaulted ceiling was lavishly ornamented and more than a dozen chandeliers spilled down from it in delicate golden branches, each covered in glittering leaves. Their dazzling glow was reflected on the shined beige stone floor, in myriads of tiny lights.


Huge white marble columns dappled with spots of gold and green lined the sides of the room. Above these were luxurious boxes that instantly reminded Alex of the theater she’d once been to. Nobody was up there, though, except for a couple of armed security guards, keeping an eye on things from above.


The opulence of the place was crushing. Everything was covered in crystal and gemstones, and golden vines wound around columns and banisters and sneaked onto the ceiling. It felt as if Alex had stepped into an enchanted, gold-dusted forest from another world.


Clusters of elegant chairs and couches formed small, inviting seating areas around the dance floor. Flower arrangements and champagne buckets filled with ice had been placed on dozens of bar tables. And at the far end of the room …


A throne? Seriously? How ancient!


There were two thrones, in fact, on a slightly elevated podium, ready for the prime and prima. They really went all out, these trueborns, didn’t they?


Soft classical music floated out of hidden speakers, but was almost imperceptible because of the conversation and the laughter that filled the room. Which was no surprise. Everywhere Alex looked she saw people, people, and even more people …


Taking in the mass of guests, Alex had to silently agree with Stephane; it would be all too easy to lose track of someone in here. And this was just one single room to begin with!


The spider hissed and paced agitatedly beneath Alex’s skin. The unfamiliar environment and possible threats lurking within such a large crowd instinctively made her want to bare her teeth and unleash her claws in defense.


Sucking air through her nose, Alex fought to keep her human skin firmly in place.


Belong!


Drawing on her training, Alex straightened her back, raised her chin and took a moment to steady herself.


They had decided that it would serve their purposes best if she were to come in alone, to “create momentum with the greeting.” Whatever that meant.


But for that, she’d have to find the others first. That posed a challenge in itself. There had to be some three hundred people here already, and more were still streaming in through the doors.


Glancing around, Alex quickly spotted Darken, decadently leaning against a column, looking hot as sin in his perfectly tailored black suit, black silk shirt, and blood-red ascot tie. Toss him into a room with hundred other men in black suits and she’d be able to pick him out within seconds.


It wasn’t just his shamelessly good looks that set him apart, Alex reflected. It was the air of danger he emanated by just standing there—that whisper of unpredictability that flowed around him, clinging to every fiber of his being. He was easily the hottest man in the palace and she didn’t even have to see the lot to know it.


Of course, Darken chose this exact moment to turn around.


Shock slapped his face. It might have been comical if it hadn’t caused Alex for a blazing hot second to think she’d forgotten to put on a dress.


The shock vanished from his features and was replaced by something else, something wild and feral, roaring with unrestrained hunger and an almost desperate, soul-crushing need.


It was gone as quickly as it had come, replaced by his typical cold mask, and Alex wondered, once again, if she’d just imagined things.


Darken turned away with a bored expression, saying something to a younger man in black beside him.


“Alexandre.”


Alex also forced herself to look away. Alexandre de Nuy had no business ogling Darken Dubois-Léclaire. She was acquainted with the Dubois family, true, but she had no particular personal involvement with the forfeit. Nor did Alexis Harper, she reminded herself sharply.


“Alexaaandre.”


So why on earth would she—


“ALEXANDRE!”


Alex—? Oh! That’s me!


Alex pivoted toward the voice and found Edalyne walking toward her with a bright—albeit slightly exasperated—smile.


Josy’s mother looked beyond superb in a sequined blue gown with silver embroidered threads on her chest and a softly falling skirt. Her brown hair was pinned up in tiny curls and decorated with one small silver flower attached to a black velvet ribbon.


“Alexandre. There you are, dear. I was already afraid you wouldn’t make it.”


They had sort of rehearsed this part so Alex knew her call.


She made a small curtsy. “Lady Dubois-Léclaire.”


“It’s Edalyne, dear.” The other woman heaved a martyred sigh that was loud enough to draw in some ears left and right. “How often do I need to tell you? After all, we’re practically family.”


Which was quite a stretch, yet it was supposed to give Alex a well-needed social boost. And sure enough, several of the lords and ladies in their vicinity subtly stepped a little closer, while pretending not to.


Edalyne peered over Alex’s shoulder. “And here comes my mother-in-law.” Despite her pretended cheerfulness, Alex could hear the slight note of tension in Edalyne’s voice. Alex’s stomach lurched as she turned around to face the old lady.


The Dubois family’s matriarch was striding through the crowd that respectfully parted for her with people mumbling reverential phrases as she passed.


The circumstances had forced such a strange kind of familiarity upon them that Alex tended to forget that the Dubois were at the very top of the royal elite. This was a bracing reminder.


Heloise’s purple dress was so dark it bordered on black. Gossamer black lace covered her hands and crept up to her chin. A huge onyx rested in the hollow of her throat. Cheerful. Here comes hope she isn’t dressed for my funeral.


Alex couldn’t help stiffening as the older woman approached. She still remembered the last rant she’d received before they had left; just the same old, same old but still drudging.


You had to give it to the old shrew, though, she was a fabulous actress. There was no hint of her usual sneering disgust as she kissed first Alex’s right, then her left cheek, all the while endorsing her happiness about Alex’s—pardon, Alexandre’s—presence and wouldn’t her old auntie have been glowing with pride if she could’ve seen her right now.


Alex actually thought she might go unscathed for once, just when Heloise leaned in and hissed, her lips still stretched into a wide smile, “Remember, missy, no mistakes!”


So much for that! Alex stopped herself from rolling her eyes in the nick of time. Instead, she imagined pulling off one of her torturous heels and bludgeoning the vile old bitch over the head with it. She stepped back with a bright smile on her lips.


Luckily, Heloise was quickly swarmed by a cloud of important people dying to greet her.


Edalyne seized this opportunity and snatched Alex’s wrist, steering her over to where Darken was standing. Oh, shit! This hadn’t been part of the rehearsal.


On the way, they passed a group of young ladies who were chatting excitedly. Alex recognized Cecile among them, clad in a sensuous red gown that clung to her sleek body and accentuated her modest curves. She further added to the effect by strategically bending forward when speaking. Alex grimaced. Probably entertaining the other girls with her limited world view.


“Ladies.” Darken bowed when they reached him and took Edalyne’s hand, bringing it to his lips.


Then he took Alex’s hand. “Lady de Nuy.”


The velvet timbre of his deep voice sent a delicious shiver down her spine. Alex willed herself not to look at him directly but her heartbeat sped up nonetheless as his warm lips brushed the back of her hand. Heat spread through her entire body and she felt her cheeks burn.


Oh, damn it! She was in way too deep.


The man beside Darken had his back to them, as he was listening to a group of younger people standing at the side of the column who were discussing some kind of sport ritual. Edalyne reached out and touched his shoulder.


“Tyler? I’m not sure you remember Alexandre?”


The man turned to them.


Alex blinked. Although she had long gathered that Stephane and Darken had another, a younger, brother—one, it seemed, nobody was too keen to talk about—she was taken a little off guard by the face looking back at her.


He had a certain likeness to his brothers, especially to Darken, with the same raven hair and dark brown eyes. But where Darken’s face was chiseled and aristocratic, Tyler’s was softer and somehow more … boyish, with a pointed nose and a slightly receding chin. He was also smaller and thinner than his brothers, lacking both Stephane’s brawny elegance and Darken’s lethal cunning.


Still, you could see that he was—rather unsuccessfully in Alex’s opinion—trying to model himself upon his older brothers: His black suit, right down to the red tie, distinctly resembled Darken’s attire. But while Darken looked like a total badass in black, it made his younger brother look even thinner and paler, reminding Alex of an undertaker’s assistant. His dark hair, worn in a longish style like Stephane’s, only added to that image.


Alex couldn’t help herself: if Stephane was a fierce lion and Darken a sleek panther, then Tyler was a skittish, pointy-faced ferret—twitchy and slightly awkward.


As if to confirm her first impression, Tyler’s gaze swiveled from his sister-in-law to her and his jaw dropped to the floor. Although he was about her age, it made him look like an overgrown schoolboy.


He blinked, clearly—and not very surprisingly—not recognizing Alex.


“R-remember?” he stuttered. “N-no, I don’t think—”


“We’re supposed to have played in the sandbox together when we were little.” Alex leaned forward and touched his arm, adding just the right level of embarrassment to her smile. “It’s probably for the best that you don’t remember.”


Tyler woke from his slack-jawed stupor. “It is a shame, actually! Not to remember such a pretty lady …” He continued to gawk at her face as he grabbed her hand and placed a kiss on her fingertips. Alex allowed his lips to rest there for a ridiculously long five seconds before pulling away.


Behind him, Darken was staring at his brother’s back with a close to murderous expression.


Alex gritted her teeth. This had to stop. He couldn't run around, scowling at every male who so much as looked at her. He wasn’t her lover and he wasn’t her chaperon. If he didn’t want to be in her bed, fine! But he certainly didn’t get to chose who did. Much less who she flirted with. Even if said person was his own brother.


Tyler seemed to be grasping for something else to say but Edalyne saved Alex by stepping in and taking her arm again.


“You two can catch up later. Alexandre, I want to introduce you to some important people …”


A short glance over her shoulder confirmed that Tyler was gazing after them as they walked away. He whispered something to Darken and pointed in their direction. Darken threw her a short, bored glance and shrugged, dismissing whatever his younger brother had said. Yes, yes, Mr. Indifferent!


Well, she should be concentrating on what lay ahead of her, anyway.


Between a cluster of bar tables, Stephane stood with three other men, gesticulating animatedly as he talked. Across from him, Alex recognized his main opponent, Alistair Devilier, from the pictures they had shown her during her preparation. The other faces were unknown to her.


“Darling, look who just came in!”


Stephane glanced up at the voice of his wife and beamed.


“Alexandre!” He stepped forward and kissed her cheek. “What a pleasure, sweetheart. Mother had told me that she had made arrangements for you to attend but I wasn’t sure you could actually make it, what with that country house and the funeral and everything.” He confidentially lowered his voice a little. “You know, if you ever need any kind of help, just say the word.”


As if suddenly becoming aware of their more-than-interested audience, Stephane took a step back. “Alexandre, you have met Lord Ferhus, yes, no?” He pointed to an older man to his right with gray hair, mustache, and beard, whose beige doublet stretched a little over his mildly rounded middle.


“I don’t believe I have had the pleasure,” Alex said.


“Well, in that case,” Stephane held out his hand, “His Excellency, Governor Robert Thibault Artiomme Ferhus. The man I wish to succeed in his position after his retirement this year,” he added with a fierce grin.


“Not if I can help it,” the man opposite of him cut in with good-natured humor.


Senator Devilier looked around fifty and was completely and utterly unremarkable. The frameless spectacles on his nose were probably his most distinguishable feature. If he had been a color, he would have been mousy gray.


Alex’s gaze unerringly fell down to his hands. He was wearing a simple gold wedding ring with a tiny oval diamond on his left hand.


“Alistair Devilier-Valant,” he introduced himself with a small bow. “Senator of Peladore, at your service, milady. Stephane here honors me by being a very tough opponent.”


That provoked amused chuckles from the audience.


“Though you’re playing with marked cards, Dubois.” Senator Devilier shook a playful finger at Stephane. “But rest assured, bringing a beautiful lady into the game won’t help you win, my friend. Although,” he said with a wink at Alex, “if this is what we are to expect from your reign”—he indicated Alex’s body with exaggerated curves—“I do feel inclined to vote for you myself.”


More laughter. Alex modeled her lips into a smile and even managed a decent blush.


The only man left for Alex to meet had been smiling slightly sardonically while watching this whole exchange. Tall and stocky, he had short, black hair that was graying at the temples, a rugged face, and a scar slashing his chin. His white shirt beneath his black and silver suit jacket had such a sharp crease that Alex was surprised it didn’t draw blood on his neck.


“Women,” he mused in a doleful voice. “They are men’s downfall. Mark my words.”


“Why always so grim, Arlington?” Devilier chided cheerfully. “Loosen up a little, my friend.”


“He is grim by nature,” Governor Ferhus said with a chuckle. “Must be a remnant from his days in the army. They didn’t allow for much fun back then, did they?”


Mr. Grimface didn’t rise to the bait.


That had to be Arlington Shinner, then, the governor of the Northern Provinces. Wow, there was quite a bit of power surrounding her. Except for the prime himself, Alex was facing Arcadia’s most high-ranking politicians. The reality of it made her a little dizzy.


A slim, middle-aged woman in a voluminous sapphire gown squeezed in beside Stephane. “Gentlemen. Lady.”


“Genevra.” Stephane winced. He wasn’t the only one who looked like he wanted to make a quick escape. She snatched his arm before he had the chance. “Stephane, you naughty man, you. You’ve been holding back. Who’s your ravishing companion?”


From that point on it was a whirl of greetings and introductions, of kisses, curtsies, and empty platitudes, during which Alex was hugged, ogled, complimented and, occasionally, subtly threatened.


Turning up the wattage of her smile, Alex allowed herself to be handed from one hand to the next, playing thrilled country girl breathing jewel-scented city air, while repeating the same lines over and over again: Yes, she was excited to be here. Oh yes, she was extremely grateful to the Dubois for providing her with this opportunity. No, she hadn’t met the prime yet … Seriously, it was getting old.


The ballroom became even more crowded with people and the laughter grew louder as the drinks flowed more and more generously.


Alex took a sip from the champagne flute that someone had deposited in her hand and forced herself to pay attention to the bunch of old ladies she’d been parked with last. Most of the time you could get away with a nod or grunt, but once in a while there would be a question and at that point, it paid to know the topic of the conversation.


“… such a fine man, our prime,” the lady in blue was saying. “Really, a fine man.”


Ugh, Prime Gerald. Haven’t heard mention of him today!


Alex took another sip of her champagne and suppressed a grimace. Why everybody made such a fuss over this stuff was beyond her. She’d take an ale over champagne any day. Well, at least now, when she was old and gray she could truthfully say that she’d tasted champagne in her younger years—and that it wasn’t worth all the hype.


“So true.” A thin lady in red nodded sagely, making all the heavy pearls in her hair and around her neck clatter together. “And who would have thought it at the time? I tell you, I wouldn’t. Such a wild boy. All that hunting … the weapons … that army business. Not at all like our dear, beloved Willem, bless his soul.” Appreciative murmurs. “But he really made himself, our Prime Gerald, yes he did.”


She gave Alex a motherly smile. “Have you met him already, deary?”


Well, Alex knew the answer to that question. “No, not in person. Only televised.”


“So tonight will be your first time?” The old lady held a hand to her chest. “How exciting!”


Yeah, exciting as dead fish!


“Maybe he will even have a moment to spare for you,” the crimson lady said. “Always makes time for the masses, our prime.”


“Now, Stephane Dubois-Léclaire,” said another wizened woman in a silly tiara with a meaningful glance in Alex’s direction, “he’s a fine man, too.” There was another round of murmured agreement. “Would even vote for him myself, if it wasn’t for those shaper regulations.” She shook her head with a frown. “In times like these—”


“It’s the youth,” the lady in blue interrupted earnestly. “They lack experience. Those young ones, they haven’t seen what we’ve seen. Still trying to see the good in everything. He’s of noble heart, no doubt, but, alas, not fit to defend our country from the dangers out there.”


Dangers out there, my ass! Alex’s fingers tightened around her glass. She would bet every last thing she owned that if she asked how much personal experience any of these women had with shapers, the answer would be a resounding “none.”


“True, true,” said the tiara-lady, “and after what happened in Manor Creek … Terrible, isn’t it, what’s happening these days? What’s the world coming to, I ask you?”


The Manor Creek murders were, of course, gossip topic number one, closely followed by the Dubois-abduction; although everyone pretended not talking about it, at least when any of the Dubois family were close by. They were not as tight-lipped around Alex.


“Not safe in our own homes anymore, are we?” the old woman went on. “These demonic creatures, they are everywhere nowadays.”


Alex just couldn’t help herself. “Everywhere? You mean … you don’t think, one of them could possibly be inside the palace right now, do you?”


The old ladies exchanged indulgent glances and chuckled.


“Oh, don’t you worry yourself, dear,” Tiara said benignly and patted Alex’s hand where just beneath lay her hidden claws. “Those creatures, they may vaguely look like us, but they cannot hide their true nature in broad daylight. That’s why they prefer to hunt at night. And you can smell them from half a mile away. No, dear, we are completely safe here.”


Oh, sugar, if you only knew.


The champagne suddenly tasted stale in Alex’s mouth. “Would excuse me, ladies? I need to powder my nose.”


“But of course, deary,” the lady in red briefly touched Alex’s cheek. “It was such a great pleasure to make your acquaintance.”


A skin-deep pleasure, for sure.


Alex curtsied and quickly headed away. Only when she was out of their line of sight, did she slow down a little.


Even here, in the very heart of the trueborn elite society, she couldn’t escape the taint of her birth for a while. Great. Thinking back on what Edalyne had told her in the coach on the way to the Saunier Estate, Alex felt as if the world was mocking her. Shapers would never be accepted by these people. Not in a million years.


Trading her half-empty champagne glass for one of the delicacies on a servant’s salver, Alex moved on. The snacks were to keep them full until they had a late dinner in their rooms tonight.


Mhm, some kind of dark meat. And what was that on top? Probably truffles or some comparably expensive hokum. Not bad, though.


Under a huge, oblong mirror, Josy was standing within a cluster of girls her age, a gauzy dream in white and pale blue. In her weightless skirts of chiffon, it seemed as if she only needed to lift her arms in order to float away on invisible wings.


The girls were glancing over to a group of meticulously groomed boys of around the same age, then stuck their heads together and giggled hysterically. The boys looked somewhere in between uncomfortable and hopeful.


The fact that Josy had finally, though grudgingly, been allowed to attend the Summerball, had caused Max to throw a major temper tantrum, complaining that she was always allowed everything and he had to stay home—and how, in the Great Mother’s name, was that fair? Telling him that his sister was much older and that he probably wouldn’t enjoy himself at the ball anyway, didn’t help. It was only when Cook Beatha had offered to cook him his favorite meal and he had gotten permission to spend the evening watching televisum cinematica that he had been mollified enough to calm down. Nevertheless, he had made them promise to tell him “eeeverything” that happened, but “ooonly” the interesting parts.


Truth be told, Alex secretly envied him being home right now.


Josy spotted her and waved with a bright smile. Alex waved back. Immediately, Josy’s friends started whispering madly with her, looking over at Alex. Josy would be confirming her background and providing yet another angle to the Alexandre story. This was all Stephane and Edalyne were willing to allow her to contribute to their scheme.


Snatching up a few more snacks, Alex ambled along, attempting to project an air of purpose, so that no one would feel inclined to stop her. If she had to talk to one more person within the next ten minutes, she would—


“Lexy!”


Alex almost bumped into Bonnie who swooped down on her with a wide grin on her round, freckled face.


“Bonny.”


“Oh, Alexandre, you look fantastic!” The other girl admired her dress. “I’d love to wear a dress like that sometime! It must have cost a fortune.”


“A gift from the Dubois,” Alex told her truthfully.


Bonny made big eyes. “They are so generous.”


“Mhhm. Your dress is nice as well,” Alex said just to be able to say something. It wasn’t ugly or anything, it was just, well, a dress. Period.


“Oh, you think?” Bonny frowned as she pinched the dark blue fabric of her collar. “I had to borrow it from my brother’s wife and she’s, well, you know, a little less … busty than I am. We added some lacing in the back, but it is … phew …” She fanned herself with a slightly tortured expression on her face. Her voice dropped. “Should I faint, just make sure to open the lacing a little and I should come around in no time.” She let out a weak chuckle. Then, without forewarning, she grabbed Alex’s hand and pulled her along with her. Great, and she was being herded again. Two weeks ago, anyone who touched Alex like this without permission would have lost their hand. And now she actually had to act enthusiastic about it. The old ladies had been right … What was the world coming to?


Bonny towed Alex through the room, babbling away as she led her over to the group of young women of age Alex had spotted earlier. The group had grown since Alex’s arrival but Cecile was still at the center of it. Alex also recognized doe-eyed Sharon among them. She would have loved nothing more than to avoid them for the whole evening.


“Ladies!” Bonny stopped right in front of them with a wide smile. “I’m sure some of you remember Alexandre de Nuy?” She leaned in a little, as if she was about to tell exceptionally weighty news. “She’s a protégée of Lady Dubois senior.”


“How could I forget?” Cecile muttered under her breath before her heavily painted lips—red, just like her tight seductress dress—split into a narrow smile. “Well, well, if that isn’t our little country girl.” She put one hand on her hip. “How are the cows and sheep out there?”


“Oh, you know,” Alex replied sweetly, “they’re bleating here as there.”


A steep crease formed between Cecile’s eyebrows. Not sure if that was a pun, huh? Oh, well, that’s fine, sugar. Take your time.


Surprisingly, several of the women in the group seemed to be genuinely interested in Alex’s newcomer status and her connection to the Dubois. After a few moments, a flock of them had gathered around her and Bonny and they were peppered with questions.


Cecile sniffed audibly and turned back to her own fan club.


Luckily, Alex could let Bonny do most of the talking—that mouth seemed utterly unable to stop—and instead, she could concentrate on listening. Which was more her thing. And also way more entertaining. Especially when she was the subject.


