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			1

			THE SKULL GLARED at me out of empty eye sockets. Odd runes marked its forehead, carved into the yellowed bone and filled with black ink. Its thick bottom jaw supported a row of conical fangs, long and sharp like the teeth of a crocodile. The skull sat on top of an old Stop sign. Someone had painted the surface of the octagon white and written KEEP OUT across it in large jagged letters. A reddish-brown splatter stained the bottom edge, looking suspiciously like dried blood. I leaned closer. Yep, blood. Some hair, too. Human hair.

			Curran frowned at the sign. “Do you think he’s trying to tell us something?”

			“I don’t know. He’s being so subtle about it.”

			I looked past the sign. About a hundred yards back, a large two-story house waited. It was clearly built post-Shift, out of solid timber and brown stone laid by hand to ensure it would survive the magic waves. But instead of the usual simple square or rectangular box of most post-Shift buildings, this house had all the pre-Shift bells and whistles of a modern prairie home: rows of big windows, sweeping horizontal lines, and a spacious layout. Except prairie-style homes usually had long flat roofs and little ornamentation, while this place sported pitched roofs with elaborate carved gables, beautiful bargeboards, and ornate wooden windows.

			“It’s like someone took a Russian log cabin and a pre-Shift contemporary house, stuck them into a blender, and dumped it over there.”

			Curran frowned. “It’s his . . . What do you call it? Terem.”

			“A terem is where Russian princesses lived.”

			“Exactly.”

			Between us and the house lay a field of black dirt. It looked soft and powdery, like potting soil or a freshly plowed field. A path of rickety old boards, half rotten and splitting, curved across the field to the front door. I didn’t have a good feeling about that dirt.

			We’d tried to circle the house and ran into a thick, thorn-studded natural fence formed by wild rosebushes, blackberry brambles, and trees. The fence was twelve feet tall and when Curran tried to jump high enough to see over it, the thorny vines snapped out like lassos and made a heroic effort to pull him in. After I helped him pick the needles out of his hands, we decided a frontal assault was the better option.

			“No animal tracks on the dirt,” I said.

			“No animal scents either,” Curran said. “There are scent trails all around us through the woods, but none here.”

			“That’s why he has giant windows and no grates on them. Nothing can get close to the house.”

			“It’s that, or he doesn’t care. Why the hell doesn’t he answer his phone?”

			Who knew why the priest of the god of All Evil and Darkness did anything?

			I picked up a small rock, tossed it into the dirt, and braced myself. Nothing. No toothy jaws exploded through the soil, no magic fire, no earth-shattering kaboom. The rock just sat there.

			We could come back later, when the magic was down. That would be the sensible thing to do. However, we had driven ten miles through lousy traffic in the punishing heat of Georgia’s summer and then hiked another mile through the woods to get here, and our deadline was fast approaching. One way or another, I was getting into that house.

			I put my foot onto the first board. It sank a little under my weight, but held. Step. Another step. Still holding.

			I tiptoed across the boards, Curran right behind me. Think sneaky thoughts.

			The dark soil shivered.

			Two more steps.

			A mound formed to the right of us, the dirt shifting like waves of some jet-black sea.

			Uh-oh.

			“To the right,” I murmured.

			“I see it.”

			Long serpentine bone spines pierced the mound and slid through the soil toward us, like fins of a sea serpent gliding under the surface of a midnight-black, powdery ocean.

			We sprinted to the door.

			Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a cloud of loose soil burst to the left. A black scorpion the size of a pony shot out and scrambled after us.

			If we killed his pet scorpion, we’d never hear the end of it.

			I ran up the porch and pounded on the door. “Roman!”

			Behind me the bone spines whipped out of the soil. What I’d thought were fins turned into a cluster of tentacles, each consisting of bone segments held together by remnants of cartilage and dried, ropy connective tissue. The tentacles snapped, grabbing Curran. He locked his hands on the bones and strained, pulling them apart. Bone crunched, connective tissue tore, and the left tentacle flailed, half of it on the ground.

			“Roman!” Damn it all to hell.

			A bone tentacle grabbed me and yanked me back and up, dangling me six feet off the ground. The scorpion dashed forward, its barb poised for the kill.