“Bit old for a debutante, isn’t she?” a young woman in a canary yellow halter-neck dress asked in a hushed tone.


Cecile smirked, plucking some lint from her corsage. “Oh, she’s a debutante, alright. Raw as a rough-hewn stone. And just as crude. No means and no taste. I mean, did you see that dress? So last year!”


“Well, I think it’s a most magnificent dress,” a blond girl in a dusky pink gown chimed in. “And silver is en vogue, didn’t you say that before?”


Another girl nodded. “Yes. And I remember there was a picture of the prima wearing a silver dress in the Fashion Flare only last week.”


Cecile looked quite furious. “Whatever.”


Alex hid a grin behind the fresh glass of champagne she’d been saddled with within seconds of her arrival.


At this moment, Darken glided past the group, attracting the attention like a glowing hot magnet. Their eyes met for a split second and Alex felt that almost irresistible pull. She glanced down into her glass, hoping that nobody had noticed. But for once, no one was paying any attention to her.


“Brrr.” One of the women, wearing a sunset-colored gown, shuddered theatrically. “That one of them is actually allowed to walk around here just like that …”


Them, huh? Alex raised an eyebrow. That sounded a lot like the way people talked about her own kind.


“Oh, the Dubois always get special treatment, don’t they?” Cecile sneered with a resentful glance in Alex’s direction, before looking back at Darken. “Personally, I think they should put him on a leash. For all our safety. They are devils when they get going, everyone knows that. And they say he is a particularly nasty piece of work.” Cecile shook her head. “I don’t know what they are thinking. After all, there are children here.”


As if Darken was a rabid dog! Alex tugged at her hair to keep herself from reaching for the little bitch’s neck and ended up with one of her hairpins in her hand. She furiously rubbed it between her fingers.


“On the other hand …” Cecile’s jade eyes fixed Darken’s backside with calculating interest. “He is quite something to look at, isn’t he?”


“So?” The woman in the sunset dress scoffed. “What of it? Do you want him to court you?”


Cecile pulled a face. “Don’t be ridiculous. No honorable woman would ever consider something so degrading. It’s common knowledge that they are not fit for a social life. No.” A sly expression crossed Cecile’s features, sending Alex’s hackles up. She squeezed the hairpin.


“But that’s not the only thing men are good for, now, is it?”


“What are you talking about, Cecile?” the girl in the ugly yellow dress asked.


Cecile waved a hand. “Oh, Varenia, you’re so naive!” She smirked. “Well, word is forfeits provide the most interesting services.” She lasciviously ran her hand between her breasts.


Lights of understanding turned on upon most of the faces around her. Now Cecile definitely had all the attention. And she was enjoying it.


“But … isn’t that incredibly dangerous?” someone asked.


“Well, that’s the whole point, Carmilla!” Cecile giggled. “I heard the adrenaline rush provides for the most spectacular orgasm. And, of course, they are being restrained for the purpose. At least, when the woman is someone of importance.” She cocked her head to the side, pursing her lips coyly. “I think I might give it a try. After all, Darken is a very handsome man and I was told they cannot refuse. They even need it. In fact, the Order pays women to satisfy their carnal desires.”


Some of the younger women gasped, both engrossed and fascinated.


“Lexy, are you okay?” Bonny was looking at Alex, her brow furrowed in concern.


Alex followed the other woman’s gaze down to her hands. They were clenched into tight fists, trembling so hard that her champagne was threatening to spill over the rim of the glass. A drop of blood fell from her other hand; she’d snapped the hairpin and the broken ends were piercing her skin from the outside just as her claws were piercing it from the inside.


Anger was surging through Alex like a drug shot. The scent of blood filled her nose and the lights around her became brighter, sharper.


She focused on Cecile’s slender neck. She could see the blood pumping underneath the thin, milk-white skin. That sweet, sweet flow of life, red, hot, and sooo delicious.


The spider snarled and ripped at its invisible leash, pushing against the seams of Alex’s human skin.


She was about to lose it.


“I’m feeling a little queasy,” Alex squeezed through gritted teeth. “Probably too much champagne. I think I need to go to the restroom.” Her voice sounded breathless.


Bonny gave her arm a sympathetic squeeze. “Do you want me to accompany you?”


“Nah, I’m fine. Be right back.” Before the other woman could protest, Alex shoved her champagne glass into Bonny’s hand and bolted.
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ALEX burst into the twilit cloister that surrounded most of the ballroom, shaking all over. Fury coursed through her bloodstream: blinding, all-consuming rage.


The bitch!


She swept around and began to pace back and forth, her fists clenched so hard she felt the tips of her claws digging into her palms.


Bitch.


Bitch!


BITCH!


How dare she speak about Darken like this! He wasn’t a tool. Or a toy. He also wasn’t a whore.


Restrain him for her amusement, that’s what she wanted, yes? Well, if she wanted a rough ride, Alex would give her a rough ride. She’d go back and snap the bitch’s stupid neck. She’d sink her teeth into that soft, milky skin and rip out her throat. She would gut that bitch and splatter the pristine marble with her rotten blood. She would—


No!


Alex stumbled against a column and braced one hand against it, head bent over, breathing hard. Her heart was racing furiously in her chest.


She had to calm down. If she went out there now and killed the little snob, she’d ruin everything. Not only that but she’d also be signing her death warrant, and most likely Stephane and Darken’s, too.


Get a grip, sugar! Come on, get a grip!


The spider struggled against its leash, clawing upward, wild for blood. Sweet Jester, she was usually so good at not slipping, and yet here she was, hanging on by nothing but a thread.


Alex shivered and concentrated on breathing in and out. 


Deep breath. That’s it. Nice and easy.


Slowly, very, very slowly, her true skin retreated into her core, although the spider kept hissing and spitting resentfully.


When Alex felt sure enough that she wouldn't sink her teeth into the next person that looked at her in a funny way, she straightened up.


There you go, sugar. Baby steps. Tiny baby steps. No gutting today.


Taking another deep breath, Alex turned away from the column and ran straight into a blond man in an elegant black tuxedo, who’d entered the cloister behind her.


They stared at each other for a breathless second.


The torchlight flickered over his handsome features.


The man’s eyes widened. A bolt of panic shot through Alex.


With a mumbled apology, she quickly lowered her head and pushed past him, heading down the corridor.


Not quickly enough.


“Alex?”


She froze mid-step, as if she’d run into a solid wall. The world took one, two, three breaths without her and she felt as if she was falling, unable to stop her rapid plunge into the darkness.


Sweet Jester, no. Please no.


Alex sensed the man taking a hesitant step toward her.


She closed her eyes. No, this couldn’t be. It just couldn’t.


“Alex?”


Perhaps if she’d just kept walking he would have believed that the shadows had played a trick on him. That surely, he must have been mistaken.


Well, too late for that now.


Slowly turning on the spot, Alex faced the man behind her, who was staring at her from wide, familiar blue eyes. She exhaled.


“Hi there, brother.”










CHAPTER FIFTEEN










THE man standing across from Alex was in his late twenties, well-built, handsome, and without a doubt her older half brother, Makesh. If his looks hadn’t given him away—he’d grown up to resemble their sire in an uncanny way: same masculine jaw, same straight nose, same hooded blue eyes, he even wore his thick blond hair in the same kind of ponytail—then his movements would have. Whenever they had played hide-and-seek at their sire’s mansion as kids, Alex had always been able to tell where Makesh hid in a matter of minutes, because he was simply unable to keep still for more than thirty seconds and the vibrations tended to give him away. He’d never stop grumbling about it, sure that she was cheating in some way. But no matter how much he’d complained, Alex had never told him her trick …


These memories flashed through Alex’s mind as she glared at the blond man in front of her and before her inner eye he morphed back into the fourteen-year-old teenage boy she’d last seen through a dusty window as she was carted off to an unknown future, a little girl in the back of a coach. Yet the grown man across from her was no more that boy than she was that little girl anymore. The question was, was there anything left of the children they once had been?


Makesh’s gaze frantically moved up and down Alex’s frame, finally resting on her face, equal parts shock and incredulity as if he’d just seen a ghost come to life. Which, from his perspective, probably wasn’t too far from the truth.


He blinked, his head swaying from side to side in silent denial. Uncertainty laced his voice. “Alex? Is—is that really you?”


“In the flesh, dear brother.”


His mouth opened and closed several times.


“But … how? I mean … what—what are you doing here?”


Yeah, good question. It occurred to Alex that not only was he seeing his long-lost shaper sister coming back to life after more than ten years, but also, that it was inside the Royal Palace—of all the places she shouldn’t be. That would strike anyone as odd.


Scrambling for an answer that wasn’t going to screw everything, Alex said the first thing that popped into her mouth: “Work.”


“Work?” he asked, clearly bewildered.


Now, come on, Alex, you better dish up a convincing story.


Her synapses were firing so rapidly, it was surprising that her head didn’t start smoking.


“Yep, work,” she confirmed. “For Stephane Dubois-Léclaire—”


Makesh’s eyes bulged. “You’re working for the senator of Lancaester?”


“That’s him. Senator, cross-bearer, and all that.” She lowered her voice and her brother automatically took a step closer. “If you ask around, you’ll find that I am here under the name of Alexandre de Nuy, a lady of low royalty with personal connections to the Dubois. That’s my cover.” Her brain worked feverishly, while her mouth talked. “You probably heard of the Manor Creek incident and all that shaper trouble before and after? Yeah, thought so. Well, St—his lordship is conducting a secret investigation on the matter. You know, what with his position in the debate and all.” She shrugged. “I’m part of his undercover investigation team. Someone ‘from the other side,’ so to speak.”


The trick with lying was to tell enough of the truth so that people wouldn’t think too much about the gaps in between.


Her brother was glaring at her with his mouth hanging open. “So … So he knows about your …?” His gaze dropped to her hands and he blushed.


Instinctively, Alex curled her fingers and pulled them toward her chest. She swallowed the pain of this silent reminder. “Sure he does. Wouldn’t be of much use to him otherwise, would I?”


Alex surveyed her brother, wondering if she’d just woven a web of half-truths and lies that would eventually strangle her.


Makesh slowly shook his head and raked his hand through his hair several times, unconsciously unraveling his ponytail. After a moment, though, his mouth split into a wide grin.


“Mother’s mercy and Jester’s grace! You did it, Alex. You really did it!” He shook his head again. “All those years … I was so worried about you … I-I thought you might have died! But here you are and … I mean, look at you! You look—wow! And you’re wearing a dress!” He chuckled. “I mostly remember a little tomboy in ripped pants.” He rubbed a hand over his mouth. “And now … working for Stephane Dubois-Léclaire! The Roaring Lion himself!”


That’s what they call him, huh?


Makesh smiled. “I swear, I would never have believed … But you—you really did it, little sister!”


Alex forced her lips into a semblance of a smile. Oh, if he knew that his baby sister was a broke waitress from the halfborn nether, as well as a wanted murderer and that everything could fall apart with one wrong word … But he looked so utterly relieved, there was no way she could actually tell him the truth.


“Yeah,” Alex concluded a little lamely, “who’d have thought!”


“I just can’t believe it.” Her brother didn’t seem to notice her lack of enthusiasm. “My little sister—working for Stephane Dubois-Léclaire!”


“That’s all top secret, of course!” Alex warned quietly. “If my cover was blown …”


“Of course, of course.” Makesh was still grinning like a madman. “Nobody’s gonna hear a word from me. It’s just so … incredible! Wait until Kizdan finds out. He’s gonna flip!”


“Is—is he here as well?” Hope and panic fought a battle inside Alex’s gut. If their middle brother was also here …


Makesh shook his head. “Nah, his wife is in puerperal with their first and he canceled the trip on short notice to stay with her. She’s had a loss before, you see, and she’s been having premature labor. He’s been a bundle of nerves these past weeks.”


It took Alex a moment to process his words. “He—he’s got a baby?”


“A healthy boy.” Makesh nodded with an even wider smile. “Born this morning. Eighteen-point-six inches and six-point-two pounds. Naming Ceremony will be at the end of next week.”


It felt as if she’d been hit by a hammer. Mother’s mercy and Jester’s grace! She was an aunt. Half aunt. Whatever.


Her brother glanced at her from the side, suddenly hesitant. “Do you—?”


Alex’s eyes widened. “Me? Sweet Jester, no!” She paused, almost not daring to ask. “And you?”


“Two.” His features glowed with a father’s pride. “A girl and a boy.” Her brother reached into his pocket and produced a small Echeranion Sphere with a single slot—replay purposes only. A spark of magic brushed against Alex and a three-dimensional picture appeared in the air between them: a sweet little girl with a blond curly head and a slightly older boy with silken brown hair and amber eyes. “Norah, after Mom and Alexander, after Dad.”


“They are beautiful,” Alex said, stunned.


“Thanks.” Makesh beamed. 


Alex felt … she didn’t know. Empty? She was a triple aunt. To kids she’d likely never see.


Her brother deactivated the sphere and put it back in his pocket.


They looked at each other. After the first burst of joy of reunion, a slight awkwardness began to fill the space between them.


Makesh cleared his throat and reached out, taking Alex’s hand in his. The touch felt familiar and at the same time, not at all. “It’s truly good to see you, Alex,” he said softly. “After you had gone …” He exhaled. “Aunt Sheila wouldn’t tell us where they had taken you. Believe me, we asked. We did.” Pain crinkled the skin around his eyes. Pain … and guilt? “After a while, she told us that you were dead.”


Oh, she sure would have liked that. “And how is dear Auntie Sheila these days?” Alex couldn’t keep the bitter-sweet venom out of her voice.


A slightly arrested look slid over Makesh’s face. “She died. Aneurysm. Two years ago.” He scratched the back of his neck. “Guess she had it coming with all those temper tantrums. She’d had hypertension for a long time.” He shrugged. “It was a small funeral. She wasn’t exactly well-loved.”


I wonder why. Alex searched herself for some kind of emotion, but there was nothing. Not even relief. Still, this was one of those moments where you were meant to say something. “Well, I—”


A wave of skin-crawling heat rolled over Alex, raising every single hair on her neck.


Why me? Alex briefly closed her eyes and ground her teeth. That man had an inborn talent of always appearing at exactly the wrong moment.


Without a sound, Darken glided into the cloister, materializing from the shadows beside her like some demon conjured from thin air. His gaze locked on Alex’s hand, which her brother was still holding and then fixed on Makesh with predatory intensity. It was the same look he’d given his own brother when he had kissed Alex’s fingers, only a hundred times worse.


Makesh paled and Alex felt his pulse quickening in fear. Still, he took a determined step forward, placing himself between her and Darken. Ready to protect her, Alex realized. More than ten years had passed, but he was still her brother. And he was about to get himself killed for her. Stupid fool!


A soft, ruby glow ignited in the back of Darken’s eyes and his smile turned gentle, almost sleepy.


Her half brother shivered but stood his ground.


They glared at each other and the strong, musky smell of testosterone filled the air. Ready to fight. Over her. All that was missing was some stupid territorial prancing contest.


Males! Damn them all to the bowels of hell!


Before the situation could escalate, Alex quickly slid around her brother to Darken’s side and wrapped her hands around his arm with an imploring smile. The idiot stiffened.


“Hey, babe!” Alex drawled sweetly, leaning even more into him, willing him to relax. “This is my half brother Makesh Sylvaigne.”


Relax, damn you!


Finally catching on, Darken’s arm snuck around her and pulled her to his side with such force that she almost winced. Ouch!


Suppressing a grimace, Alex smiled at her half brother. “Brother, I’m sure you’ve heard of Darken Dubois?”


Makesh inclined his head with tense respect. “Enforcer.” Then something seemed to click. His eyes widened as they fell on Darken’s arm that was clenching Alex to his side. “Wait a minute! Babe? The two of you are—?


“Yep!” Alex flashed him another smile, trying to ignore the squeezing pain in her upper arm and ribs. “In fact, we are. We met while I was working for Senator Dubois-Léclaire.” She emphasized the word in Darken’s direction. “And, well … you know how the story goes. It sorta just happened.” She shrugged. Or rather, tried to. Darken wasn’t giving her an inch. That would leave a bruise most certainly.


“His family doesn’t know about us yet, though,” Alex added. “So I’d highly appreciate it, if you wouldn’t tell anyone.” She lowered her voice confidentially. “We want to wait until things have calmed down a little more. They’ve had to deal with such a lot lately: the abduction attempt and all that. We didn’t want to burden them with this as well, because of … well, you know …” Alex raised her hand and wiggled her fingers, the pain in her voice not all feigned.


Makesh blinked. Blinked again. “Oh. Ohhhh. Sure.” He nodded. “Of course. Your secret is safe with me.”


A shaky laugh escaped his lips. “My little sister … in love with a forfeit!” He shook his head. “Well, you always liked to live dangerously, sis. No offense,” he added with a nervous side glance in Darken’s direction.


“None taken,” Darken replied, while his deep voice clearly indicated otherwise.


Makesh swallowed but he seemed to have lost his initial fear. He gave them a slightly sheepish grin. “Well, since the two of you are together, I see it as my brotherly duty to warn you, my lord”—Darken stiffened and his fingers dug even deeper into Alex’s skin—“she’s a particularly stubborn little spider.”


Thank the Jester, Darken relaxed a little at that, finally allowing the blood to flow in her arm again.


Darken snorted. “Tell me about it. She’s also quite bossy.”


Excuse me?


“And snitty!” Makesh added.


“And let’s not forget prickly.”


Oh, you—


“Speaking of prickly”—her brother grinned a mischievous grin that reminded Alex a lot of the boy she remembered—“there was this one incident when she tried to break into the kitchen through the upper story window to steal honey pies and ended up falling backward into the brambles. Gave the word ‘prickly’ a whole new meaning.”


Both men laughed.


Alex remembered that incident, too. And she didn’t think it had been remotely funny.


“She had thorns literally everywhere.” Makesh was dabbing at his eyes with his sleeve. “Took a couple of hours to get them all out.”


Alex raised an eyebrow. “I’m glad you find my misery such a delightful topic.”


They kept grinning at each other like two idiots. Oh, so now they were best buddies all of a sudden? Well, that had gone from rival to ally kinda quick.


“Well, I’m awfully sorry to disturb your male bonding moment.” Alex freed herself from Darken and pushed herself between them. “But while I’d love to stay and listen to you sharing more embarrassing stories from my childhood, unfortunately, we have work to do.”


“Oh, there are plenty more where that one came from,” Makesh said helpfully. Why thank you! Some big brother he was!


Alex gave him the evil eye but his grin only widened. “Ohhh, the eye of perdition! Will I find a dead spider under my pillow tonight?”


Alex felt herself blush. “I-I only did that one time,” she muttered, “and I believe it was Kizdan, not you.”


“I think we should have a drink sometime,” Darken suggested, sounding considerably warmer now.


“We definitely should,” Makesh agreed.


Alex rolled her eyes. “Make sure I’m out of town before you do.”


That made both men chuckle again.


Finally, Makesh cleared his throat. “I’ll leave you to your work, then.”


He stepped forward and kissed Alex’s cheek. “It was really good to see you again, little sister. I hope we find some time to speak again soon. I would love you to meet my wife Isabella and the little ones.”


A tight knot formed in Alex’s belly. Never gonna happen.


“Sure,” she heard herself say and she knew that her lips were smiling.


Makesh smiled back at her and tipped his head to Darken before walking away.


Alex watched him and once more she felt like that little girl in the coach, watching her brother become smaller and smaller until he vanished around the bend.


She exhaled the breath she had been holding onto and turned back to Darken. He was studying her, his face unreadable.


“A Sylvaigne, then?”


“Half,” Alex replied tartly, pushing her hair back over her shoulder. “His father was my sire. I lived with them for a while when I was little. But I haven’t seen any of”—she couldn’t bring herself to say “the family”—“them in years. And it honestly never occurred to me that I might meet one of them here.”


It was true. The thought had never crossed her mind, not once. But it should have. And that bugged her. This could have spoiled all their careful planning. Just imagine if she’d run into him at the wrong moment …


“Why did you tell him that we were a couple?”


Now, that was bothering him? Seeing the reserved expression on Darken’s face, Alex felt her temper rise again.


Piqued, your Truebornness? Well, I can be piqued, too!


“Why? Because you stormed in on us like a complete maniac with such a brilliant display of male rivalry,” she snarled. “We might not have seen each other in many years, but Makesh is still my brother and he was ready to defend me. This might be a bit shocking to you, but, having just seen him again, I really didn’t want my brother to die tonight.”


Alex sighed and rubbed her temples. “Look. I had to tell him something. He is my brother. He knows what I am and what I am not.” She indicated the dress and fancy jewelry. “I just gave him something to fill in the blanks. Something that fit in with the whole I’m-working-for-your-brother story. Now he thinks he is in on our big secret and will keep his mouth shut.”


She hoped.


One of Darken’s finely shaped eyebrows arched upward. “And you think we can count on his discretion?”


“And if not?” Alex snapped. “What will you do? Make him disappear?”


Hurt flickered in Darken’s eyes like a flaring spark—there and gone—but Alex still saw it. She reined herself in.


“Yes,” she said after a moment of thinking. “I think we can trust him.” She wished there wasn’t such a pleading note in her voice. “He’s my brother.”


“Whom you’ve last seen as a child …”


It was true. They had been close as children but that was ages ago. What did she really know about the man she’d just met, except that he looked like her sire and seemed to be a happy family man. But that was the thing, wasn’t it? Some part of her wanted desperately to believe that some bonds remained no matter how much time had passed. That he had been happy to see her. That he had missed her as much as she had missed him and that he had thought about her after Aunt Sheila had taken her out like the trash at the end of the day.


Darken shifted closer to her, until she felt the heat of his body on her skin. “He upset you.” A soft growl vibrated in his throat.


“Yes. I mean no,” Alex added hastily when a red sheen rolled over his irises. “Not him. He didn’t do anything. He was … kind, actually. But seeing him … it brought back memories …”


Memories she’d rather forget. Worse, it was like holding up a derisive mirror that reflected her life and achievements back at her. Both her brothers … family men … fathers … And what did she have to boast about? A pending death sentence. A threadbare cloak of lies. Stolen name, stolen identity.


The knot twisting in Alex’s stomach became so tight she thought she might collapse. She had thought that she had defeated the monsters of her past, that she had come to some sort of peace with them. But being here raised them all from their silent graves and made them perform a vicious, mocking dance around her.


A warm finger touched her cheek. Darken lifted her chin until she was looking up into his face, his eyes at once worried and tender and full of gentle comfort that carried her like a safe cloud through a stormy sky. She wanted to lean into his touch and forget the past. She wanted to lose herself in this very moment, enveloped in his warmth and strength. One short moment in which she didn’t have to be strong herself.


Darken suddenly became tense beside her. His face abruptly turned cold and he stepped back.


Alex followed his gaze.


A man had entered the cloister and was walking down the corridor toward them, flanked by a manservant carrying a large brown leather briefcase.


Black-haired. Tan. His square face featured a short, trimmed beard that didn’t quite hide the cold line of his mouth. A little too rugged to be called handsome, but not entirely unattractive either.


The military bearing was visible in his every move. He walked with natural confidence, with his shoulders back and his polished black shoes softly clacking on the floor. As far as Alex knew, he had spent his youth and most of his adulthood in the highest ranks of the army, before switching to politics only a couple of years ago, where he had made a surprisingly rapid ascent.


“Senator Roukewood.” Darken’s voice had cooled by about twenty degrees.


A mocking smile curled across the senator’s lips as he stopped before them. “Darken Forfeit. Always such a pleasure to have one of Death’s Servants in attendance. Makes us all feel a little safer, doesn’t it?”


Darken’s chest vibrated with a suppressed growl, although Alex was sure only she could hear it. There was no mistaking the chilly vibes he was giving off, though. It was a surprise the floor was not frosting over, considering the icy contempt leaking out of him.


If he noticed, Roukewood was completely unfazed by it. His attention shifted to Alex. “And you’re in such fascinating company. May I have the pleasure?”


Clearly, Darken would have preferred to rip out his arm and beat him with it. Even so, he turned to the senator with a stony expression. “Of course, my lord. This is Lady Alexandre de Nuy. A … friend of the family.”


“Senator.” Alex cast her eyes down and sank into a graceful curtsy, letting her skirt spread around her like a silky waterfall.


Roukewood’s gaze rested on her for a long second before returning to Darken. “Charming. I suppose she is spoken for?”


“I usually speak for myself, my lord.” Alex raised her chin and met his gaze.


Roukewood’s eye widened in surprise for a brief second, before a slight spark of interest ignited in them. A small smile parted his lips and he bowed his head. “And well you should, lady. Well you should. Would you do me the honor?” He offered her his arm.


Throwing a quick glance at Darken that didn’t go unnoticed by Roukewood, Alex linked arms with him. On the outside she was composed; inside she was trembling. The spider hissed under her skin, a predator sensing a threat.


Roukewood strolled down the corridor at a brisk pace, leaving Darken behind, who had no choice but to let them go, unless he wanted to look like a complete fool.


The manservant followed but kept a polite distance.


For a moment they walked in silence, while Alex surreptitiously studied the senator from the side. He wasn’t wearing just one but three rings—a massive silver beast with a multifaceted ruby on the ring finger of his right hand, and, on his left, a small signet ring and a wide golden ring shaped like an ivy leaf, studded with little emeralds. An interesting design.


“So, you’re acquainted with Senator Dubois-Léclaire?” Senator Roukewood finally broke the silence. His voice was conversational but Alex was sure the question wasn’t as innocent as it sounded.


“Oh, acquainted would be too strong a word,” she said lightly. “In fact, I only met him a handful of times. My deceased great aunt was friends with his mother in their youth. She is supporting my introduction into the royal society. It is exceptionally kind of the Lady Dubois to take me under her wing.”


“Kind indeed.” Senator Roukewood inclined his head in agreement as he guided her around the bend of the cloister, toward an archway between two columns. Laughter bubbled over as they walked past the gaps in between the columns and Alex got glimpses of the people in the ballroom. It was even more crowded now.


“I don’t believe I’ve seen you before, milady. Or might I be mistaken?”


“Probably not, my lord. It is my first time in Crona.” Alex told him truthfully. “I grew up in a small house in the country. Bouldershore. It’s where I spent the majority of my life. It was a rather … simple life.”


“An innocent country rose then? How peculiar. I assume you’re staying with Senator Dubois’ family?”


“For a couple of weeks, yes.”


“It must be quite an experience, then, to live under the roof of one of Arcadia’s most renowned families, after the sobriety of the country.”


You have no idea.


“To be quite honest, I cannot get used to it.” There, true again.


“And the senator’s brother?” Roukewood’s cultivated voice was still polished and light but the question had all the alarm bells ringing inside Alex’s head.


“What about him, my lord?”


“I don’t want to be frank, milady”—Oh, something tells me you quite enjoy being frank!—“but after seeing the two of you standing in the cloister together … You should be careful, milady. Men like him … they do have a certain reputation. And an innocent country rose such as yourself …”


“Even we country roses have thorns, my lord.” Alex said it just right, sweet, but with a slight edge.


Again that spark of interest lit up in Roukewood’s eyes. His lips curved into a smile as if she had said something very entertaining. “Oh, I’m sure they do. Ah, and here’s my entourage.” They stepped out of the cloister and paused before a group of middle-aged men and women with champagne glasses.


Roukewood took her hand and brushed his lips across her knuckles. “It was a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Lady de Nuy.”


“The pleasure was all mine, my lord.”


He let go of her hand. “I do hope we will have the opportunity to speak again.”


Alex, who had already started to walk away, glanced over her shoulder. “This is a small world, Senator. I’m sure we’ll run into each other again.”


She didn’t wait for his reaction, but turned around and forced herself to stride away without looking back again, instinctively knowing that his eyes were following her.


Only when she’d rounded a corner, did she finally sag against a column. She closed her eyes. Her heart was pounding like a bass drum in her chest.


Well, that went better than expected. So why did she have the feeling that she’d just swam into the open jaws of a shark?










CHAPTER SIXTEEN










BALANCING the bowl of his wineglass on his fingertips, Darken braced his elbows on a low wall and watched the dancers spin around the ballroom in a glittering whirl of colorful fabric and sparkling jewels.


After hours of greeting and mingling, the dance floor had finally been opened and vivid waltz music was sounding from the hidden magic speakers, and people were taking to the floor.


The moment the crier had made the announcement, Josepha had immediately been whisked away by some daring young fop in a silver suit and since then the sons of the noble houses had been lining up for their turn on the dance floor with his niece.


Darken sighed softly. He would have liked to ask her for a dance himself—while he wasn’t a huge advocate of balls as such, he did enjoy the dancing, both waltzes and classical court dances—but he was afraid that if he took her out on the floor, no one else would dare dance with her once they were done, and he didn’t want to ruin her evening. She looked so happy out there.


Circling past, his niece spotted him and beamed, wiggling her fingers at him from the shoulder of her current dance partner. Darken smiled back and saluted her with his wineglass.


That’s how he wanted it to be for her. It was a special thing. Her first grand ball. The excitement, the lights, the hormones …


It would never be quite the same again, no matter how many balls and celebrations and banquets she attended in the future. It was one of the many experiences he wanted her to have, one of the happy memories Darken wanted her to collect like a string of shining pearls—just like the happy memories that were holding his own heart together despite the bleakness of his life.


That was one of the reasons why, despite everything that had happened, he had urged his brother to allow Josepha to go to the ball this year. The latest events had confirmed what he already knew well enough: how brittle and short life could be. There was no use in saving up experiences for later or you might end up never having them at all.


Although he had to admit that he hadn’t expected his darling baby niece to receive quite this much male attention. Oh well, she was almost grown up. If there had been any doubt about that, it had been cleared up.


And then, of course, there was Alex. To say that the spider had caused a stir was putting it mildly. It had quickly become apparent that she was an excellent dancer and, like his niece, she could barely leave the dance floor before being snatched up by the next suitor. And each time Darken had to grind his teeth to keep himself from walking over and breaking the man’s hands—or worse.


Alex didn’t seem to mind all the attention. She floated across the floor, weightless, smiling, curtsying—a trueborn lady if ever there was one.


Darken shook his head. How it hadn’t occurred to any of them that she had to have a trueborn family out there, he had no idea. It was the very thing that defined a shaper: the mixed genes from a halfborn and a trueborn parent. And yet, while being aware of the fact, none of them had really considered the implications. Not that Alex had been very forthcoming about her past.


Darken didn’t know much about the Sylvaignes, except that they were among the lower ranks of royalty. He had heard the name on occasion. Not that any of this mattered to him. What he wanted, was to know everything there was to know about the spider. About her family and her childhood. He wanted to know what made her laugh and what made her cry and what had shaped her into the person she was today. All the little stories, like the one her brother had shared with him in the cloister. 


Darken glanced over at Makesh Sylvaigne, who was standing at the other side of the dance floor beside a lovely brown-haired woman. Like Darken, he could barely take his eyes off Alex; they returned to her again and again, full of wonder and doubt, as if he still couldn’t quite believe that she was real.


The moment Alex had left the cloister with Senator Roukewood, Darken had gone to the communication center and had sent a carefully phrased inquiry to Belaris, asking him to check if there was anything about Alex’s half brother that they ought to know that could potentially endanger their operation.


So far, he seemed like a decent man. Seemed being the operative word. He could still turn out to be a corrupt official who frequented under-aged whores while telling his wife that he was going out to the tennis club with his friends. Or something even worse.


You’re just thinking that because you’re jealous, old son.


Clenching his teeth, Darken forced himself to acknowledge the truth in those words. Fine, he was jealous.


The man hadn’t seen Alex in years but he still knew so much more about the spider than Darken did. And she cared for him. Very deeply. Darken had seen it in her eyes in the cloister. There were sorrows there, too, but there was no doubt that she had been delighted by the reunion. And that she trusted him so unquestioningly …


Darken rubbed the gloved fingers of his empty hand together and squashed a sigh. He only hoped Alex’s brother held true to his word; for all their sakes, but especially for Alex.


A girl in an iridescent blue gown left the dance floor near to where Darken was standing, grinning madly. Immediately, two other girls swooped down on her, grabbing each of her hands.


“And? And?”


The dancer’s grin became even wider, almost splitting her face. “He asked me!”


What followed was an insane amount of screeching and jumping up and down. Girls!


“Oh, gracious!” her friend in pink gushed. “So, you’re gonna sit at the third table, then. Just like Myra. You lucky duck! Now I only need Theodor to ask me! At times he can be such a blockhead …” They put their heads together, wildly discussing tactics, and hurried away.


The seating arrangement, yes. Darken sipped his wine. Besides the dancing and the prime’s grand entry tonight, which was one of the many Summerball traditions, the banquet tomorrow night was another highlight and at the same time, the culmination of the Summerball.


The seating arrangement was of the utmost importance as it reflected the current social status of the present members of the royal elite; the closer to the Prime’s family and their table at the head of the room, the better.


While hatching their plan, after much deliberation, they had finally decided to spring their little trap during the banquet. The banquet hall was much smaller than the ballroom and everybody would be sitting together, which would make it a whole lot easier to keep track of their suspects. The only hurdle was to make sure that they sat close enough to them during the dinner to make sure they didn’t miss their suspects’ reactions when the Bluetail Grand Theater was raided.


Despite her acute hearing, Alex had made it clear that she might not be able to listen in on a specific conversation in a room full of prattling people if she wasn’t at least within ten feet of the person. Stephane was confident that he could use his status to arrange for Alex to sit with the family at one of the best tables, despite her lack of pedigree, however, that would not guarantee that they would be close to the Sauniers, to Alistair Devilier, and Cassius Roukewood at the same time.


It was something they were still in the process of figuring out.


Stepping back from the low wall, Darken glided along the shadowy cloister. The music was muted out here and he felt as if he were floating along the outer side of a bubble, able to see the elevated society inside but separated from it by a thin, transparent wall. Story of his life.


Usually, he didn’t care. Today, when it separated him from Alex, it drove him near crazy.


His mindless wandering brought him to the entrance of the lounge area, where people gathered for a smoke, drinks, and a more quiet conversation while still being able to watch the action inside the ballroom through the wide-open doors.


At a table in the back, Henry Saunier was chain-smoking cigarettes and downing cognacs, discussing something with other politicians—from the way he was swaying when he gesticulated, already quite tipsy. If Henry stayed true to his reputation, he would pass out sometime soon.


Not too far from him, Stephane, clad in a pale doublet with gold ornamental thread stitched into a white shirt, was talking to Lady Ann Debayne-Gulberg, the sister of his fellow parliamentarian and friend Edward Debayne, all the while keeping an eye and ear on Senator Saunier.


A new song started. A moment later, Alex flew past the doors in the arms of a young buck with oiled blond hair who was staring at her with unconcealed reverence.


She was smiling back politely.


Darken paused and watched them. She was like a glowing silver moon among the other dancers, turning them into the stars that basked in her bright light.


The youngster’s hand was gradually sinking closer to her butt and from the slack-mouthed expression on his face he was close to having an erection. Darken growled softly, then caught a glance of Alex’s face and had to swallow a grin. Her mouth was still set in a polite smile but her eyes had turned a deep sapphire, an almost electric blue, and he’d wager that she would have loved nothing more than to rip the balls off the young groper and feed them to him. His beautiful, violent spider.


That Tristan Grimes was an idiot. Darken swirled his red wine and stared into the blood-red depths. The moron had her and he had left her. Not just that, he had hurt her. Deeply. Ever since Alex had told him about her ex-lover, Darken had fought against the overwhelming desire to track the man down and take him to task. They would have a nice long conversation. Perhaps a few bones would be broken. Darken had played out the confrontation in his head many, many times and each time it had turned out more and more … final. Oh, it was true, Alex didn’t need anybody to fight her battles for her, but he would kill the bastard nonetheless if he ever got the chance. And he would make sure that the pain would match the scars the man had left on Alex’s soul. She might act all devil-may-care, but she couldn’t completely hide the pain. Heart-pain. Soul-pain. A pain that haunted her like a ghost that simply refused to fade.


Alex and her adoring dance partner passed by once again.


“Divine, no?”


Darken froze. Hidden in the twilight of the cloister, he gently leaned around the corner of the lounge entrance. Not far from the opening, a group of men was huddled around a bar table, including Governor Shinner and none other than Senator Cassius Roukewood.


Like many of the bystanders, they were observing Alex and her obvious admirer.


“An enchanting lady, no doubt,” Lord Broncor, an overweight man with a known penchant for blondes, said. “And Stephane has all but hooked his claws into her.”


“You really have to envy the man,” said another lord whose name Darken didn’t know, wiping his round glasses on his sleeve. “A stunning young lady emerges into society and he claims her all for himself. She’s his protégée, I heard.”


“Protégée.” Shinner snorted. “Quite convenient to have protégée like that.”


“You don’t think …” The man with the glasses frowned. “Nah, Dubois is too much of a prude for that …”


“Well, if she was my protégée, I’d know exactly what I would do with her.” Broncor wiggled his eyebrows with a lewd grin, provoking laughter around the table.


“And she’s from the country,” Broncor continued, “It’s where they grow best. You know the saying: An innocent flower is the most satisfying to pluck. Ain’t that right, Cassius?” He nudged the senator’s arm and chuckled.


Roukewood didn’t reply but took a slow drag on his cigarette and watched Alex as she gracefully curtsied to her partner and walked over to a plump, pretty redhead.


Darken’s hands curled into fists. Heat surged through his body, filling him with a delicious, deep-seated hunger. It was the hunger for a kill. Death, his wicked bride, leaned against him, matching her invisible curves to his body and stroked him with phantom hands of desire.


His knuckles crunched.


Oh, it would be so easy to kill this drooling lot. He wouldn’t even need his magic for it.


Darken imagined himself peeling from the shadows. Broncor would die first, without them ever noticing his approach, his neck broken by one fast, vicious stroke. Before the rest of them could move, he would push over the table. Swipe a broken glass. Slash-slash. Two cut throats and a beautiful red artwork, perfected by the thick smell of hot blood and sweet, sweet panic.


And then Darken would take on Roukewood. He wouldn’t rush. He would let the man know what was coming.


Darken dwelt on that fantasy, letting the images nurture the desire inside him until the hunger became almost unbearable. So many ways to kill …


Crack!


The sound of breaking glass and a bout of sickness brought Darken back to his senses.


No! Darken blinked the red mist away and inhaled sharply. He couldn’t kill anyone. Not here. Not today.


But there was something he could do.


Handing his splintered wineglass to a flinching servant, Darken left the shadows and stepped out of the cloister into the ballroom.
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THE music faded out. People applauded politely.


Alex curtsied to her most recent “conquest” and left the dance floor as quickly as she could—before he had the chance to ask her for another round.


She returned to where Bonny was standing at a small bar table, snatched one of the fans that had been distributed on the tables and fanned herself, enjoying the subtle cooling draft on her face.


Sweet Jester, she was hot! If someone came over to ask her for the next dance, she’d turn him down. Even her feet deserved a break, didn’t they?


After having recovered from her first encounter with Senator Cassius Roukewood, Alex had spent the following hour shadowing Elizabeth and Henry Saunier, being forced to listen to the most boring political topics one could imagine, including a prolonged discussion about the possibilities of expanding the agricultural areas in the south of Arcadia. Snore!


While she’d forced herself to listen, in case something interesting came up, Alex had entertained herself by imagining the people around her naked. Since that had turned out to be way too gross, she’d imagined what would happen if she suddenly turned shaper on them. Oh, people would scream and run, a couple of women would faint. And then she would be dead, with a small black hole in her forehead, compliments of one of the sniper guards lurking in the boxes above the ballroom. But for one short moment, it would be such fun! Alex had been so bored, she’d seriously considered it just to put an end to her misery.


To think that she’d been glad when the dancing had finally started!


Stephane had taken over the job of watching the Sauniers and ever since Alex had barely had a chance to rest her feet. If only she’d turned down that first schmuck who’d come over to her shortly after the start of the dance. But noooo, she’d thought she’d do an obligatory round and would then be left in peace. Ah, the delusion!


The soles of her feet were literally on fire and Alex felt the overwhelming urge to slip out of her shoes, if only for a little moment, but Josy had warned her not to, otherwise she might not get back into them.


Henry Saunier left the lounge area—drunk as a skunk by the looks of it—and took his daughter for a jig. The girl looked rather annoyed but still tried to cut a fine figure. Shortly afterward, Stephane and Edalyne also took to the dance floor, swinging around the room, their eyes fixed on each other.


Right next to Alex, Bonny was talking a mile a minute. She might not be part of the “inner circle,” but she still seemed to know some gossip about each and every person in this room.


“… and Francis, the one in red at the dais, he had an affair with Nadeshda de Beliont last winter.” Bonny wrinkled her nose. “Oh, and Lady Maris over there, I heard she got liposuction. I do believe it’s true, actually. No diet can lead to such a profound weight loss in so short a time. Believe me, I tried them all …”


Alex made a noncommittal “I’m-listening” noise, and stopped listening, instead watching the couples smoothly flow from the waltz into a slow, elegant, formal court dance, hands matching, circling around each other.


She’d been surprised that these “old” dances were still being performed. But then again, this was court. They were fond of thrones. She really shouldn’t be surprised by anything at this point.


Luckily, Josy had shown her some of the basic moves, just as a precaution. It had already paid off.


Fanning herself some more, Alex observed the dancers. This is how it must have looked at court in ancient times as well; it was as if the music reached through the ages, blending past and present into one fluent image, like a loop in time.


The song faded out, hovering on the last sustained notes, and the couples sank into deep bows and curtsies, while the audience applauded.


Suddenly, Alex realized that Bonny had stopped talking. In fact, everyone around her had stopped talking. Alex raised her head to see if she’d missed something interesting.


All eyes were glued to a spot behind her.


Alex suppressed a sigh. Another one, huh?


She turned on her heel, the rejection already poised on her lips.


Darken smiled at her and bowed, one hand held out toward her, palm up.


“May I have this dance, my lady?”










CHAPTER SEVENTEEN










ALEX stared at Darken, too shocked to do anything else.


“Milady?” The deep, velvet sound of Darken’s voice made her entire body tingle.


Before Alex had time to recover, Darken had taken her hand and was hauling her toward the emptying dance floor. Alex’s mind and body snapped to attention. She tried to pull away, but Darken wouldn't let go.