			The door swung open, revealing Roman. He wore a T-shirt and plaid pajama bottoms, and his dark hair, shaved on the sides into a long horselike mane, stuck out on the left side of his head. He looked like he’d been sleeping.

			“What’s all this?”

			Everything stopped.

			Roman squinted at me. “What are you guys doing here?”

			“We had to come here because you don’t answer your damn phone.” Curran’s voice had that icy quality that said his patience was at an end.

			“I didn’t answer it because I unplugged it.”

			Roman waved his hand. The scorpion retreated. The tentacles gently set me down and slithered back into the ground.

			“You would unplug yours too if you were related to my family. My parents are fighting again and they’re trying to make me choose sides. I told them they could talk to me when they start acting like responsible adults.”

			Fat chance of that. Roman’s father, Grigorii, was the head black volhv in the city. His mother, Evdokia, was one-third of the Witch Oracle. When they had fights, things didn’t boil over, they exploded. Literally.

			“So far I’ve avoided both of them, so I’m enjoying the peace and quiet. Come in.”

			He held the door open. I walked past him into a large living room. Golden wooden floors, huge fireplace, thirty-foot ceilings, and soft furniture. Bookshelves lined the far wall, crammed to the brink. The place looked downright cozy.

			Curran walked in behind me and took in the living room. His thick eyebrows rose.

			“What?” Roman asked.

			“No altar?” Curran asked. “No bloody knives and frightened virgins?”

			“No sacrificial pit ringed with skulls?” I asked.

			“Ha. Ha.” Roman rolled his eyes. “Never heard that one before. I keep the virgins chained up in the basement. Do you want some coffee?”

			I shook my head.

			“Yes,” Curran said.

			“Black?”

			“No, put cream in it.”

			“Good man. Only two kinds of people drink their coffee black: cops and serial killers. Sit, sit.”

			I sat on the sofa and almost sank into it. I’d need help getting up. Curran sprawled next to me.

			“This is nice,” he said.

			“Mm-hm.”

			“We should get one for the living room.”

			“We’d get blood on it.”

			Curran shrugged. “So?”

			Roman appeared with two mugs, one pitch-black and the other clearly half-filled with cream. He gave the lighter mug to Curran.

			“Drinking yours black, I see,” I told him.

			He shrugged and sat on the couch. “Eh . . . goes with the job. So what can I do for you?”

			“We’re getting married,” I said.

			“I know. Congratulations. On Ivan Kupala night. I don’t know if that’s good or bad, but it’s brave.”

			Ivan Kupala night was the time of wild magic in Slavic folklore. The ancient Russians believed that on that date the boundaries between the worlds blurred. In our case, it meant a really strong magic wave. Odd things happened on Ivan Kupala night. Given a choice, I would’ve picked a different day, but Curran had set the date. To him it was the last day of werewolf summer, a shapeshifter holiday and a perfect day for our wedding. I told him I would marry him, and if he wanted to get married on Ivan Kupala night, then we’d get married on Ivan Kupala night. After moving the date a dozen times, that was the least I could do.

			“So did you come to invite me?” Roman asked.

			“Yes,” Curran said. “We’d like you to officiate.”

			“I’m sorry?”

			“We’d like you to marry us,” I said.

			Roman’s eyes went wide. He pointed to himself. “Me?”

			“Yes,” Curran said.

			“Marry you?”

			“Yes.”

			“You do know what I do, right?”

			“Yes,” I said. “You’re Chernobog’s priest.”

			“Chernobog” literally meant Black God, who was also known by other fun names like Black Serpent, Lord of Darkness, God of freezing cold, destruction, evil, and death. Some ancient Slavs divided their pantheon into opposing forces of light and dark. These forces existed in a balance, and according to that view, Chernobog was a necessary evil. Somebody had to be his priest, and Roman had ended up with the job. According to him, it was the family business.

			Roman leaned forward, his dark eyes intense. “You sure about this?”

			“Yes,” Curran said.

			“Not going to change your mind?”

			What was it with the twenty questions? “Will you do it or not?”