“What are you doing?” Alex hissed through gritted teeth. She tried to yank her hand away from him again but his grip seemed to be made of iron. She could feel people’s eyes on them and realized she wouldn’t be able to get away without causing a scene that neither of them needed. “You’re gonna ruin everything!”


“Believe me,” Darken muttered back dryly. “I’m not ruining anything. Just speeding up the process.”


Speeding up the what? Alex had no clue what he was talking about. Only that he was playing an extremely dangerous game.


The dance floor loomed before them.


“Cut it out!” she insisted in one last attempt of reasonableness. “Everybody is already looking at us!”


Darken leaned over to her, his voice a low, intimate murmur. “They are looking because you are the most beautiful lady in attendance tonight.”


Oh, please! “I’m serious!” she snapped.


“So am I.”


Alex threw him a short glance. His face was completely solemn but his eyes were laughing at her. He was teasing her. Of course, he was.


The corner of his mouth twitched. “I would ask you to trust me, but since I already know that you don’t trust anybody …” He shrugged.


Asshole!


They had reached the middle of the dance floor. Darken finally let go of her hand and bowed deeply. Alex curtsied automatically as she had done so many times this evening already.


The music started, but instead of a vivid waltz or a stately court dance, it began with a fiery prelude: a mixture of a rhythmic piano and an exotic guitar, spiced by a sonorous female voice.


Mother’s mercy and Jester’s grace! Alex closed her eyes and swore inwardly.


It was a salesha, a blend of tango and classical court dances, wild, explosive, and passionate—a fucking hell of a dance!


Oh, she would kill Darken for putting her through this! Of course, he couldn’t have known that this would be the next dance. But that wasn’t the point. She would still kill him!


Clenching her teeth, Alex took one graceful step toward Darken and said with a wide, artificial smile stretching her lips: “I really hope you can lead.”


Darken reached out and gently pulled her closer to him, positioning her in the starting pose of the dance: with her back against his chest, one of his hands resting lightly on her right hip, the other on top of her left wrist.


His hot whisper touched her ear. “If you let me.”


Alex’s eyes widened. If—?


“Oh, you arrogant—”


The song’s main theme exploded from the speakers and Darken launched them into the dance, effectively cutting off her words.


For the space of a breath, Alex was slightly off-balance, both mentally and physically, then she felt Darken’s strong hands on her body, firm and reassuring, guiding her through the steps and she turned into hot wax in his grip, obeying the subtle cues and commands of his lead. She couldn’t have missed a step if she’d tried.


They performed a quick succession of aggressive steps and striking poses, the wild feral rhythm of the music reverberating in Alex’s blood. The salesha was a liquid flow of dominance and submission, of courtship and denial—every step a violent burst of passion meant to stir up a raging fire of desire.


Darken spun her and she matched his pace, light on the balls of her feet. The dance floor had become notably empty.


The music slowed and they circled each other in unison with the remaining couples, fingertips touching between their bodies, while their other hands stretched out to the side, fingers spread wide.


Darken’s gaze roamed over Alex’s body with distinct male appreciation. “You look divine. One would think you do this every other night.”


Alex smiled at him with the sweetest venom. “Sadly, I can’t say the same about you.”


Darken chuckled softly as he seized her hand and pulled her into a sharp twist, striking a dramatic pose.


“That’s the spider we all know and love. And now laugh.”


“What?”


“Laugh,” Darken repeated. “As if I’d said something delightful.”


“No idea what that could possibly b—Ouch!” He had dug his fingers into her back. Alex snarled and bared her teeth at him.


Darken nodded with approval. “There. That’s the spirit I’m looking for. Now, if you could just put that into laughing …”


Alex clenched her jaw. She had no clue what all this was supposed to achieve, but she still tilted her head back and let out a silvery laugh, all the while imagining kicking Darken’s shapely ass. Now, that would be delightful.


“Satisfied, my lord?”


“Absolutely. Though I don’t think I want to know what you were thinking about. Spin coming in three, two, one …” He flipped her around, so that she was pressed against his chest—sweet Jester but that man had a hard chest!—his hands gripping her upper arms. His breath stirred the fine hairs on her neck and a crazy part of Alex wished he would press his lips to the spot where her neck and shoulder joined.


Darken’s mouth grazed her ear again. “I bet that was hard for you.” She could almost hear the lazy smile in his voice.


Her hands curled into fists. “I’d really like to kick you now,” she muttered, “where it hurts the most.”


Darken let out a wolfish chuckle, bending them in tune with the music and then pulling her back to him. “That would definitely provoke some awkward gossip.”


Hah! As if his little show hadn’t already put the spotlight on them!


Copying the other women, Alex slid one leg up his thigh, twisting it around his waist, and arched her back.


Holding her tightly to him with one hand, Darken slowly ran his other hand down from her chin, along her neck, chest, and hip, his hot fingers leaving a trail of pleasant shivers tingling down her body. In Alex’s mind, he ripped open her dress, freeing her breasts and dipped his head, his lips tracing another burning trail along her skin. She almost moaned.


Darken’s hand slipped down her leg, cupped her knee and gave it a sharp push. Using the momentum, Alex twirled away from him, her hands raised above her head, then stopped and leaned toward him, crooking one finger in a taunting challenge, daring him to chase her—not sure if this was still part of the dance or if their little chase had subtly shifted into reality.


The music picked up and Darken stalked her across the dance floor, a gliding panther stalking his reluctant prey. When he reached for her, she put a hand on his chest, holding him off. His nostrils flared. They circled again, their eyes burning into each other. It was just the two of them and the wild, fervent rhythm of the music. For all Alex cared, they could have been the only two people left in the ballroom.


Darken suddenly grabbed her and they flew across the room, their step becoming faster and faster, as the music culminated toward its grand finale.


The song reached its climax and Darken brought them to a stop. He twirled Alex once, pushed her away, then caught her at the last moment and yanked her back to him. She ended up with both hands pressed against his chest.


The music stopped. 


Alex’s breath pounded in her ears. Their faces were so close, their lips were almost touching. She was vaguely aware of the applause surging through the ballroom.


They stared at each other, their hearts beating to the same rhythm in their chests.


A moment too late, they stepped away from each other.


Darken bowed. Alex made a small curtsy on unsteady legs. Her entire body was keyed up and shaking.


Darken put a light hand on her lower back and steered her off the dance floor. Alex was keenly aware of his hot skin through the sleek fabric of her dress. A tongue of heat licked the inner side of her thighs and she clenched her hands into tight fists. Sweet Jester, she was so aroused she could barely walk. She wanted to feel his skin on hers with nothing between them. She wanted his touch, real and firm, all over her body. She wanted to feel his weight upon her. Wanted him inside her. And she wanted it now!


They needed a place. An empty bathroom. A broom closet. She didn’t care how many bad clichés they fulfilled, as long as she could have him.


The pressure of Darken’s hand increased a little as he leaned over to her. “Now go back to the other women and wait.”


Wait? Alex blinked. Wait for what?


But Darken had already let go of her and vanished into the crowd. What the fuck? Alex craned her neck, trying to get a glimpse of him, but in the thick of the people around her, she may as well have been looking for a specific coin in a penny bank.


Damn him! Not even a ghost could move that fast!


Left with no other option, Alex did as Darken had suggested and made her way back over to the group of girls she’d spent most of the afternoon with.


Wait, my ass! Bastard could at least have told her what for!


Bonny was staring at her with huge eyes when she approached—and she wasn’t the only one. The girls’ expressions showed everything from shock and disgust to adoration and envy. Alex acted as if she didn’t notice.


“Alexandre!” Bonny gushed the moment Alex reached their table. “I had no idea you were such a proficient dancer!”


“His lordship is an excellent leader,” Alex said modestly, wishing he was here so she could strangle him. “I didn’t have much chance to mess up.” In fact, she doubted even a tone-deaf person with two left feet could have messed up that dance with Darken as their partner.


“Well, I could certainly see that!” Bonny fanned herself as if she’d been the one on the dance floor. “That was quite the show!”


For the next few songs, no one approached Alex—either because they considered her somehow tainted by the forfeit’s touch, or because they were afraid that after her performance with Darken they would inevitably come out looking like club-footed imbeciles. Whatever the reason, Alex was grateful for the reprieve. Occasionally, she would scan the room, but for some reason, Darken was playing least in sight.


Someone tapped her shoulder. Surprised, Alex swiveled on the spot. One of the servants in cream and jade livery bowed before her and held out a silver platter, on top of which rested a sealed white envelope.


“A message for you, lady.”


“For me?” Alex frowned and glanced around but nobody within sight gave any indication that they might be the mysterious sender.


Slightly hesitant, Alex contemplated the envelope, remembering very well the last time she’d received a message by letter and what had happened because of it—the kids almost being abducted outside the Pacified Zone and she ending up under Scarface’s little torture stick. On the other hand, this was the Royal Palace. If this letter contained any kind of physical or magical dangers, it would have raised the alarms.


Alex picked up the envelope.


The servant retreated with another bow.


The wax seal was silver and had been stamped with a two-headed eagle in front of an ivy leaf. As Alex began to break it, there was a small magic discharge, stinging her fingertips. She froze and held her breath, almost expecting to be blown to bits.


No explosion came. Instead, the silver wax melted and rolled down the paper like a blob of mercury. Alex caught it by reflex when it dropped off the edge. She raised her palm and found herself looking at a thumbnail-sized, tear-shaped crystal. Now, look at that. It probably wasn’t a diamond but it looked pretty damn close. What a pretty, pretty spell.


Finally intrigued, Alex opened the envelope and extracted a small card. It was made of thick paper with a satin finish and read in elegant calligraphy:




“But he who dares not touch the thorns, shall never hold the rose.”




Huh! Well, someone clearly thought he could dazzle an innocent country flower with corny poetry. Alex turned the card over and found another little note scribbled on the back:




“South balcony. Sixth floor. 7:30 p.m.”




Didn’t even bother to sign it, did he?

Alex checked the huge golden clock above the entrance. Quarter past seven.

“What’s that?” Bonny asked, curiously leaning over. Alex shrugged and held up the card, aware that others were also listening with pricked ears. “Someone asked me to meet them on one of the upper balconies. It’s not signed.”

“Ohhh, how exciting! A secret admirer perhaps?” Bonny reached over and plucked the card from Alex’s fingers. “South balcony on the sixth floor. That’s almost at the top of the building.” She clapped her hands in excitement. “It’s nearly half past. Aren’t you going?”


“Uhm, I’m not sure—”

“Oh, come on, Lexy!” Bonny glared at her. “You must be curious!”

Oh, she was curious alright. But since she had a good idea who had sent the card, Alex wasn’t quite so convinced that Bonny’s secret-admirer theory had any merit.

To the contrary. Had he noticed something? Perhaps even done a background check on her? Or, worse, had her brother blabbed? Was she already exposed and they wanted to corner her, away from the eyes of the crowd?

Cold worry pooled in the pit of Alex’s stomach replacing the heat that had burned there just moments ago.

“Go, Lexy.” Bonny handed the card back to her and gave Alex a slight push in the direction of the corridor that led to the machina ascendere. “Go, go, go.”

Well, she had to go. One way or another, she had to find out what this was about.

Keeping her smile firmly in place, Alex walked along the dance floor with what she hoped was a casual stroll, discreetly stuffing the little crystal into her bra.

The corridor that housed the elevation unit was expectedly deserted, as everyone was either dancing, watching the dancers, or socializing as if their petty lives depended on it.

Alex’s worry turned into full-blown dread, squeezing her body like an invisible web of steel cables. What if this was a trap? Were they waiting up there for her with armed guards, ready to collar her when she ambled into her supposed meeting?

Alex was so preoccupied, she didn’t pay any attention to her surroundings.

A hand shot out from an alcove and before she knew it she was pinned between a dark velvet-covered wall and a tall, hard body. Alex gasped.

Darken’s face peeled out of the darkness, its sharp, aristocratic plains cast in the shadows of the alcove.

He was so close, she could feel his hot breath on her mouth. Her entire body tingled, tightening in all the right places. He raised a finger to his lips and his mouth curved into that lazy, slightly insane, and absolutely irresistible smile that always sent her heart rate to dangerous heights. A rush of excitement shot through her body, fervent and liquid, making her giddy.

He must have felt it too, on the dance floor. How could he not have felt it?


Screw Roukewood and all these trueborns and their deceptions! At that moment, Alex didn’t care if she missed her appointment with the senator or whoever was waiting for her up there. Nothing mattered—if only she could have Darken.

Alex tipped her head back in anticipation of his lips, waiting for a kiss that never came.

Darken let her go and took a step back, still smiling this triumphant smile. He cocked his head to the side. “And? What did you get?”

It took Alex a long, confused moment to realize he was talking about the stupid envelope.

Something inside her deflated. Even if the alcove had collapsed on top of them, she couldn’t have felt more crushed.

This was all about Roukewood?

With a stiff movement of her hand, she held the card out to him, fighting against the disappointment that was surging over her in bitter waves.

Darken’s eyes skimmed over the message and he made a face. “Quite cheesy!”


“I’d say it’s rather romantic,” Alex said tartly, raising her chin. It was cheesy, alright, but Darken didn’t need to know that she agreed with him. The amused look in his eyes told her that he wasn’t buying what she was selling—not one little bit.


Insufferable prick!

Alex shifted a little, unsuccessfully trying to bring some distance between her and Darken in the small, sweltry space of the alcove.


The question burned in her mouth. But she wouldn’t ask. Wouldn’t. “How did you know?”

Darken looked up from the card. A small, crooked grin tugged at his lips. “I know the look of a man whose interest in a woman has been sparked. He was intrigued by you the moment he saw you in the cloister. I just made sure to sharpen that interest. And nothing sharpens such interest more than the appearance of a rival.”

Alex’s eyebrows arched upward. “So what, now I’m the prize in some stupid male rivalry?”

“If you want to perceive it that way.”

Well, wasn’t she feeling special?

Darken shrugged. “I know men like Roukewood. He’s a player. A man who likes the conquest. By dancing with you I turned you into a challenge I knew he wouldn’t able to resist. I made winning you his greatest triumph. He will chase you as long as he cannot have you.”

The last flicker of hope died inside Alex. So it had all been a game to fire up another man’s libido. She bit the inside of her lip, struggling to keep the disappointment from showing on her face.

Reaching for sass to cover up her wounded feelings, she crossed her arms in front of her chest. “Please, tell me that men are not that easy to predict.”

Darken gave her another silky shrug. “I’m afraid when it comes to a pretty woman, we are quite one-dimensional.” 

Of course!

“What if it’s a trap?” she asked.

“It’s not.”

“What if it is?”

Darken sighed in a way that indicated that she was making a completely unreasonable point. “I tell you, it is not a trap. But if it turns out to be one, you get to tell me ‘I told you so.’”

Great comfort if she ended up rotting in a cell—or worse, at the bottom of some dirty grave.

Darken peeked out into the corridor. “Coast is clear. You better get going. We wouldn’t want you to be late for your date.”


Alex rolled her eyes, slipped out of the alcove, and made a beeline for the machina ascendere, the magic-fueled platforms trueborns often used instead of elevators.


Angry tears pricked at her eyes. An act! The dance. The passion. Nothing but a stupid act.


And she had allowed herself to be fooled by it yet again. Alex pressed her lips together. She had been ready to throw herself at Darken—had been ready to risk their whole operation for a little nooky!—while Darken had been working on their scheme all along.


And the worst was that she couldn’t even be angry at him. He hadn’t done it to deceive her or jerk her around. No, the biggest accusation she could make, was that he had acted professionally and jumped upon an opportunity as it presented itself. If their roles were reversed, she would probably have done the same.


The thought didn’t make her feel less devastated.


Well, he could have told her his intent, right?


Alex angrily straightened her dress and smoothed her hair, before placing her hand on the magic panel in the wall that would call the machina ascendere.


Well, let this be a lesson to you, sugar! Just put him out of your fucking mind!


The problem was, that he was not only in her mind but also in her heart, and she wasn’t sure how to get him out of there without ripping it out as well.










CHAPTER EIGHTEEN










THE glossy black doors of the machina ascendere opened with a soft swishing sound.


Alex stepped off the round, translucent crystal platform and into a tiny, crescent-shaped room bare of any furniture, except for an abstract black-and-white painting—another example of artistic expression that Alex would never fully understand—and an armchair, apparently for people who wanted to spend some time in an empty room with an ugly picture. She had to be inside one of the palace towers.


A small door led out onto the balcony. Alex cautiously paused by the door and let her true skin rise beneath the surface of her human skin, gently unfurling her sensory threads and probing the outside area with her acute shaper senses. No response. If there was a battalion of armed guards waiting out there, they were keeping perfectly still and quiet as mice. Not that she’d put it past them. Oh well, if Darken was wrong, she would at least try to rub his nose in it before she died.


Ignoring the tense beat of her heart, Alex pushed the door open and emerged onto the wide balcony that curved around the circular tower. Pots of magnificent yellow and pink mimosas were scattered across the angular stones, as well as colorful bunches of rain lilies, glowing like little jewels beneath the already lit stone lanterns.


To Alex’s right, the lights of the city expanded past the horizon, like a sea of stars shining beneath an already purple sky that was fading to a deep dusk blue, ready to be swallowed by the night.


To her left, at the backside of the palace, vast cultured gardens claimed several acres of land before giving way to dark, majestic woods. The famous Royal Rose Gardens of Crona Palace. A huge maze, flanked by illuminated fountains, rose in the center of the garden, its entwined pathways between towering hedges currently dipped into a deep, eerie gloom. Above the gardens, a breathtaking sunset set fire to the sky with stripes of glowing yellow, orange, pink, red, purple, and violet—so intense, it seemed almost impossible that it could be real.


Alex paused for a second. It had to be one of the most beautiful views she’d ever seen in her life—and the last few weeks had treated her well in that regard. Then again, she’d also seen some of her worst, Alex reflected darkly.


Senator Roukewood was standing at the edge of the balcony that overlooked the gardens, his hands clasped loosely behind his back. She read no alarm in his posture. There was no one else in sight and she didn’t feel any deceitful vibrations, either. They were alone out here. Perhaps, Darken was right and this wasn’t an ambush.


Or it was a very clever one.


Alex quietly closed the tower door and approached Roukewood, still wary.


“Milord?”


He turned to her and smiled. “Ah, Lady de Nuy. I’m glad that you accepted my invitation.”


Hah! As if he’d expected otherwise. She’d bet he would have been most put out if she hadn’t appeared.


He indicated the parapet beside him. “I thought you might be interested in watching the Illuminum for the prime’s arrival. It is always a sight to behold, and I understand this is your first time.” He lowered his voice and, in a more confiding tone, said, “Most people go out into the gardens, but I daresay that you get the best view from up here.” He winked. “Personal tip.”


Alex’s eyes narrowed a little. Humble, aren’t we? Yet she forced a smile and walked over to him, throwing a casual glance over the parapet. Sure enough, far below people were streaming out of the palace onto a big terrace. From above, they reminded Alex of a gathering of bright, colorful bugs. 


Together they watched the congregation, while the sun slowly vanished behind the horizon. Out here, the heavy charge of the magic wards that surrounded the palace tingled over Alex’s skin like hundreds of invisible fingers. She suppressed the urge to rub her arms. If the senator had another secret agenda for this meeting, he didn’t seem in any hurry to reveal it.


“I trust you are enjoying your stay so far, my lady?” Roukewood turned his attention to her. “I believe this year they have put a particularly great effort into the decoration and presentation of the palace …”


“Oh, it’s most exciting,” Alex replied. About as exciting as rolling in a bed full of nails, waiting for one to pierce something vital. “The palace is beyond beautiful, my lord.”


“Cassius. Please.”


Well, wasn’t she honored?


“Cassius.” Alex let a little blush rise into her cheeks and gestured toward the view. “I’ve never been to a place quite so”—she searched for words—“… sublime.”


“Yes, I must admit that the Royal Palace is beyond compare,” Roukewood agreed. “I’m afraid my own castle cannot keep up with it, and neither can any other I’ve seen.”


“You have a castle, my lord?”


He waved a hand. “Castle would be an exaggeration … Summer residence. It has nowhere near the grandeur of this place, but it does have its perks. Anyway”—he waved his hand again and laughed softly—“we’re not here to talk about my possessions, are we?”


Alex wasn’t too sure about that.


The senator rested his hands on the parapet and she saw her chance.


“That is an extraordinary ring, my lord.” She nodded toward the ivy leaf-shaped gold ring he was wearing on his left middle finger.


His hand twitched a little. His fingers curled and he ran his thumb over the thick golden band, before holding it out for her to study.


“A family heirloom,” he said. “It … belonged to my father before he died. The ivy leaf has been the crest of my family for a long time, an homage to our ancestors who strengthened the bloodline and raised it into the ranks of the great royal dynasties of our time.” A pained smile flashed across his features. “It symbolizes … a lot to me.”


“I’m sorry, my lord,” Alex said dutifully. “I didn’t mean to stir painful memories.”


“Don’t be, lady. A lot of time has passed since then, but those wounds never really heal. We have to live with them our whole lives. They just become easier to bear.”


Alex found it hard to imagine the cold, calculating senator as the grief-stricken son weeping at his father’s grave, but people were rarely as one-dimensional as they appeared. In real life, it wasn’t either saint or sinner. In any case, it had been a good speech. 


Alex concentrated her senses on the rings, but with the strong magic of the wards saturating the air around them, it was hard to tell if they contained any magic themselves.


Before she could reach out to touch them, the now dark sky above the gardens exploded. It was a completely silent explosion of blinding white light, fed by heavy magic, that blossomed like a bursting star.


Alex jerked away from the parapet, about to seek cover, when she noted Roukewood hadn’t moved at all.


“It’s the Illuminum, my lady,” he said with a benign smile. “No need to worry.”


Feeling rather foolish, Alex returned to his side. She could hear the sound of applause coming from the other guests in the garden.


Roukewood leaned in closer, his lips almost touching her ear.


“Watch.”


When he pulled back, his fingers brushed against hers, almost as if by accident. Alex stiffened. Inside her, the spider snarled. She glanced at the senator but he just smiled and nodded at the sky.


Alex followed his gaze and forgot whatever she had been thinking. In the dark, the light was flaring again, accompanied by the high, operatic voice of a woman. It surged and fell like the tides, the wordless tones winding around each other, flowing and bending, while the night sky pulsed in time with the song, as if the music was breathing life into the stars themselves, which were now writing their stories upon the black velvet screen of the night.


It was like nothing Alex had ever witnessed before. The fireworks at the halfborn festivals seemed pitiful compared to this, all ghastly smells and deafening noise. This, on the other hand, was majestic and ethereal, magical in every sense of the word, and Alex felt herself being swept away by the emotions of the haunting song.


Finally, the last lights in the sky winked out, leaving behind a deep, awed silence.


Despite herself, Alex felt a thick lump in her throat.


“Impressive, isn’t it?” Roukewood’s soft voice broke the lingering silence, reminding her where she was. And with whom.


She swallowed.


“Milord, I’m … speechless.”


He let out a soft, self-satisfied chuckle. “Then I have achieved my goal, lady. I assume their majesties are entering the palace as we speak and after their reception, the dance will continue.” He paused, casting a slant-eyed glance at her. “I see you have a penchant for the dance, my lady? I couldn’t help but notice you on the dance floor … Color me impressed.”


It seemed like a casual comment, something that had just come to his mind, and if she hadn’t spoken to Darken, she would probably have dismissed it as idle interest. Now, however … now she noticed the sharp attention as he watched her out of the corner of his eye. Not just an idle question. Oh no.


Tread carefully, sugar.


“My great aunt sent me to a renowned dance school in my teens and I’ve developed quite a passion for it,” Alex said and then, deciding to push the subject, added, “But to be quite honest, my lord, when you have a good partner, it is rather hard for the woman to cut a poor figure.”


“Then you had the luck of having a lot of good partners this evening.”


“My lord, you flatter me.” But we both know exactly who I was talking about, sugar, don’t we?


As if reading her thoughts, Roukewood said, almost as if daring her to deny it, “I thought I saw you dancing with Darken Forfeit as well, yes? I wasn’t aware that the senator’s brother is such a keen dancer himself.”


Heh! Darken was right. It was chewing on him. Well, she’d give him a bit more to chew on.


“Neither was I,” Alex said. “I’ve never seen him dance before. But when asked me … well, he is the son of my benefactor. It would have been rather rude to decline.”


One of Roukewood’s eyebrows arched in surprise. “So it does not bother you at all? Considering … what he is?”

Alex shrugged one bare shoulder, registering how his attention fixed on the movement. “I know people say a lot about his kind, but he has never treated me with anything but perfect courtesy.”


Roukewood cleared his throat. “Forgive me for being frank yet again, but … men sometimes do a lot of things to conceal their … true intentions”—Yeah, you would know, wouldn’t you?—“and with a lady as, excuse the term, inexperienced as yourself …”


The insult to Darken burned in her chest, but Alex let her anger out with a gentle, unconcerned laugh. “Why, my lord, you almost sound concerned about my virtues.”


A small hungry spark flashed in his eyes, before he quickly covered it, but Alex saw it nonetheless.


Oh, Rookie, you sleek bastard, you!


He put a hand to his chest, an expression of perfect dismay on his face. “Any noble-minded man in my place would doubtlessly concur.”


He was good. Alex smiled. “I appreciate your concern, but I assume you didn’t invite me up here just to talk about Lord Dubois’ brother, did you?”


“Indeed, I did not.” Roukewood clasped his hands behind his back again. “To be quite honest with you, I was wondering if you already have a seating partner for the banquet tomorrow night? I would assume that a lady like you is swamped with invitations, no doubt?”


Alex tried to hide her surprise. So this was what this was all about? The pecking order at the big dinner? Now, that came as a surprise. A surprise, but a welcome one. She could almost hear Stephane cheering her on. They had been racking their brains over how they were going to get close to Roukewood and their other suspects for the dinner and now he was inviting her? This was a chance in a thousand. She had to do this right.


Alex quickly went through her options and decided to play dumb.


“Oh, I did get a few requests,” she told him lightly, making sure that it sounded as if she was just too humble to admit how many. Couldn’t hurt to have him think that she could have her fair pick—and, in fact, she had already received a good number of invitations today. “But I haven’t made up my mind yet. Just between us, I’m not sure how to choose when it means I would have to decline the other invites …”


“I’ll make it easy for you then. You’ll decline them all. Instead, you shall sit with me … at the prime’s table of honor.”


“With—? Milord!” Alex made huge eyes at him. “That’s—That would be too much of an honor. I’m way too far below your station. I cannot possibly accept.”


Roukewood frowned a little. Not used to being made sweat. “Please, allow me the liberty.”


“I am flattered, but I still must decline, unless, of course, you insist …”


“In that case, I do.”


“Well, then, I suppose I don’t have much of a choice, do I?”

He smiled but it had a slightly threatening edge to it. “No, you don’t, my dear.”

“In that case, I would be most honored to accept your request.”

“The honor is all mine, lady.” Roukewood bowed. “I will relay your decision to the steward and make sure they register you for the right seat.”

Not taking any chances, huh?


He checked his horanium iactari. “Alas, it’s almost time for the prime and prima’s grand entry. We should take our assigned positions for the toast.”


He held out his arm and Alex placed her hand on it. Side by side, they strolled back to the tower, past the vacuous painting—“It’s almost a shame, isn’t it, to put a Rivera in such a remote location,” Roukewood said with a pitiful glance at the painting—and into the machina ascendere.


When they reached the ground corridor, Senator Roukewood took Alex’s hand and kissed it, his lips lingering on her skin for far longer than necessary. “It’s been a pleasure, lady, to share this experience with you. I’m looking forward to continuing our acquaintance.”


So am I, bastard, Alex thought as she watched him strut away, that smug, self-satisfied smile still on his face. So am I.


She moved her shoulders, trying to shake off the invasive feeling of his touch and failing.


Great! Darken had been right. Now he would be more insufferable than ever.
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WHEN Alex left the corridor and came into the ballroom, she stepped into what could only be called “controlled chaos.” Lords and ladies were running to and fro, trying to get to their positions. Servants were instructing people, pointing them in the right directions, checking cards, and, in between, trying not to get trampled by the masses that had suddenly begun to move, like a bear who had woken from hibernation and could smell honey.


“Lexy!”


Alex searched for the source of the call.


“Lexy!” Bonny waved at her and squeezed herself through a gap between two lords running in opposite directions. She caught her breath. Her cheeks were flushed, almost matching her hair in color. “Lexy, there you are. Spill! Who was it and what did he want?”


Alex didn’t see a point in lying. Tomorrow, people would know anyway.


“It was Senator Roukewood. His lordship invited me to sit with him during the banquet tomorrow.”


Bonny’s jaw dropped. “Good gracious!” She clutched Alex’s arm. “No way! How—”


A brassy fanfare blared through the hall, drowning out her words. Bony squealed, clutching Alex’s arm even tighter, her fingers digging painfully into her skin.


“He’s coming! The prime is coming!” She fanned her face. “How do I look?”


Alex raised a teasing eyebrow. “Don’t you think he’s a bit old for you? Not to mention married …”


“Oh, you!” Bony playfully slapped her arm, blushing even deeper. “It’s not like that. It’s just … he’s a legend.”


Darken materialized beside them. He gave Bonny a polite nod, who seemed to be on the verge of fainting, then turned to Alex.


“Lady de Nuy, you are to stand with my family for the toast. The boxes assigned the senators and their families are upstairs. My brother asked me to escort you.”


A second fanfare sounded. Bonny jumped.


“Ohhh, I also need to get to my position!” She waved to the end of the ballroom close to the doors where people were lining up in two rows to welcome the prime and his wife. “But you must tell me everything later,” she called over her shoulder as she scurried away, “and don’t you dare omit any of the saucy details.” She vanished in the flowing crowd, leaving Alex with Darken.


Now it was Darken’s eyebrow that curved upward. “Saucy details?”


Alex gave him a withering glance. “She thinks I’ve been meeting a secret admirer.” Which, apparently, wasn’t that far from the truth. “Don’t we have somewhere to be?”


“Of course.” Darken performed a mocking bow. “This way, milady.”


He guided her up a flight of red-carpeted stairs into a corridor lined with curtain-covered doorways that led to the boxes. Around them, people were filing into their assigned spaces.


“So,” Darken murmured softly, “since you’re still in once piece I assume it was not an ambush?”


Funny, aren’t we, Mr. Trueborn?


Alex gritted her teeth. She really didn’t want to confirm his theory but there was no way she would be able to keep this from him, either. She sighed. “He asked me to be his seating partner for the banquet tomorrow. At the prime’s table of honor.”


Darken blinked in surprise. “Did he, now?” His lips slowly curved into a lazy smile. “Didn’t I tell you it would work?”


“Could you possibly gloat a bit more?”


“I could.”


Prick!


Alex rolled her eyes. “Well, don’t be so smug about it. This could have gone hellishly wrong, too.”


“No, it couldn’t.”


Ah, the arrogance! If smugness had a face it would be that of Darken Dubois-Léclaire.


He shrugged. “It was rather obvious he was smitten.”


“Smitten’s all fine and dandy,” Alex muttered as they neared the end of the corridor; the boxes that had to be closest to the thrones. “But now I’ll be forced to sit beside him during an entire dinner and make conversation. What exactly am I going to talk about?”


Darken shrugged again. “Just charm him into telling you all his secrets.”


Alex bared her teeth at him. “In case you haven’t noticed—I’m not really the charming kind of woman.”


“That hasn’t escaped my notice.”


Alex opened her mouth to tell him to go screw himself when Darken stopped at a doorway and held the heavy purple curtain aside for her.


As she entered, Alex caught a glimpse of a group of servants coming down the corridor in single file, each carrying an empty tray and taking their position in front of the doors.


The box was indeed like in a theater: a little room to mingle; a row of plush chairs facing toward the ballroom; a slim wooden bar for snacks and drinks attached to the curved banister.


The others were already there: Stephane and Edalyne, Tyler, her Priggishness Heloise, and, last but not least, Josy.


The girl grinned at her, making a discreet thumbs up sign behind her grandmother’s back. Alex winked at her.


An excited buzz filled the ballroom. Down below, people had lined up in two rows, forming a human aisle that led from the doors toward the thrones at the back of the ballroom. A few stragglers were still hurrying to take their places in the lane.


An older servant with a tight gray bun and a no-nonsense attitude poked her head into the box. “My lords. Ladies. How many drinks will be required?”


“Six,” Edalyne said sharply with a pointed look at Josy, who’s mouth had started to open. The girl closed her mouth with a snap, looking sullen. Alex bit back a grin.


The servant nodded. “My pleasure.” She vanished.


Darken made his way over to Stephane, whispering something into his ear. Alex hastened to join them, just to make sure she wouldn’t end up anywhere near the old shrew. Come to think of it, she’d rather not stand beside Tyler, either.


“… has caught his eye, it would appear,” Darken was just saying, so quietly, she only heard it because of her sharp shaper senses. “It will also be a slap in your face, brother. People consider her ‘your discovery’ and everybody will understand that Roukewood is thumbing his nose at you when he presents her as his companion for the banquet.”


Stephane nodded with a grim expression. “I can suffer a little humiliation as long as it helps us unravel this conspiracy.” He frowned. “However, I better prepare a statement in response, to keep the political repercussions at a minimum. Perhaps a rather benevolent approach …”


He fell silent because another servant had entered the box. His tray held six small, delicate glasses containing a slug of a clear, blue-tinted liquid.


“Spiced elder spirit,” Stephane said as he noticed Alex’s inquiring expression. “The traditional drink for the welcoming toast. Dates way back to ancient times when the first warrior clans of the continent allegedly welcomed their chiefs after a victorious battle over their enemies. As you can see,” his mouth twisted into a thin, sardonic smile, “we are an awfully conventional lot.”


Tell me about it!


The servant walked through the box, handing each of them a glass. Alex accepted hers with a nod and reluctantly sniffed the content. The strong, biting fumes of alcohol immediately prickled the inside of her nostrils, eliciting a shudder from her. Most prominent was the characteristically treacly-sweet and yet tangy smell of the elderflower. And what else was that? Green pepper? Oh well, she already knew this wasn’t ever going to be her poison of choice.


When the servant turned to Stephane with the last glass, somehow his foot caught on a chair, and he stumbled. He wobbled almost comically as he tried to regain his balance, failed, and the precious liquid splashed all over the front of Stephane’s gold-and-white silk doublet.


Silence filled the box. The servant, who had managed to salvage the glass on the tray, turned white as a sheet.


“M-my lord!” He gasped and rushed forward, hands in the air as though he was about to touch Stephane, then realizing how inappropriate that would be, he froze. “I-I’m exceptionally sorry, my lord!” From the look on his face, he was expecting to be executed on the spot.


Stephane, who had started dabbing at his doublet with a handkerchief, registered the servant’s distress and waved a lenient hand. “No harm done, son. Just get me a new one. Quickly.”


The servant blinked. “Of—of course, sir. Immediately!”


From the other side of the box, Heloise shook her head, her thin lips pressed together in a harsh line. She wouldn’t have been so generous, that much was certain.


With shaking fingers, the servant set the glass down on the wooden snack bar below the banister, reached for a small flask inside his coat, and refilled the glass with a generous portion—probably to make up for the previous blunder. After that, and with a few more apologetic mumbles, he bowed and left as fast as he could without actually running.


Poor fellow, Alex thought as she watched him leave. She just hoped he didn’t lose his job because of such a minor incident.


Another fanfare boomed through the ballroom, this one even more elaborate than the ones before; a heralding trumpet that was joined by another and another, until a clarion chorus of trumpets filled the hall.


A loud, hilariously squeezed voice called everyone to attention: “Please rise for his Majesty, Prime Gerald Michel ante Alain ante Léopold Beauchamp-Mareille, his exalted grace, Lord of Zeshire and Voulante, General of Arcadia’s Armed Forces honorably discharged, and Sworn Protector of the Republic. And for her Majesty, Prima Genevra Madelaine Therese Beauchamp-Mareille, royal consort and bearer of the Laurel Sash for charitable achievements.”


Almost in unison, the occupants of the boxes stepped forward to the banisters, while the people in the rows below straightened up to get a better view of the prime’s entry. All heads turned toward the ballroom doors. An expectant hush fell over the gathering.


Alex found herself sandwiched between Stephane and Darken. With a little grimace, she shifted a little closer to the banister, drew a small breath—and froze. Her hackles rose to the ceiling.


Slightly confused, Alex leaned forward and inhaled again through her nose. Her skin crawled and the spider hissed, baring its teeth inside her core.


On top of the intensive-sweet elder note of the drink in her hand, there was something else. Something … wrong!


Her eyes fell to Stephane’s glass, which was still on the wooden bar below the banister. Her pupils contracted as her true skin shot upward and she caught the slightest hint of a milky sheen within the liquid, while her instincts were screaming bad, bad, bad.


Shit! Poison! There had to be some kind of poison in Stephane’s drink!


The crier’s voice boomed through the room again. “Raise your glass for the toast!”


At the door, Alex vaguely noticed the prime, as golden and handsome as on TV, and the prima accepting glasses of their own and holding them out in front of them.


Throughout the room, the guests mirrored them.


Stephane reached for his glass. Without thinking, Alex quickly bent over and pretended to wipe a few more speckles of the spilled drink off his sleeve with her right hand, while her other hand exchanged the two glasses behind the banister with shaper speed. The movement took less than a second. Stephane gave her a slightly bewildered look but she just shrugged and smiled blandly, raising the glass in her hand. He picked up his own—or better her—glass from the wooden bar, and also held it out.


Alex’s eyes fluttered through the room, while her pulse beat in her ears, darting from one face below to the other. Her mind was racing like a panicked rabbit. Was someone down there watching right now to make sure Stephane drank his spiked drink? Would they get suspicious if someone in their box didn’t drink?


She hovered at the edge of a gaping chasm with options flowing before her like treacherous bridges, one less solid than the next. Spill the drink and put who might be watching on alert, or drink and hope she didn’t do anything stupid? Ah well, she was a shaper. She could hold her poison. A little sip wouldn’t kill her. And she might even be able to identify the substance.


The prime raised his glass higher, beaming widely at the royal gathering.


“Prosito!” he boomed.


“Prosito!” The answer thundered through the ballroom, coming from hundreds of throats.


Everywhere people tilted their heads and knocked back their liquor.


Alex hesitated only for a heartbeat. Ah, to hell with it! She brought the glass to her lips and took a small sip. The chilled liquid dribbled over her tongue. The first sensation was the tart sweetness of the elderflower, followed by the sharp bite of alcohol. She felt its liquid fire burning all the way down her throat to her stomach. However, she didn’t detect anything odd about the taste. Could she have been wrong?


Alex lowered her glass and scanned the crowd. People were cheering as the prime and prima made their way through the human aisle toward the thrones. Prime Gerald smiled and waved and even shook a couple of hands. Alex rolled her eyes. Stage hog. At least he didn’t stop to hand out autographs.


Alex put her glass down on the wooden bar below the banister and solicitously joined the applause, while her tongue traced the backside of her teeth, trying to get another taste of the liquid. The majesties reached the podium and sat on their thrones. Prime Gerald had to be using some kind of hidden magic micro-gadget, because his voice seemed to come from all directions at once, ringing through the hall, loud and clear. “My dear lords and ladies. Welcome! Welcome to our traditional Summerball. As always we’re honored …”


Alex stopped listening to the prime’s no doubt bombastic speech and returned to checking the audience, her body still brimming with tension. She could almost feel someone’s eyes upon them. Her true skin itched. Well, if she was right and there had been poison in Stephane’s drink, whoever was behind this, was in for a hell of a surprise. Though, whatever the stuff was, it didn’t seem to be so very—


A sudden pain seared through Alex’s insides like a red hot knife slashing her guts. She could barely stifle a gasp. Her hands grabbed the wooden bar. What the—


The room started to move around her. Strong nausea clamped her stomach, making her dizzy. Alex took small shallow breaths through her mouth, her fingers digging into the wood as she fought to keep upright.


Stephane leaned over to her and said something. She saw his lips moving, but the only thing she heard was her own breath rattling in her ears.


His face blurred. Alex blinked. A cold sweat broke out on her skin.


Mother’s mercy and Jester’s grace! Whatever this stuff was, it packed a lot more of a punch than she’d expected and her body was switching straight into fight mode. Heat was flooding her skin from the inside, pulsing through her limbs. She needed to get to her room. Now. Before her body’s immune response sent her into immediate emergency shutdown.


The audience was applauding again, Alex could see the waving movement through an opaque mist in front of her eyes.


Clenching her teeth and forcing every bit of her remaining strength into her muscles, Alex stepped away from the banister, out of sight of the ballroom, and took a step toward the box door. The effort almost made her vomit.


She took another step.


The world was spinning around her in sickening arches. She swayed.


Another step.


The ground sagged beneath her feet. Alex blink-blink-blinked. Had … to get … to her … room …


She made it as far as the curtain before her legs gave out. A warm hand caught her and supported her as her body folded onto the floor. Then, suddenly, Darken’s face was right in front of her, his dark eyes pulsing with crimson worry.


“What’s wrong?”


Alex wanted to reach up and kiss the worry from his face but she couldn’t move a limb. Her body was on fire. The room kept spinning faster and faster, a maelstrom trying to pull her under. Alex concentrated on Darken’s face in the sickening vortex. On the most important message.


“Poison,” she croaked. “Body … is fighting … need … time …”


Alex wanted to say more but the pain tore through her vocal cords and hooked its teeth into her brain. The world faded. She felt herself being lifted into strong arms, before everything went black and she surrendered to the relief of oblivion.










CHAPTER NINETEEN










COMING around was like breaking through the surface of a river made of stale, sticky honey. The first thing Alex became aware of were the muted voices of people talking close by, but her ears seemed to be clogged and she couldn’t make out the words.


She tried to raise her head and found she couldn’t. Her arms wouldn’t move either. Panic slammed into her and she buckled, fighting against the paralysis in her body. A cold, hard ribbon dug into her throat and squeezed, slowly suffocating her. Alex gasped for air and struggled even harder.


A horrified shriek sounded nearby.


“Stop! It’s okay, Alex! It’s alright! Stop struggling!”


The light tap of small feet on carpet and a blurred face popped into Alex’s view, turning into a pale oval with wide honey brown eyes, framed by long, dark curls—Josy! Alex’s panic eased a notch but she still couldn’t quite relax.