			“Of course I’ll do it.” Roman jumped off the couch. “Ha! Nobody ever asks me to marry them. They always go to Nikolai, my cousin—Vasiliy’s oldest son.”

			Roman had a vast family tree, but I remembered Vasiliy, his uncle. Vasiliy was a priest of Belobog, Chernobog’s brother and exact opposite. He was also very proud of his children, especially Nikolai, and bragged about them every chance he got.

			Roman ducked behind the couch and emerged with a phone.

			“When some supernatural filth tries to carry off the children, call Roman so he can wade through blood and sewage to rescue them, but when it’s something nice like a wedding or a naming, oh no, we can’t have Chernobog’s volhv involved. It’s bad luck. Get Nikolai. When he finds out who I’m going to marry, he’ll have an aneurysm. His head will explode. It’s good that he’s a doctor, maybe he can treat himself.”

			He plugged the phone into the outlet.

			It rang.

			Roman stared at it as if it were a viper.

			The phone rang again.

			He unplugged it. “There.”

			“It can’t be that bad,” I told him.

			“Oh, it’s bad.” Roman nodded. “My dad refused to help my second sister buy a house, because he doesn’t like her boyfriend. My mother called him and it went badly. She cursed him. Every time he urinates, the stream arches up and over.”

			Oh.

			Curran winced.

			“You hungry? Do you want something to eat?” Roman wagged his eyebrows. “I have smoked brisket.”

			My fiancé leaned forward, suddenly interested. “Moist or dry?”

			“Moist. What am I, a heathen?”

			Technically, he was a heathen.

			“We can’t,” I told him. “We have to leave. We have Conclave tonight.”

			“I didn’t know you still go to that,” Roman said.

			“Ghastek outed her,” Curran said.

			The Conclave began as a monthly meeting between the People and the Pack. As the two largest supernatural factions in the city, they often came into conflict, and at some point it was decided that talking and resolving small problems was preferable to being on the brink of a bloodbath every five minutes. Over the years, the Conclave evolved into a meeting where the powerful of Atlanta came together to discuss business. We had attended plenty of Conclaves when Curran was Beast Lord, but once he retired, I thought our tortures were over. Yeah, not so fast.

			“Back in March, Roland’s crews started harassing the teamsters,” I said.

			“In the city?” Roman raised his eyebrows.

			“No.” I had claimed the city of Atlanta to save it from my father, assuming responsibility for it. My father and I existed in a state of uneasy peace, and so far he hadn’t openly breached it. “They would do it five, six miles outside of the land I claimed. The teamsters would be driving their wagons or trucks, and suddenly there would be twenty armed people blocking the road and asking them where they were going and why. It made the union nervous, so a teamster rep came to the Conclave and asked what anyone would be doing about that.”

			“Why not go to the Order?” Roman said. “That’s what they do.”

			“The Order and the union couldn’t come to an agreement,” Curran said.

			The Order of Knights of Merciful Aid offered that aid under some conditions, not the least of which was that once they took a job, they finished it on their terms, and their clients didn’t always like the outcome.

			“So the teamster rep asked the People point-blank to stop harassing their convoys,” Curran said, “and Ghastek told him that Kate was the only person capable of making it happen.”

			“Did you?”

			“I did,” I said. “And now I have to go to the Conclave meetings.”

			“I’m there as a supportive spouse-to-be.” Curran grinned, flashing his teeth.

			“So why did your father mess with the convoys?” Roman asked.

			“No reason. He does it to aggravate me. He’s an immortal wizard with a megalomaniac complex. He doesn’t understand words like ‘no’ and ‘boundaries.’ It bugs him that I have this land. He can’t let it go, so he sits on my border and pokes it. He tried to build a tower on the edge of Atlanta. I made him move it, so now he’s building himself ‘a small residence’ about five miles out.”

			“How small?” Roman asked.

			“About thirty thousand square feet,” Curran said.

			Roman whistled, then knocked on the wooden table and spat over his shoulder three times.

			Curran looked at me.

			“Whistling in the house is bad luck,” I explained.

			“You’ll whistle all your money away,” Roman said. “Thirty thousand square feet, huh?”