“Everything is okay, Alex.” The girl held her down by the shoulders as easily as if she were a little child. “You’re safe. It’s fine. Just hold still for a minute. I’ll unbuckle you.”


Unbuckle?


Josy’s head vanished. Alex lay flat on her back, wheezing and curbing the instinctual urge to fight against the pressure on her throat for all she was worth.


Small hands fumbled around her left wrist and suddenly her arm was free. The other followed. Then Josy bent toward her neck. “Just another second.” The pressure vanished and Josy stepped back holding a … dog’s collar and leash?


The girl blushed and bit her lip. “I’m sorry. But you went spider on us several times throughout the night and we didn’t know how else to keep you put without endangering ourselves. The palace doesn’t exactly offer many options …”


“It’s okay.” Alex winced at the hoarse sound of her voice. Her throat felt as if she’d attempted to swallow steel wool. She tried to push herself up into a sitting position and Josy hastened to help her, propping pillows up behind her back. As far as Alex could tell, she was inside her suite in the palace. Bright daylight was streaming in through the sheer silk curtains. At the foot of the bed, Stephane and Edalyne’s tense faces were looking back at her.


Before Alex could say anything, the door to the adjourning room that was occupied by Darken, flew open and Darken rushed inside. His dark hair was a disheveled mess and his black silk shirt was wrinkled, yet he still looked so drop-dead handsome that Alex completely lost her train of thought. She blinked. The poison was probably still fucking with her system.


Three long steps and he was beside the bed. For a second, Alex thought he might reach for her but instead, he just crossed his muscular forearms in front of his chest. “How are you feeling?” Huskiness tinged his voice, perhaps from a lack of sleep.


“Like shit!” Alex croaked. “The service here sucks! I think I’ll make a complaint.”


Darken chuckled softly and shook his head, telling her wordlessly that she was impossible.


Oh, you have no idea, your Truebornness.


He raked a hand through his tousled hair and sighed. “Do you have any idea how much you scared me?” he asked. “All of us, actually.”


“Scared myself pretty badly as well,” Alex admitted meekly. “How bad was it?”


“Horrible,” Josy said with huge eyes. “When Darken brought you here, you went into convulsions. There was nothing I could do. You were completely unresponsive. Except that you tried to bite me at least twice.”


Alex flinched. “Sorry.” She ran her tongue along her cracked lips. “Any chance I could get some water? And perhaps a headache pill or two?” Not that they would help much, but it was worth a try.


“Of course.” Josy hopped down from her perch on a chair’s armrest and scudded over to the mini-bar. A moment later, a glass of water was pushed into Alex’s hand. She chugged it down gratefully and held it out for a refill.


Stephane came to stand beside his brother, a glowing sun beside Darken’s shadow-filled night. His face was so tight it could have been carved from ice and Alex had the feeling he was struggling to stay calm. He glanced at his daughter who reluctantly gave a small nod.


“Alex,” he said, “if you’re feeling up to it—can you tell us what exactly happened last night in the box?”


Alex nodded. She put the glass on her bed stand and gathered her thoughts, then told them everything: about her observations, about her instinctual gut reaction regarding the content of Stephane’s glass, and her resulting suspicion that there was poison inside the drink.


Stephane cursed viciously and started pacing around the room. “We already figured it was something like that,” he growled.


Darken just stood motionless, eyes pulsing with a deadly fire.


Alex went on to report how she’d quickly switched the glasses during the commotion of the prime’s arrival and how she’d decided to drink—


Darken raised both hands. “Just let me make this clear,” he squeezed through gritted teeth. “You suspected that there was poison inside my brother’s drink and your first impulse was to drink it?”


Of course, it sounded bad when he put it that way.


Alex glowered at him. “It wasn’t like I had time to make a situation analysis and explore all the options! We’re talking about a split-second decision here. I feared someone might get suspicious if one of our party didn’t drink. Maybe even do a background check on me if they suspected that I had noticed something. So, I figured taking a sip would be the best course of action.”


Darken swore with an obscene creativity that made even his brother flinch. “You’re the only goddam person in the world who would actually think that drinking poison could be the best course of action in any kind of situation!”


Oh, because he always made such reasonable and risk-free decisions—like pitching cars from highway bridges, for example!


“I survived,” Alex snapped. “So don’t make a big deal of it!”


“You could have died, you fool!” Darken shouted.


“But I didn’t!” Alex felt the ridiculous urge to cry. She knew it was a side effect of the poison still remaining in her system but it only made her angrier. She immediately regretted screaming when her skull started to throb like a fresh wound and a wave of queasiness rippled through her stomach.


Josy coughed softly. “From a medical point of view, I don’t recommend—”


Darken raised one hand, stopping her, while the other pinched the bridge of his nose. “Just—stay out of this, darling.”


His niece hesitated, obviously torn, but finally sank back into her chair.


As quickly as it had come, Alex felt the fight seep out of her, leaving only tiredness behind. She just wanted to close her eyes and drift away but everybody kept looking at her as if she owed them an explanation. Well, perhaps she had acted a little … rashly.


“Look,” she said, rubbing her face, “I’m a shaper. We’re immune to most kinds of poison. Sure, we might experience some pain and maybe dizziness but our system normally burns through it quickly and without any major consequences. I honestly didn’t think it would do me any harm if I only took a small sip. It was … a miscalculation.”


Darken opened his mouth as if he was about to yell at her again but then paused. His head tilted to the side and a sudden glint filled his eyes. “Did you just admit that you made a mistake?”


Oh, for the love of—


“Guess that’s one way to interpret my words. Suit yourself!”


And there he was again, Mr. Smug! At least he wasn’t yelling anymore. At the moment, her head just couldn’t take it.


Stephane returned to the bed. “After saving my children, now you’ve saved my life, too,” he said. “I don’t know how we can ever repay you. My family owes you more than ever.”


“Ah, don’t mention it, sugar.” Alex weakly waved a hand. “You would have been dead. For me it’s just a terrible hangover.”


And the hangover symptoms were getting worse by the minute. Her head was pounding and her stomach was twisting into knots. She would need something to eat. Preferably something salty and greasy. And tons of water.


Alex took another sip from her glass and—The glass! Her head snapped up and she had to swallow down the bile that rose in response to the quick movement.


“Did anyone take the glass from the box?”


Darken’s face turned grim, all carved angles sheathed in silky fury. “It all happened so fast. After I’d brought you to your room and returned to the box, the glasses had already been cleared and brought to the kitchen. It was impossible to identify the right one.”


Damn!


“What about the servant?”


If possible, Darken’s face turned even colder. “Dorian Phelps.” His voice was clipped. “Sometimes works as a temp at large events in the palace. He left right after the toast last night, claiming to feel ill. Hasn’t come today, either.”


Yeah, she’d be sick, too, if she’d tried to murder a member of the royal elite.


“Belaris is on it,” Darken said, then glanced at his brother. “They’ve grown bold trying to assassinate you inside the palace. Or desperate. Maybe we’re closer on their heels than we thought. It seems your allusions are having the desired effect.”


It had been decided that Stephane should drop some carefully phrased remarks about his investigations at suitable points during his conversations. A cautious comment in the right place was certain to be relayed to their suspects and nervous people were inclined to make mistakes …


Edalyne, who had been very quiet so far, joined her husband at Alex’s bedside. She looked ghastly pale. “How could anybody have brought poison into the palace in the first place? It shouldn’t be possible!”


“And how did they think they would get away with it?” Stephane growled, reminding Alex once again of an infuriated lion ready to tear into someone’s flesh. “If I had died shortly after the toast, it would have been foolish to assume that nobody would have made the connection. Especially since Mr. Phelps did such a marvelous job of pouring a drink especially for me.”


“I’m not so sure about that.” Alex massaged her temples, trying to concentrate despite her growing headache. “My body reacts differently to poisons than that of a normal human. As I said, for us it's more of an allergic reaction of sorts. If my system detects an intruding agent, it immediately tackles the problem head-on. The poison is rapidly absorbed and fought off—like a systemic emergency flush out.” She had a vague memory of Rachel sitting beside her bed and explaining all this to her with the same words. And then she’d held Alex’s hair, while Alex had vomited her heart out. Oh, Rachel, what would you say if you could see me now? Probably the same things as Darken had said.


Alex grimaced and forced herself to concentrate on the here and now. “If the poison is strong, my body will draw all available resources into the fight and reduce everything that is not necessary for survival, like, you know, consciousness and stuff.” She hiked her shoulders. “A normal human body wouldn’t necessarily be affected in the same way. The drink could only have contained a very small dose of poison, and even if the poison was strong, I suspect that it would have taken much longer for it to inflict its devastating effects on a human body. Maybe hours.” She faced Stephane. “You might have felt a bit unwell to begin with but you probably wouldn’t have thought much of it. The real impact would have hit sometime during the night and the symptoms would likely have resembled that of a heart attack. People would probably have attributed your death to all the stress or something.” While she spoke a few of the puzzle pieces clicked into place. “A doctor would probably not have seen the need for further examinations and even if they had done a post-mortem, I doubt that they would have found anything.” Alex paused, gathering her thoughts for the conclusion she’d drawn. “My body couldn’t identify the poison but from my reaction, I would surmise that it was shaper poison.”


Edalyne and Josy both sucked in a sharp breath. Stephane’s knuckles turned a stark white. A blood-red sheen rolled over Darken’s irises.


“Shaper poison?” Edalyne whispered, her face ashen.


Alex saw the question gleaming in Darken’s eyes and slightly shook her head. Her own venom wouldn’t have triggered her body’s defense mechanisms. No, this wasn’t a batch from her “donation” to the Duke. This was something else.


“This would also answer the question of how it could have been brought into the palace,” Alex added. “Shaper poison doesn’t trigger the magic scanners, I think we established that when I walked through the entrance controls without causing any alarms to go off.”


“There is another possibility that we haven’t considered yet,” Josy said quietly. “The poison could have been extracted after entering the palace.” She knotted her fingers together in front of her chest. “There could be another shaper in the palace.”


Stephane opened his mouth. “That’s—”


“Impossible?” Alex asked. “As impossible as my being here?” She laughed without any humor and shook her head. “At this point, I don’t think we can rule out any possibility.”


Ignoring her revolting stomach, she swung her legs over the edge of the bed, without considering what she might or might not be wearing below her waist. Turned out she was wearing a gray satin nighty that reached down to her knees. No one commented. Apparently, they had reached a point where nobody thought it strange to be stuck together in a room while she was wearing nightwear. What she also noted was her own unpleasant smell. Getting rid of the poison, she must have sweated the hell out of her body last night. She wondered if she could discreetly suggest that someone open a window. Then again, there were more pressing issues at hand.


Alex shoved a strand of hair behind her ear. “So, what’s going on right now?”


Darken leaned against the bedpost. “It’s just past ten. A breakfast buffet is being served on the terrace. Our mother is flying the family flag and keeping Tyler in line. When people asked last night, we told them that you were feeling unwell and had retired early.”


Alex nodded. “That’s good. But I should make an appearance as soon as possible.”


“Wait a minute!” Edalyne pushed to the front, looking between them. “You can’t be serious about going on with this scheme?” She swiveled around to her husband. “Someone tried to murder you, darling!”


“We have to,” Alex said although all she wanted was to close her eyes and sleep for a week straight. “If we don’t, whoever is behind this will likely figure out that we know about the poison and they will wonder how in the Jester’s name that is possible. If they make inquiries it’s only a question of time before they realize that I am the odd one out in this equation and then our goose will be as good as cooked. But if we carry on as if nothing has happened, they will hopefully assume that something went wrong with their assault. My being unwell for the evening might not strike anybody as odd, but if I remain ‘ill’ they might suspect that it was I who drank the poison. And if I do not die soon after …”


“I hate to say it, but Alex is right,” Stephane cut in. “If we don’t want to risk giving ourselves away, we must keep the ball rolling. Plus, we won’t get another opportunity like this.” He took his wife’s hands in his, rubbing his thumbs over her slender fingers. “This wasn’t the first attempt on my life, darling, and it won’t be the last. It’s part of the job. We can’t let Alex’s sacrifice be in vain. And that means we all have to go out there and smile and pretend that nothing has happened.”


Edalyne huffed but it was Josy who fiercely shook her head. “No, Alex can’t go out there. She’s just recovering from severe poisoning. She needs bed rest and—”


“I’m okay,” Alex interrupted. “What I really need is a big hangover breakfast. It will get me back on my feet faster than anything else.”


The girl stubbornly clenched her jaw. “What if there truly is another shaper out there?”


“Then it’s all the more reason for me to be there, too. I’m the one who is most likely to identify that person.”


Edalyne wrapped her hands around Stephane’s arm. “This is madness, darling, you hear me? What about our daughter? We need to get her out of here, at the very least. I cannot bear her being in danger …”


“But, Mom—!”


“Shush! I won’t hear any of it, Josepha!”


“If you send her home now, everybody will know that something is wrong,” Darken said matter-of-factly. “If we decide to keep going, she has to stay as well.”


“I agree, unfortunately,” Stephane said, causing his wife to throw up her hands in disbelief. “We cannot send her away without evoking unpleasant questions. But, pumpkin”—he faced the girl—“from now on, you are not to leave your mother’s side. For any reason. You won’t go anywhere alone and you won’t eat or drink anything that she hasn’t explicitly approved. Ah”—he raised a finger when she perked up—“you promised!”


Josy recognized that this was the wrong moment to argue. She inclined her head. “Yes, Daddy.”


Her mother still looked less than happy. Stephane leaned forward and gently kissed Edalyne’s lips. “Darken and I will scout out the situation and go on with the show. Can you help Alex get ready for the day?”


Edalyne sighed. “One day, you’ll be the death of me.”


Stephane winked at her. “I love you, too.”


When the two men were gone, Josy’s mother turned to Alex and surveyed her critically. “Well, dear, we’ll need quite a bit of makeup to cover up those dark circles.”


“I’m all yours,” Alex said with a weak grin. “But first”—she sniffed herself and wrinkled her nose—“I need to take a shower.”
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LITTLE more than half an hour later, Alex stepped through the gold-veined glass doors that led to the terrace above the palace gardens. She was pleasantly clean, smelling faintly of citrus and ginger, rather than of sweat and sickness. Josy and Edalyne had coaxed her hair into a loose bun and—since she’d asked for an outfit that offered ample freedom of movement—put her in a light, layered summer dress, complete with flat sandals that consisted of delicate silver ribbons.


The day was as gorgeous as the previous one, with a crystal blue sky and only a couple of fluffy sheep clouds dotting the horizon.


Beyond the huge terrace, the Royal Rose Gardens Alex had seen from above last night beckoned with emerald lawns and artfully arranged flower beds. Even the maze didn’t seem as threatening in daylight.


A few people were already meandering down the paths, probably stretching their legs after indulging in the substantial buffet that was being served on the terrace.


Alex let her eyes wander over the men and women gathered around the bar tables and in several shaded seating areas but, unsurprisingly, no one held up a sign saying “guilty” or, “I tried to poison Stephane Dubois-Léclaire,” nor did anyone flash a set of shaper teeth at her.


Alex sighed inwardly. She seriously doubted that there was another shaper inside the palace—it was much more likely the poison had been purchased on the black market—yet if there was one, he or she hadn’t gotten in by being careless about their true skin.


The buffet was a spectacle in itself. Beneath the shade of a huge pavilion equipped with giant glowing cooling sigils, a meal had been dished up that made the breakfasts served at the Dubois’ country mansion look like a beggar’s fare. Man-sized fruit sculptures, platters with lobsters, a champagne fountain, quail’s eggs with caviar … The sight made Alex dizzy.


Before jumping into the agony of decision-making, Alex ordered a cup of coffee from one of the patrolling servants; but only after having watched him serve another guest from the same pot. Once bitten …


“There you are, sleepyhead!” Bonny popped up at Alex’s side with a grin, carrying a plate with an assortment of cheese and grapes.


Alex didn’t think she had ever met anyone with such irrepressible high spirits before.


“A woman needs her beauty sleep,” she drawled. “Or do you want me to look like her?” She discreetly pointed to a wrinkled old lady in a red dress with puffy eye bags the size of mandarine slices.


Bonny chuckled. “Alright, alright, you take your sweet time.” Then her forehead puckered. “Where did you suddenly disappear to last night? I didn’t see you after the toast.”


Alex took a sip of her coffee. “Yeah, I felt a bit unwell last night. The excitement, the champagne, and then that elder-thingy … To be honest, I hadn’t eaten that much, either, and my stomach was a bit … upset.” It wasn’t even a lie.


“Well, then you better get some breakfast before it’s all gone.”


Surveying the mountains of food, Alex saw no risk of that happening. But she still nodded.


“We’re standing over there, if you want to join.” Bonny left for a group of tables where some other young women were picking at their selections. Alex saw Cecile among them and scrunched up her nose. Definitely not enough coffee for a chat just yet.


Alex approached the buffet. The only fault she could find with it was that she most definitely wouldn’t be able to try everything that was on display. Snatching a plate, she started to stack it with a couple of slices of medium rare steak, a piece of pickled herring, fried potatoes, scrambled eggs, and a few pieces of honeydew melon. Yum. Good hangover food.


“I see you have a healthy appetite, milady.”


Having felt his approach, Alex merely feigned surprise as she looked up at Senator Roukewood. In hindsight, she would have preferred to have bumped into Cecile.


She arched an eyebrow. “Careful, my lord. It’s not wise for a man to talk about a woman’s eating habits. A lady could take offense.”


Roukewood placed his hand on his chest. “It would never occur to me to offend you. I was merely curious. I heard you didn’t feel well last night.”


Somebody’s been keeping tabs, huh?


Alex brushed it away with one hand. “It’s nothing worth mentioning. Just a minor indisposition … of the female kind.”


“Ah.” Count on a topic that no male would dive further into.


“But I do feel much better this morning.” Alex plucked a grape from the decorations and tossed it into her mouth. Predictably, the senator’s attention went straight to her lips. Males! So easy!


He seemed to be thinking the same thing because he quickly yanked his focus back to her eyes. Alex gave him a bright smile.


Roukewood cleared his throat. “I am relieved to hear that. It was already worried that I would be stood up tonight.”


“I wouldn’t dream of it, my lord,” Alex told him. I wouldn’t dream of it.


“In that case, I’ll leave you to your meal.”


He bowed and left. Alex picked up some cutlery and ambled over to Bonny’s table, who was stuffing her face with cheese.


Alex dug in as well. Soon, the queasy feeling in her stomach dwindled. The food was almost making up for the ordeal of the previous night and Alex couldn’t help but enjoy it. Beside her, at the edge of the terrace, huge rosebushes of white and blue climbed from their flowerbeds. A young, white female crab spider was busily hunting for prey among the flower buds.


A group of girls giggled their way over to their table and stopped before Alex, Cecile in the background. Great, not one moment of peace!


The girls looked at each other as if everyone was expecting someone else to start talking. Cecile made an impatient sound and pushed to the front.


“Alexandre!” she said with a sickly sweet smile. “Isn’t it a beautiful morning?”


Oh, it was. Before you came over.


Alex smiled back. “It sure is,” she replied just as sweetly, while she remembered what the little bitch had said about Darken. “And you look quite beautiful this morning, too.” You would look even more beautiful with my fork in your eyeball.


Cecile curled her lips as if she knew the compliment wasn’t completely genuine. “I just saw you speaking with Senator Roukewood over there.” She tilted her head. “Some people have been spreading hilarious rumors, so, tell me, is it true that he asked you to be his companion for the banquet tonight?”


Straight to the point. Alex admired that about her, if nothing else. The question must have really nettled her.


Well, good news spread quickly, it seems! Alex shot a glance at Bonny, who suddenly seemed to find something in the flowerbed extremely interesting.


Alex shrugged. “That’s true. He asked me last night.”


Cecile pursed her lips.


“What an honor,” one of the other girls chirped. They started whispering amongst themselves.


Cecile leaned forward and said in a low voice that was only meant for Alex’s ears, “You’re new here, so let me make something very clear to you: be careful whom you sink your claws into.”


Said the woman who had been planning to force a forfeit into her bed! Ah, if the little snob had any idea how fitting her wording was.


Alex glared right back at her. “Is that a threat, sugar?”


“A threat? Dear Mother, no. Just a friendly piece of advice. Remember, darling: the higher you climb, the farther you fall …”


“Thanks, darling. I’ll keep it in mind.”


Cecile glared at her for a moment longer, sniffed and turned away.


The sweet smile fell from Alex’s face. Without thinking, she reached into the nearby rosebushes, snatched the crab spider and dropped it into Cecile’s hair as she sashayed away with her fan club.


Alex followed them with her eyes. She didn’t have to wait long until one of the other girls leaned toward Cecile and said something. Suddenly the girl paused. Her brows drew together and she leaned even closer. And then her eyes grew bigger and bigger, while her mouth opened wide. Three, two, one …


Alex grinned and appreciatively bit into her steak as the scream rang out across the terrace. Only seconds later the whole group of girls was screaming and jumping up and down and Cecile was batting and yanking at her hair, hollering for help. It was beautiful.


Not far away, Edalyne watched the scene for a moment, then looked suspiciously at Alex, one eyebrow slightly lifted.


Alex shrugged innocently. Edalyne’s gaze pierced her, saying without words, “we’ll talk about that later,” before returning to her breakfast.


Alex sighed. That woman was too perceptive. She, Heloise, and Josy were having brunch together with Alistair Devilier and his wife Patricia. Stephane’s main opponent in the election campaign looked just as prim and stuffy as the night before, meticulously wiping down his cutlery with a hanky before using it. He was a closed book to Alex. He seemed decent. Like a man who played with open cards. But then again, Elizabeth had put on a good show as well, before she had turned into a cold bitch during her call at the Saunier Estate. Speaking of which …


Under the pretense of hunting for desert, Alex left her table and drifted closer to where Elizabeth was sitting under a silk canopy. Her husband had tuckered out beside her, with his eyes closed and an occasional snore escaping his lips. Elizabeth ignored him, completely engrossed in a conversation with an older woman in a beige suit. Her voice drifted over, light and feathery. Talking about some big money she’d spent on a beneficial gala. Yes, yes, Miss Goody Two-Shoes.


Well, we’ll just see about that. Alex still remembered the sharp, impatient sound of Lady Saunier’s voice, when she’d spoken on her vis-a while Alex had been eavesdropping. You know how much I’d like him to be out of the way. Hadn’t those been Elizabeth’s exact words during the call? And then some bit about something you couldn’t get in every drugstore.


Funny—at the time, Alex had even contemplated that she might be talking about poison. And that she might be after Stephane’s life. Except, after all she’d heard about the palace and its security measures, she’d never dreamed that the Sauniers would actually attempt something during the Summerball. But now Stephane had almost been poisoned last night. Coincidence? Possible. But rather unlikely.


In any case, it called for a closer look at the Sauniers.


Alex scanned the terrace once more. Everybody was in a midday slump, enjoying the sun, walking, talking, dozing … The perfect time to check out the Sauniers’ guest quarters.


In a recess close to the doors, all three of the Dubois brothers stood together at a table, drinking coffee. Ah, what a sight! One bloodline and three so hugely different outcomes.


Noticing her approach, Darken put down his cup. Despite the weather, he was wearing his silk gloves. Probably been ordered to by the officials responsible for the organization of the Summerball.


“Lady de Nuy.” His deep velvet voice felt warmer than the sun on her skin. “Are you feeling better this morning?”


“Much better, my lord. Thank you for your concern.”


Tyler wiped his mouth on a napkin. “Are you sure, my lady? It looked pretty bad last night. I thought you might be coming down with something. I’m actually feeling a little queasy myself …”


“I feel fine, my lord,” Alex said with a polite smile. “Josepha fixed me right up.”


“Of course, lady. I’m just worried—”


“If you’re not feeling well, perhaps you should let Josepha take a look at you, too,” Stephane suggested. “In fact, you should go see her right now, while she still has the time. Tonight will be predictably busy.”


Tyler seemed about to refuse but then realized that it would make him look a bit foolish if he took back his previous comment about feeling unwell too. He left, reluctantly, and went to find his niece.


Alex stepped around the table and slipped in between Darken and Stephane. “I’m gonna check out the Saunier’s rooms,” she told them quietly. “Perhaps I can find something that links to last night.”


Stephane frowned, keeping his voice equally low. “Darken hacked into the palace’s security database, so we know which rooms they occupy, but, as we presumed, the suites are magically sealed and the wards can only be keyed by specifically enabled persons. How do you plan on getting in?”


Alex shrugged. “I told you that wards wouldn’t stop me. Let’s see if I can make good on my promise.”


Darken sipped his coffee. “Whatever you’re planning, remember there is also the surveillance system to take into account. All the publicly accessible areas including the corridors are being monitored.”


Tch! They really had no confidence in her at all.


Alex grinned at them in a way that made both men wince. “Just let that be my worry.”










CHAPTER TWENTY










WELL then, sugar, let’s see if you’ve bitten off more than you can actually chew.


Alex approached the machina ascendere that had carried her up to the fifth floor, where the guests’ quarters were located. She’d made a quick gear-up-stop at her own suite, which was all the way down the right corridor beside the suites of the Dubois family. The Sauniers’ suite, on the other hand, according to the information Darken had extracted from the palace’s security database, was to the left.


Tricky to get to, but not impossible.


On the way up, some sort of crazy plan had formed in Alex’s head. She was used to flying by the seat of her pants and feeling like she had to justify her every move to somebody else was setting her teeth on edge.


Taking a step toward the machina ascendere, Alex scrunched up her face, pressed a hand to her stomach and then ran-walked to the closest public restroom on the left. Should anyone make an effort to trace her steps, they would know that she’d been down with an upset stomach the night before and then, this morning, under the watchful eyes of a dozen witnesses, had indulged in a breakfast someone of her physique shouldn’t be able to hold down. Nobody should be surprised if she didn’t come out of the bathroom for a longer while, all things considered. Screw dignity!


Alex slipped into the ladies’ room and quickly took inventory. All the stalls were empty, which was to be expected on a perfect day like this, with most people hanging out in the gardens. Alex locked herself into the stall furthest from the entrance, quickly got rid of her dress and sandals, stuffing them into a small waterproof bag, and hid them in the toilet’s water tank. Underneath her dress, she wore nothing but a slinky white top and tiny white hot pants.


Alex let her true skin rise and sensed for vibrations coming from the corridor. Nothing. Goody.


She silently climbed over the door of her stall and checked the handle from the outside. Locked good and proper. So far, so good.


Deciding not to examine herself in the mirror—she already knew she looked ridiculous, thank you very much—Alex walked up to a small, high-set window at the back of the room, opened it and hoisted herself upward until her head was peeking out of it. Right in front of her nose, the wall dropped off steeply, plunging down for more than two-hundred feet. The world spun and Alex’s stomach lurched. Her fingers dug into the window frame. She clenched her teeth to keep her insides, well, inside, and inhaled through her nose. Once. Twice. Three times.


Gradually, the spinning stopped, although her heart kept pounding like mad. Shit! She usually didn’t suffer from vertigo, but damn it, this was high! The people in the gardens below looked like teeny-tiny toy versions of themselves. If she fell at this point, there would be no landing on her feet. Oh no, she’d see it a long time coming before her body smashed on the stones like an overripe melon. Her stomach quivered again. At least, it would be faster than being tortured to death by the palace guard.


Vibrations tugged at the sensitive chords of her mental web. Someone was coming down the corridor. Ah, shit! She couldn’t be found with her ass dangling out of a bathroom window!


Taking another deep breath, Alex used the strength of her arms to push herself up and then flipped around like a gymnast so that she was now facing the palace wall, with her legs still inside the bathroom. Her true skin stretched upward and her center of gravity shifted, which allowed her to stick to the wall like a spider. Gripping the upper window frame, Alex pulled. Her hips got caught on the frame. Oh, come on! Alex wiggled and squeezed, trying to get through. The vibrations reached the bathroom door and stopped. Come! On! Alex yanked herself forward. Her pants ripped a little, but finally, her ass popped free and her own force almost propelled her down into the depths. Alex clung to the wall for dear life. No time to catch her breath. With shaper speed, she felt for a foothold, reached inside the bathroom, put the window into a closed-looking position, and hastily slipped out of view.


Not a moment too soon. Someone had just entered the bathroom.


Phew! Close call!


Stuck to the wall like a slightly battered white spider, Alex gave her heart a few moments to rejoice in the fact that she was still alive. No more sugary desserts for you, sugar!


Finally, she raised her head and looked around. When she’d met with Roukewood on the sixth-floor balcony the previous evening, she’d noticed something curious: The magic wards that covered the front of the palace didn’t continue on the backside of the building, but instead, they formed a transparent dome that also encompassed the gardens. It made sense, of course, to keep people from sneaking into the palace through the grounds. It also made it possible for her to do this crazy little stunt.


Taking a deep breath, Alex started to crab-crawl along the wall while counting off the yards in her head. Even if someone were to look up, she doubted she was visible upon the palace wall in her white clothes and pale skin. Twenty minutes, a couple of scratches, and a few dangerous jumps later, Alex finally reached the windows that, if her calculations were correct, should belong to the Sauniers’ suite. As expected, Alex felt no presence inside. But it wouldn’t stay like that forever.


As luck would have it, there was a tilted window that had been left open to let in some fresh air. That made things a lot easier. Alex examined the window and then went through the tools in her pockets. With all that magic and all those goodies at their disposal, the trueborns apparently didn’t see the need to invest in high-security windows. Good for her, bad for them.


Positioning herself above the window, Alex pulled out a small cord and knotted it into a loop end. She carefully slid the cord through the top of the window and down, angling it so that the loop hooked onto the window handle. She gently pulled the cord to the left. Holding onto that cord, she attached a second cord to one of the window’s hinges and tugged until the window was in a closed position. She then pulled again at her first cord, causing the handle to move down, down, down. The moment it reached the right angle, the window opened as if by magic.


Alex grinned. Sometimes the simplest tricks do the job best.


Stashing the cords in her hot pants, she extracted a pair of surgical gloves from her other pocket, which she’d sneaked from Josy’s healing supplies, and slipped them over her fingers. A bit small, but they would work.


Since the open window was above a desk, Alex had to be careful, not to make a big mess as she climbed in. When she finally stood on the floor, she shoved the window into a closed position so that no breeze would disturb the papers on the desk and glanced around.


It was a suite much like her own, brimming with vintage elegance and venerable luxury: a huge canopy bed with pleated velvet curtains; a walk-in closet; a massive wooden secretary; thick carpets; vases with fresh white roses; and plush furniture, all in the colors of ivory and mint green.


At first glance, Alex couldn’t spot anything out of the ordinary. But then, she hadn’t expected to find incriminating evidence just lying around in the open for any chambermaid to see.


Well then, time to bring home the bacon!


Alex started with the secretary desk, going through all of the papers, lifting writing tools and paperweights, picking the locks of the drawers, and going through their contents. Nothing. Oh, she found some delicate letters—for example, one written by Elizabeth to another senator’s wife, offering them a rather slippery favor for a “partial attitude during the elections” that would surely interest Stephane—as well as a possible guest list for some highfalutin outing that included herself, but nothing that indicated any connection to the abduction attempt on Josy and Max or the poisoning attack whatsoever.


Next was the vanity table. The bedside tables. The trunks. Nothing, nothing, and nothing. Alex knocked on ever surface, checking for a false bottom or secret compartment. She shook out every book and felt through every gap. She entered the walk-in closet and sifted through the clothes, turning every pocket inside out, uncrumpling every sock, and then making an effort to put it all back as it had been.


Nothing. With a capital N.


Alex rolled back on her heels and looked around, frustrated. She had been so sure. There had to be something here. Some kind of hint. A note. Just … something.


Out of ideas, Alex padded into the bathroom and checked the cabinets, sniffing every bottle and flask just to be sure. Shampoo, shower gel, aftershave, mouthwash, perfume—one heavier and sweeter than the other. Yep, that smelled of Lady Saunier all over.


Alex reached for a small, teardrop-shaped flacon that was made of dark blue glass and unstoppered it, bracing herself for another cloying cloud of daisies or patchouli, then cringed at the pungent smell of dirty old socks and citrus.


Wait a minute—valerian? She took another sniff and wrinkled her nose. Yes, there was definitely valerian in there, mixed with some other sleep-inducing agent.


Alex stared at the little flask, the wheels in her head spinning wildly. A few drops of this and you would soon feel like taking an extended nap.


Magic nipped at Alex’s senses. Someone was keying the wards at the door. Oh shit!


Alex jerked and almost spilled the liquid. With a silent curse, she pushed the stopper in, put the flacon back in its place and dashed back into the bedroom.


The doorknob turned. Fuck, fuck, fuck!


With no time to escape, Alex dropped to the floor and rolled under the bed, holding her breath. Her heart pounded.


The door flew open and two pairs of feet, one female, one male, scuffed the threshold. There was a stifled giggle, followed by “shhhh-shh.” The door snapped shut. The female feet instantly vanished from view. There was a loud squeak and then a body hit one of the cabinets. The woman, clearly Elizabeth, squeaked again and giggled like a little schoolgirl. A man moaned “oh Lizzy, ohhh Lizzy,” and the slurpy sounds of kissing filled the room. What in the name of hell—?


Alex risked a peek.


Elizabeth was pressed against the cabinet, while a man was busy slobbering on her neck. A man, who definitely was not her husband. He raised his head a little and Alex could see his profile: middle-aged, pudgy, a pale beard under watery blue eyes. She remembered his face from the previous night. What was his name? Peter … Patrick … Porter! Yes, Porter Olbec, Henry’s main adviser and gofer.


Lizzy, Lizzy, Lizzy, you naughty little bitch, you. Screwing your husband’s right-hand man.


Lady Saunier’s hands forcefully ripped at Lord Olbec’s shirt, apparently not able to get it off quickly enough. Lord Olbec grunted and grasped her hands in his. “Are you sure Henry’s asleep?” He already sounded out of breath.


Elizabeth ran a lazy hand down his half-exposed chest. “Darling, with the dose I gave the old whoremonger with his morning medications, he won’t wake even if an entire marching band walks by.”


Olbec leered at her. “Lizzy, sometimes you can be quite frightening. How did you manage to get the stuff into the palace?”


Lady Saunier gave him a sharp look. “Don’t call me Lizzy. That’s what Henry does when he is drunk.” She shuddered theatrically. “As for your question: Connections, darling. Connections are everything.” She smirked like the cat that got the cream. “Maurice still owed me a favor for the affair with the boat, so I asked him to write me a prescription for something for my severe sleeping problems.” She swayed her hips against Lord Olbec and he moaned and turned beet-red. “The stress of the election campaign, you know …” The corners of Elizabeth’s mouth fell a little. “Otherwise, it would have been a little more … troublesome to get it in. Next time we’ll have to think of something else.”


So, Alex had been right. The blue flacon contained a sleep-inducing drug. But not for Elizabeth. For Henry. It also must have been what they had talked about over the vis-a at the Saunier Estate. Obtaining a mild soporific was easy enough, but the really heavy stuff was hard to come by and was usually only given out with a medical prescription.


Lord Olbec sighed. “This would be so much easier if we didn’t have to be on guard all the time.”


“I know, darling.” Lady Saunier caressed his stubbly cheek. “I know. But we still need the old pinhead.”


“But—”


“People don’t really care that I am the mainspring behind his achievements,” Elizabeth interrupted with a huff, “but if we want to win the gubernatorial election we do need his name and bloodline. We’ve gone over this a thousand times, Porter. In the past fifty years, there wasn’t a single governor who wasn’t a direct descendant from one of the thirty royal great dynasties, and with all those fusty, hidebound idiots still in charge that won’t change any time soon. Had my sentimental fool of father not married a commoner …” She spat the word and sniffed. “Well. What’s done is done, as they say. Fact is, we need Henry as our figurehead. And once he is the elected governor our prime and prima will have to approve of the marriage between Priscilla and their son.”


Lord Olbec nuzzled her throat while Elizabeth moved her hand up and down his back. “How can you be so sure about that, Liza?”


Lady Saunier’s hand stopped caressing. “It’s not like they have that many options.” She pushed him away and started pacing back and forth.


Alex quickly scrambled a little deeper under the bed, her threads of darkness spinning around her, fusing her with the shadows.


“Who else is there with an acceptable family background? Silvy Shinner?” Elizabeth sneered. “That girl is an imbecile and everybody knows that. Dear Arlington keeps hiding the poor child in that ivory tower of his … Or, perhaps, the little Dubois hatchling?” Her mouth puckered in contempt. “I admit Josepha has grown into a pretty little flower but with that healing talent of hers, the big colleges will soon start to fight over her. And if one of them calls dibs on her, she’ll be off the market. Word is St. Celestine’s College already has cast an eye on her.”


Lord Olbec frowned. “I was surprised to see the girl here,” he said thoughtfully. “After what happened to her and her brother, I expected Stephane to put her under lock and key.”


Elizabeth tapped her cheek with a manicured nail, pacing slowly.


“Stephane cannot show any weakness right now. He’s been in a tight spot ever since those recent shaper attacks.” She paused. “Not that I want to complain since we profited so much from it and the Great Mother knows he could do with being brought down off his high horse. But I must say … going for his children?” She shook her head. “Josepha might be a priggish little snob, but Maxwell is only ten. Some things simply aren’t done.” She stopped in front of Olbec. “The mere thought of someone targeting Priscilla …”


“Who, do you reckon, is behind it?”


Elizabeth pursed her lips. “I have no idea, darling. But, believe me, if I did, I would sell the information to Stephane for a suitable price.”


They grinned at each other, and Elizabeth grabbed Olbec's waistband and yanked him closer to her.


“But enough of Stephane…” She made a coy face, while her fingers slowly unbuttoned her blouse, revealing a tiny, black lace bra studded with pearls and glittering jewel chips that would have made any high-class hooker envious. “I thought you said you had a surprise for me.” She pretended to pout. Her fingers sidled down his chest until they reached the region below his belt.


Olbec stiffened and Elizabeth’s mouth formed a surprised “o.” She smirked and bent toward him, her voice dropping to a husky croon. “A … big surprise.”


Ugh! Alex pulled a face.


Olbec’s eyes became big and hungry and he reached out, eagerly groping Elizabeth’s breasts.


“Why don’t you search me?”


“As you wish, my love.”


Lady Saunier dropped all propriety and threw herself upon her lover. They vanished from Alex’s sight as they fell onto the bed in a giggling tangle of limbs, making the wooden beams above Alex’s head creak.


Oh no! Please, no!


Alex desperately glanced at the window, while items of clothing rained to the floor around the bed and the two lovebirds on the pillows cooed slushy nonsense at each other.


The mattress started squeak-squeak-squeaking in rhythm with their wild romping.


Sweet Jester!


Alex closed her eyes and pressed her hands to her ears, but unfortunately, she couldn’t completely block out what followed.
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DARKEN finished his coffee and glanced at the palace garden doors. It had been his fifth cup and the overload of caffeine was starting to give him tachycardia, as well as the beginning of a migraine.


His fingers drummed upon the tabletop.


Where was Alex?


The spider had left for the Sauniers’ suite over three hours ago. Unfortunately, Elizabeth Saunier had left as well, only a short while after Alex’s disappearance. Edalyne had tried to stall her and force a conversation upon her, but the woman had been quite determined to get away and there had been no chance for his sister-in-law to detain her without being obvious about it.


Suspicious of her oh-so urgent exit, Darken had followed Lady Saunier up to the fifth floor and become witness to an interesting dirty little secret. The fact that Elizabeth was cheating on her husband wasn’t actually so surprising—after all, it was all but common knowledge that Henry often hosted girls of ill repute and that Elizabeth and Henry’s affection ended as soon as they were behind closed doors—but her choice had been most intriguing. Darken would have expected her to go for a younger model, some buff and easily led boy toy, but Lord Olbec? Oh, Henry wouldn’t like this at all.


Darken had had no choice but to stand back as Lady Saunier und Lord Olbec entered the Sauniers’ suite, seeing no way to stop them with the eye of the security system watching. Pretending to study the pictures in the hall, Darken had waited, readying himself to act first and explain later, should it be necessary. But his concern seemed to have been misplaced. No one came running out of the suite, screaming at the top of their lungs, calling for palace security. Darken therefore surmised that Alex must have left the suite before Elizabeth and her lover had snuck in.


But that had been ages ago. Elizabeth had long since returned to the terrace with a satisfied smile on her face, playing dutiful wife and doting over a slightly dazed Henry, who appeared to have a mild sunstroke. Darken snorted. Whyever they kept up the charade in public was beyond him. But it seemed to work for them.


Yet Alex was still missing and Darken hadn’t heard or seen anything of her since she had left. Nor had the others. Not a word. At first, he had been able to calm himself by thinking that she would appear at any minute, but the more time passed, the more unlikely it seemed. Worry gripped his neck with a cold fist.


Darken caught sight of Stephane coming out of the palace. His brother slightly shook his head, indicating that he didn’t have any news on the spider. Damn! The cold hand of worry squeezed tighter.


He should have insisted that Alex tell them exactly what she was planning, then at least he would have had a clue where to look for her.


Grinding his teeth, Darken put down his empty cup and went inside to check their rooms again. It was probably pointless but he needed to stay occupied or he would lose his mind. If she wasn’t up there, he would ask Edalyne to locate her with her clairvoyance, even though there was a risk that the palace security would be able to trace the use of her magic. They had to find the spider.


Just where was she?










CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE










THE gold-veined glass doors to the palace gardens stood wide open, stretching out like the delicate wings of a giant butterfly, about to take flight over the green lawns below.


Alex rushed out onto the terrace and gulped in the sweet, clear afternoon air, eager to get the thick stench of sexual hormones out of her nose.


Mother’s mercy and Jester’s grace!


She wouldn’t be able to think about sex for a good while without having those images come back to haunt her. Not that she’d peeped—Jester forbid!—but even with her hands clamped tightly over her ears, her senses had picked up enough of the sounds to fuel even the blandest of imaginations. Seriously, if she hadn’t known better she would have sworn that all that grunting and moaning could only have come from a pair of mating gorillas! Ugh!


Alex shuddered. She crossed the terrace without looking at anybody. Her feet carried her down the wide stone steps to the gardens. An orchestra had been set up on the terrace and the mellow sounds of violins, cellos, and a piano floated on the gentle summer breeze.