			“Give or take. He keeps screwing with her,” Curran said. “His construction crews obstruct the Pack hunting grounds outside Atlanta. His soldiers nag the small settlements outside the claimed area, trying to get people to sell their land to him.”

			My father was slowly driving me insane. He’d cross into my territory when the magic was up, so I would feel his presence, then leave before I could get there to bust him. The first few times he had done it, I rode out, dreading a war, but there was never anyone to fight. Sometimes I woke up in the middle of the night because I’d feel him enter my land, and then I’d lie there gritting my teeth and fighting with myself to keep from grabbing my sword and running out of the house to hunt him down.

			“Don’t forget the monsters,” I said. “They keep spawning outside the boundary and then raid Atlanta.”

			“Most of the time we can’t tie it back to him,” Curran said. “When we can, she calls him on it. He apologizes and makes generous reparations.”

			“And then we all somehow end up eating in some seafood joint, where he orders the whole menu and the waiters serve us glassy-eyed,” I said.

			Curran finished his coffee in one gulp. “Last week a flock of harpies attacked Druid Hills. It took the Guild six hours to put them down. One merc ended up in the hospital with some kind of acute magical rabies.”

			“Well, at least it’s rabies,” Roman said. “They carry leprosy, too.”

			“I called Roland about it,” I said. “He said, ‘Who knows why harpies do anything, Blossom?’ And then he told me he had two tickets to see Aivisha sing and one of them had my name on it.”

			“Parents.” Roman heaved a sigh. “Can’t live with them. Can’t get away from them. When you try to move, they buy a house in your new neighborhood.”

			“That’s one thing about having both of your parents murdered,” Curran said. “I don’t have parent problems.”

			Roman and I looked at him.

			“We really do have to go,” I said.

			“Thanks for the coffee.” Curran put his empty mug on the table.

			“No trouble,” Roman said. “I’ll get started on this wedding thing.”

			“We really appreciate it,” I said.

			“Oh no, no. My pleasure.”

			We got up, walked to the door, and I swung it open. A black raven flew past me and landed on the back of the couch.

			Roman slapped his hand over his face.

			“There you are,” the raven said in Evdokia’s voice. “Ungrateful son.”

			“Here we go . . .” Roman muttered.

			“Eighteen hours in labor and this is what I get. He can’t even pick up the phone to talk to his own mother.”

			“Mother, can’t you see I have people here?”

			“I bet if their mothers called them, they would pick up.”

			That would be a neat trick for both of us. Sadly, dead mothers didn’t come back to life, even in post-Shift Atlanta.

			“Nice to see you, Roman.” I grabbed Curran by the hand.

			The bird swiveled toward me. “Katya!”

			Oh no.

			“Don’t you leave. I need to talk to you.”

			“Got to go, bye!”

			I jumped out of the house. Curran was only half a second behind me, and he pushed the door closed. I sped down the wooden path before Evdokia decided to track me down.

			“Are you actually running away from Evdokia?”

			“Yes, I am.” The witches weren’t exactly pleased with me. They had trusted me to protect Atlanta and its covens, and I had claimed the city instead.

			“Maybe we could skip the Conclave tonight,” Curran said.

			“We can’t.”

			“Why?”

			“Because it’s Mahon’s turn to attend.”

			The Kodiak of Atlanta was brave and powerful and the closest thing to a father Curran had. He also had an uncanny ability to alienate everyone in the room and then have to defend himself when a brawl broke out. He took self-defense seriously. Sometimes there was no building left standing when he was done.

			“Jim will be there,” Curran said.

			“Nope.” The Pack rotated Conclave duty between the alphas, so if something happened at the Conclave, the leadership of the Pack as a whole wouldn’t be wiped out. “Jim was at the last one. You would know this if you hadn’t skipped it to go fight that thing in the sewers. It will be Raphael and Andrea, Desandra, and your father. Unsupervised.”

			Curran swore. “What the hell is Jim thinking with that lineup?”

			“Serves you right for pretending you don’t have parent problems.”

			He growled something under his breath.

			Mahon and I didn’t always see eye to eye. He’d thought I wouldn’t make a good mate for Curran and that I was the reason Curran left the Pack, and he’d told me so, but now he’d come to terms with it. We both loved Curran, so we had to deal with each other and we made the best of it. Although lately Mahon had been unusually nice to me. It was probably a trap.