The whole time Elizabeth and her lover had been pouncing on each other like two love-starved primates, Alex had laid under the bed, stiff as a log, praying not to be discovered. A quarter of an hour had never felt so long. Lord Olbec didn’t exactly strike her as a racehorse but he’d sure plowed quite some ground with “Lizzy.” Alex had been afraid that they would put in some cuddle time afterward, or even take a nap, but Elizabeth Saunier had turned out to be an astoundingly practical woman. They had barely finished before she’d smacked a kiss on Olbec’s chest, slipped out of bed, and walked over to the staff communicator on the wall, requesting someone come up and clean the room in ten. Then she’d made her way to the bathroom, pausing at the door and giving her sweetheart a pointed look. “And this time, make sure nobody sees you when you leave the room, darling.” With that, she’d locked the bathroom door. A moment later the sound of rushing water indicated she was in the shower. Practical indeed.


Lord Olbec had grumbled a little under his breath, but had heaved himself out of bed, gathered his stuff and cleared off in a mad rush.


Alex had seized her chance and made a quick and quiet exit through the window and then began her drudgingly slow crawl back along the palace wall.


To her misfortune, by the time she’d reached the window of the public bathroom, a teenage girl had locked herself in one of the stalls, tearing up over her most recent squeeze making eyes at aaall the other girls in the palace and why couldn’t he just love her the way she was and why did her ass look as big as a cow’s in her new gown? A couple of her friends had been desperately trying to coax her out, assuring her that the guy only had eyes for her and that her behind looked absolutely lovely in that dress. Hanging from the two-inch-wide windowsill by her fingertips with her muscles rapidly tiring, Alex had almost considered jumping in and telling the little sissy to finally grow a pair, but once more, reason triumphed over hotheadedness. After all, who was she to give someone else advice on their love life?


A few more rounds of heart-wrenching sobs and coaxing later, little Miss Lovesick had finally shuffled out of her stall, her friends had gussied her up and told her how beautiful she looked and then they finally, finally had the grace to leave the ladies’ room.


Moaning, Alex had squeezed herself through the window. And then she had locked herself in one of the stalls for another ten minutes, sitting on the floor, shaking from exhaustion, while her muscles screamed and spasmed.


Alex hurried across the bright green lawn, the soft grass stroking her bare ankles. The music followed her, along with snippets of conversation and laughter. More of a crowd was gathering in the gardens now: couples strolling along the raked pathways, groups of ladies with sun umbrellas, elderly people sitting on the benches, servants walking pampered dogs …


The scene blurred before Alex’s eyes. Her heart hammered in her temples, becoming louder and louder, almost like a giant bell booming in her head. The well-known edge of panic squeezed her chest tightly.


She needed to get away from people, from their voices, their scents … Away! Just for a moment.


Ahead of her, the maze towered like a huge green giant, offering well-needed privacy. An entrance in the hedge beckoned her in. Alex hesitated only for a second before diving inside.


Cool shadows engulfed her, pitching her into a soft, blue-tinted twilight, the massive walls drowning out the noises from the terrace and garden. With one hand on the hedge, Alex rushed along the winding path.


After a couple of random twists and turns, she reached a small dead end. Catching her breath, she dropped against the wall and slid to the ground. The scents of fertile earth and bitter green filled her nostrils, driving away the lingering stench of sexual lust.


She closed her eyes and counted her breaths. After a moment, her heartbeat slowed. The edge of panic vanished.


Yesterday, she’d heard someone say that the maze covered more than an entire square mile, with walls that were over seven feet high and over two feet wide. Apparently, they even hosted games inside the maze and sometimes people would get lost and had to be retrieved by the palace guard.


Not that Alex was concerned about getting lost. As a shaper, she had an innate sense of direction, a genetic compass so to speak, and she instinctively knew the way to the exit, even without the help of the sun, or any other tricks.


A hysterical giggle made her open one eye.


A young couple, locked in a tight embrace, had stumbled into her little refuge. Seeing her, they blushed and chortled, then vanished from sight.


Alex grimaced. Did the whole world have spring fever today? She just hoped they wouldn’t get any ideas, or at least, that they wouldn’t be acting them out too close to her. She couldn’t stomach another round.


She closed her eyes again and propped her head back against the hedge.


The small yew leaves tickled her neck, reminding Alex of the feeling of Darken’s breath on her skin when they had danced. She winced. She’d rather think about Elizabeth and her lover boy.


Well, at least now they knew that whoever was behind the attack on Max and Josy, it wasn’t the Sauniers. So Alex's little torture trip hadn’t been completely in vain.


Elizabeth had no reason to lie to her sweetheart behind closed doors and she’d sounded sincerely disgusted as she’d spoken about the attack on the kids. Oh, she wouldn't shed a tear over Stephane in case of his passing, no doubt about that, but she wasn’t behind the poisoning attempt, either. That much had become clear. Too bad. It would have all fitted together so neatly. Perhaps a little too neatly. Alex should have known. Fate never did her any favors.


She also didn’t believe that Henry had been acting as the wirepuller behind his wife’s back. From what she’d seen, it was a surprise that his ass found the toilet seat in the morning. No, Henry was too busy getting inebriated on every possible occasion to care for much else. He probably wouldn’t even compete for governor if it wasn’t for Elizabeth’s ambitions.


Which left Devilier and Roukewood.


Personally, Alex liked Devilier as their culprit. True, Roukewood had that whole dark and evil thing going on. He was exactly the type for it: former army officer, self-assured, ruthless, known not to shrink from using brutal and unconventional means.


Devilier, on the other hand, was clean as a whistle. And that was what made Alex suspicious. Nobody was that clean. Still waters were known to run deep and she wouldn’t be surprised if they found some nasty currents underneath his oh-so-smooth surface.


Anyway. Alex got to her feet and dusted herself off. She’d better tell Darken and Stephane what she had found out.


Muted voices penetrated the thicket of leaves. Two people were talking softly at the other side of the hedge.


Not in the mood to witness any more amorous escapades, Alex turned to leave, but froze when something caught her attention. Her eyes narrowed.


One of them had just said Stephane’s name.
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MOVING on silent spider paws, Alex skulked back to the hedge and pressed herself against it, listening with her shaper senses.


“He knows,” a harried voice muttered. “Stephane knows.”


Alex recognized that voice. It was the voice of Lord Robert Ferhus, the acting governor of the South who would retire this year. Alex held her breath. What was his business with Stephane?


“Don’t be a fool, Robert,” another irritated male voice answered gruffly.


Alex’s brow furrowed. She knew that voice, too, she was almost certain of it, but she couldn’t put a face to it. She tried to peek through the hedge, but the foliage was too dense. Damn!


“If he knew, do you really think we would be here right now?”


Who was that? It wasn’t Roukewood or Devilier, that was for sure. Alex let the countless names, faces, and vibrational patterns she’d absorbed the day before run through her memory, but none of them rang a bell.


The voices began to fade as the two men moved on. Alex hastily followed, quietly slinking along the wall on her side of the hedge.


“I tell you,” Ferhus insisted nervously, “he knows something.”


“And I tell you he doesn’t know jack,” the other snapped. “I know Stephane. It’s all pretense. He wouldn’t be making such a fuss if he had any credible evidence. No, he’s just making a lot of noise to draw us out.”


Smart, whoever that mysterious man was.


There was a short silence.


“However, when Darken Forfeit is involved in the investigation it’s only a matter of time before they come across something they are not supposed to see. Maria isn’t safe anymore.”


Maria? Alex blinked. Who the hell was Maria?


Annoyance filled the other man’s voice. “We’ll keep him under control. Both of them.”


“It doesn’t look like it.”


“I said it’s being handled,” the anonymous man hissed. “This isn’t the time for rash actions, Robert. You’re in this as well. Don’t forget that. We’re all in this together.”


“I know,” the governor said softly. “I know.” He cleared his throat. “But this is getting out of hand. People have died, for Jester’s sake. This has to stop!”


“And how many more, do you think, will die if all this comes to light?” The other man asked softly. Argh! Who are you? “Pull yourself together, Robert. We will …”


Completely focused on listening, Alex ran face-first into a hedge. Swallowing a curse, she took a step back and looked around. Another dead end. Just great!


The two voices of Ferhus and the unidentified man were dying away as they continued to walk away from her.


Shit, shit, shit.


For a second, Alex was about to jump the wall but thought better of it. The height posed no problem for her but she would be visible, not only from the balconies but from the terrace as well. It might only be for a moment yet that could be enough. Just one person would have to look up at the wrong moment and she would have a lot of very awkward questions to answer. She wasn’t flying solo. She couldn’t risk it.


Instead, she concentrated on the vibrations of the men’s steps. East. They were headed for the exit.


So she’d do this the old-fashioned way. Gathering her skirt, Alex jogged back down the shaded paths between the hedges, letting her senses guide her way. Her brain was buzzing from the conversation she’d just overheard. So many questions. Who was this Maria-person and what did she have to do with anything? And that other man … Gah! She knew him! If only she could remember who it was.


Alex took a left and saw the exit opening out toward the lawn. The two men probably hadn’t gone far into the maze and were likely already outside. Alex slithered to a stop at the mouth of the hedge, her eyes darting across the garden and terrace.


Where where where? There! A man in a shiny green coat who looked distinctly like the elderly governor had just vanished inside the palace.


Alex quickly crossed the lawn and hurried up the stairs, hoping people would simply assume that she was bursting for a pee.


She scurried through the open doors into the great hall and almost fell over Josy.


“Alexandre!” Relief washed over the girl’s face. “We’ve all been looking for you! We were beginning to worry.”


Alex grabbed Josy’s shoulders and wildly scanned the room over her head, trying to locate the governor and his nameless companion, but the great hall was full of people and more were streaming in from the gardens.


She dragged Josy to the side, away from the doors. “What’s going on here?”


Josy frowned. Worry flooded her face again. “They are about to announce the seating plan for the banquet. Why are you—?”


“Where is your father?”


“Uhm, over there.” Josy pointed to one of the staircases at the far side of the room, at the bottom of which Stephane’s golden ponytail bounced above the crowd as he talked to one of his parliamentary friends.


Alex let go of Josy and threw herself into the fray.










CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO










GOVERNOR Robert Ferhus hurried down the corridor toward his suite, repeatedly glancing over his shoulder.


Why? Why did this have to happen now?


He had been governor for more than fifteen years. There were only a few months left until his retirement and now, in his old age, things suddenly had to get complicated. Why? Why now, of all times?


He rubbed his face, feeling crushed by a mountain of weariness.


All he’d wanted was to put some money aside for his granddaughters. A fund that would ensure that his little girls would be well off when he passed away. True, as a retired governor he would receive a sizable pension but any money to his name would go to his daughter after his death, and his son-in-law had already gambled away most of the family fortune with his insane investments. When Ferhus had learned about it and cut off his money supply, it had already been too late. Just thinking about the piles of debt repayments on his desk was giving him a headache. Most of his earnings nowadays went straight into that black hole and there still was no land in sight.


He wished that he had never given his blessing for that marriage. He wished he’d kept a closer eye on things. He wished for many things and growing older only added to those regrets.


Most of all he just wanted to make things right for his granddaughters by ensuring they didn’t suffer for their father’s shortcomings and his own lack of judgment. A trust fund had seemed like the ideal way to remedy it all. A secure fund that his son-in-law wouldn’t be able to access. Just a little allowance for the girls.


But now …


He shook his head. It had seemed like such a good deal at the time. A little easy money on the side. Small investment. High profit expectations. Barely any risk. All he had to do was to pay the initial investment sum and not ask too many questions. Easy.


Yes. Too easy.


He should have known this would catch up with him sooner or later. The chickens always came home to roost. But he had taken the money and now he had to pay the price.


Ferhus reached his suite and looked over his shoulder again.


Nobody is following you, old fool, he chided himself. But over the past few weeks, paranoia had become his new bosom buddy. They went to bed together and he woke up wrapped in her crushing arms. He’d even started to sleep with a weapon on his bed stand, if you could believe it! Something he’d never done in all his sixty-six years.


His fingers trembled when he keyed the ward. Great Mother, he needed to take his medication.


The door opened. Ferhus stepped into his room, quickly closed the door behind him, and sighed with relief.


He turned around—and stumbled back against the door.


“You!” His initial shock was quickly superseded by anger. “How did you get in here?”


The man who had been standing in front of the desk and studying a framed memora of Ferhus and his three granddaughters Marjolène, Petronella, and Joelle, carefully set the golden frame back on the wooden surface, before turning around with his black-gloved hands folded in front of his chest.


A thin-lipped smile tugged at his lips. “Let’s just say our … mutual friends arranged for this visit.”


No longer afraid—at least not by the intruder—Ferhus tossed his jacket aside. “What do you want?”


“I am here to remind you of your loyalties.”


“Loyalties! Hah!” Ferhus spat. “What do you know about loyalties? A spineless traitor such as yourself!”


For a short moment, the man’s lips flattened in irritation, then curved back into that thin-lipped smile. “My loyalty is not at issue here—yours is. We have received some disturbing news. The master is not pleased.”


“Master, eh?” Ferhus scoffed. “Well, tell your master that this has gone too far. If this doesn’t stop, I will be out!”


The intruder arched an eyebrow. “You knew what you signed up for, Robert. And as far as I am aware, until today, you were quite happy to take our money. You certainly didn’t care where it came from, as long as it provided a steady paycheck …” He cocked his head to the side. “And now that there’s been some trouble, you think you can just slip away? I don’t think so.”


“I don’t care what you think!” Ferhus snarled. All the fear, all the shame, and the guilt that had built up over the last few weeks, now came to the surface, coated in temper. “I didn’t sign up for this—this insanity! And I certainly won’t be a silent accomplice in murder. If this continues, I will go public.” It’s what he should have done a long time ago, he realized. No money in the world was worth a life. “My reputation may be ruined, but at least I will go to my grave with a clear conscience.” And he wouldn’t have to feel so very ashamed around his daughter and granddaughters. It was never too late to do the right thing. Wasn’t that what he always preached? Time to turn rhetoric into action.


The other man shook his head. “I think you misunderstand, Robert. This isn’t an exclusive club you can simply join or leave. Nobody backs out.”


Ferhus sneered. “Watch me!”


“Come now, I’m sure you realize we can’t let that happen.”


Ferhus turned red with fury. “You dare threaten me? Me? Do you know who I am, you worthless little maggot? We both know you cannot touch me! I am too important! So just crawl back to your master and—”


The other man moved so fast that Ferhus barely saw him move at all.


He looked down and, slightly bewildered, stared at the hilt of the dagger protruding from his stomach. His eyes bulged.


“You—”


The intruder yanked the dagger out with a jerk and stepped back, looking equally stunned. Blood spurted onto the snowy carpet in a crimson spray.


“I’m afraid no one is untouchable, Robert.” The man swallowed. “The master wishes to make this perfectly clear: There is only one way out of this.”


Ferhus staggered. Pain pooled in his stomach, taking his breath away. The ground buckled underneath him.


“You … you won’t get away … with this,” he squeezed through gritted teeth, feeling a tiny spark of triumph. At least, his death would reveal this conspiracy he never should have been a part of. It gave him small comfort.


“Oh, but Robert,” the intruder shook his head with a pitiful smile. “Of course, we will.”


Ferhus’ breathing turned shallow. His brow furrowed. Concentrating was becoming so hard. “The security system—”


“Yes, the security system,” the other man said smugly. “As we speak there are certain—let’s call it ‘convenient little gaps’ in the surveillance footage. Trust me, nobody will ever know what truly happened here. And nobody will come to your aid, either, we’ve seen to that, too.”


No!


Ferhus’ horror must have shown on his features.


“Now, don’t look so shocked, Robert. Too many important people have an interest in keeping this operation running, you of all should know that. It pays to have friends in high places. And we do have such friends. Or rather, I do. You?” He gave another pitiful shake of his head. “You do seem to have run out of friends.”


He lashed out again. The dagger’s hilt hit Ferhus’ windpipe, crushing it.


Ferhus gurgled and teetered backward, gasping for air, one hand reaching for his throat. His back hit the door. The shaking fingers of his other hand found the doorknob and turned it. The door sprang open and he stumbled into the corridor, lurching like a drunk. The world turned fuzzy before his eyes.


Holding his stomach, Ferhus dragged himself along the wall, leaving bloody smears on the wallpapers, while his wound wept a trace of dark red tears onto the carpet.


He had to get down. Had to find someone … Had to …


Red spots flooded his vision.


I’m so sorry my little girls. Please forgive me.


A blue glow seeped into his view. He slapped a hand against the panel of the machina ascendere. The doors opened and Ferhus fell inside, swiping blindly at the buttons. The crystal platform inside the cylindrical shaft jerked and he collapsed on its smooth surface, wheezing, drowning in an agonizing sea of shame, and pain, and guilt.


So this is how I pay for my sins. Great Mother, have mercy on my soul. I’m so sorry, my sweet little ones. So very, very sorry …
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THE informant watched the governor stumble from his suite. He didn’t bother to stop him. In his current state Ferhus wouldn’t make it far, nor would he be able to spill anything except blood, and a bit of added drama was exactly what they needed to give everyone involved a wake-up call. There had been too many doubters lately. Too many like dear old Lord Ferhus, who were whispering among themselves when they thought the master’s ears weren’t listening. But the master had many ears. Let them see what happened if someone intended to break faith with the group.


The informant glanced back at the picture of Ferhus and the three little girls and felt a pang of regret. It was a shame for those girls to lose their grandfather this way but Ferhus had dug his own grave when he had decided to betray them. It wasn’t like he hadn’t been warned.


The informant shook his head. The man had made his decision. Just as he had. He shuddered. Right or wrong, he had decided where his loyalties lay, and now he had to follow them through. Because if he messed up again …


His gaze fell on the bloody knife on the floor and his stomach rolled. A dark red blotch stained the carpet, bright on the ivory fabric, like spilled red wine. Its coppery stench reached his nostrils. The informant’s gorge rose and he retched. He still had enough sense to check that, despite their precautionary measures, nobody was in the corridor before he bolted for the nearest public restroom. There, he locked himself in and held onto the toilet seat with shaking fingers, while his stomach emptied itself until nothing but gastric acid remained. When he was done, he took out a little vial filled with a yellow liquid, swallowed its content, and flushed the container down the toilet together with the half-digested remains of last night’s dinner.


When his body had finally stopped shaking, the informant took off his black gloves and stuffed them into his pocket. He left the stall, but stopped in front of the sink. Stared into the mirror.


Traitor! The word echoed in his head, mocking him. He closed his eyes and turned away. He had made his choice. Nothing to be done about it now.


Straightening up, he left the bathroom. It was time to join the action in the ballroom.
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KEEPING her eyes locked on Stephane’s ponytail, Alex pushed her way through the thickening crowd in the great hall. When a man refused to let her pass, she elbowed him in the ribs, not caring that it didn’t befit a lady to do so. He growled something uncomplimentary but when he noticed whom he had just insulted, he hastily stepped aside and called an apology after her.


Alex had already moved on. She needed to tell Stephane what she had heard. For some reason, her instincts urged her to hurry. She couldn’t tell why, but her gut was rarely wrong.


She had almost reached Darken’s brother, when an ear-splitting scream rang out through the hall. Another scream joined the first and suddenly more and more hands pointed upward. Alex followed them with her eyes and stopped dead in her tracks.


Governor Ferhus was standing at the balustrade of the landing, face as white as chalk. He was clutching his stomach with both hands, from which thick, red liquid was seeping through his fingers. Dark red. Almost black. Blood from the liver, the analytical part of Alex’s brain supplied.


The hall had fallen completely silent.


Ferhus swayed. His mouth opened, but instead of words, a gush of blood spurted from between his teeth, inducing more shrieks and screams.


Almost in slow motion, the governor’s body sagged. It fell against the balustrade, toppled over the top, and crashed down, hitting the granite floor with an ugly, stomach-turning thud.


Screeching men and women scattered in all directions, leaving an unobstructed view of the body in the middle of the hall.


Shell-shocked, Alex stared at the elderly man, who was twitching softly in his death throes. A pool of blood was quickly spreading around him, adorning him with scarlet wings that would carry him nowhere, except to the Jester’s Realm.


A shadow detached from the receding crowd, and Darken gently knelt beside Ferhus and took the old man’s trembling hand—a black raven risen from the graves, forbidding but at the same time strangely solemn and sad.


Ferhus’ lips moved, forming soundless words, and Darken leaned over him. Suddenly, the old man shuddered and lay still, empty eyes staring blankly at the ornamented ceiling. Dead.


No, not just dead. Alex shivered. Murdered.


Darken raised his head and his gaze found hers, blazing with the same fierce desperation that was rising inside her.


This was a murder that wouldn’t go unpunished. And if they discovered that a shaper had tricked her way into the palace …


Alex took a small step back but instinctively knew there was no place to run. She felt the threads of their web tighten around her throat, while all around her the palace turned into a madhouse.












Find out how Alex and Darken’s story ends, in KISSED BY DEATH, Book Three in the Trueborn Heirs Series.




Continue Reading NOW!




Woohoo! You’ve finished Web of Lies. If you enjoyed the book, it would be absolutely awesome if you could take the time and leave a quick REVIEW on Amazon and any other place you like. It’s the greatest way to support my work as an author and I would be forever grateful!







Can’t wait to see how the story continues?
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and read the First Chapter of KISSED BY DEATH, Book Three in the Trueborn Heirs Series, today!
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