			“We make it through the Conclave and then we can go home, drink coffee, and eat the apple pie I made last night,” I said. “It will be glorious.”

			He put his arm around me. “The Conclave is only a dinner.”

			“Don’t say it.”

			“How . . .”

			I glared at him. “I mean it! I want a nice quiet night.”

			“. . . bad could it be?”

			“Now you ruined it. If a burning giant busts through a window while we’re at the Conclave and tries to squish people, I will so punch you in the arm.”

			He laughed and we jogged down the winding forest path to our car.

			

			•   •   •

			BERNARD’S WAS ALWAYS full but never crowded. Housed in a massive English-style mansion in an affluent northern neighborhood, Bernard’s restaurant was one of those places where you had to make a reservation two weeks in advance, minimum. The food was beautiful and expensive, the portions tiny—and the patrons were the real draw. Men in thousand-dollar suits and women in glittering dresses with shiny rocks on their necks and wrists mingled and had polite conversation in hushed voices while sipping wine and expensive liquor.

			Curran and I walked into Bernard’s in our work clothes: worn jeans, T-shirts, and boots. I would’ve preferred my sword too, but Bernard’s had a strict no-weapons policy, so Sarrat had to wait in the car.

			People stared as we walked to the conference room. People always stared. Whispers floated.

			“Is that her?”

			“She doesn’t look like . . .”

			Ugh.

			Curran turned toward the sound, his eyes iced over, his expression flat. The whispers died.

			We entered the conference room, where a single long table had been set. The Pack was already there. Mahon sat in the center seat facing the door, Raphael on his right, Desandra three seats down on his left. Mahon saw us and grinned, stroking his beard, which used to be black but now was shot through with silver. When you saw the Kodiak of Atlanta, one word immediately sprang to mind: “big.” Tall, with massive shoulders, barrel-chested and broad but not fat, Mahon telegraphed strength and raw physical power. While Curran held the coiled promise of explosive violence, Mahon looked like if the roof suddenly caved in, he would catch it, grunt, and hold it up.

			Next to him, Raphael couldn’t be more different. Lean, tall, and dark, with piercing blue eyes, the alpha of the bouda clan wasn’t traditionally handsome, but there was something about his face that made women obsess. They looked at him and thought of sex. Then they looked at his better half and decided that he wasn’t worth dying over. Especially lately, because Andrea was nine months pregnant and communicating mostly in snarls. And she wasn’t at the table.

			Desandra, beautiful, blond, and built like a female prizefighter, poked at some painstaking arrangement of flowers and sliced meats on her plate that was probably supposed to be some sort of gourmet dish. She saluted us with a fork and went back to poking.

			Curran sat next to Mahon. I took the chair between him and Desandra and leaned forward, so I could see Raphael. “Where is Andrea?”

			“In the Keep,” he said. “Doolittle wants to keep an eye on her.”

			“Is everything okay?” She was due any day.

			“It’s fine,” Raphael said. “Doolittle is just hovering.”

			And the Pack’s medmage was probably the only one who could force Andrea to comply.

			“Boy.” Mahon clapped his hand on Curran’s shoulder. His whole face was glowing. Curran grinned back. It almost made the Conclave worth it.

			“Old man,” Curran said.

			“You’re looking thinner. Trimming down for the wedding? Or she not feeding you enough?”

			“He eats what he kills,” I said. “I can’t help it that he’s a lousy hunter.”

			Mahon chuckled.

			“I’ve been busy,” Curran said. “The Guild takes a lot of work. Outside the Keep, it’s not all feasts and honey muffins. You should try it sometime. You’re getting a gut and winter isn’t coming for six months.”

			“Oh.” Mahon turned, rummaged in the bag he’d hung on the chair, and pulled out a large rectangular Tupperware container. “Martha sent these for you since you never come to the house.”

			Curran popped the lid off. Six perfect golden muffins. The aroma of honey and vanilla floated around the table. Desandra came to life like a winter wolf who heard a bunny nearby.

			Curran took one muffin, passed it to me, and bit into a second one. “We came to your house last week.”

			“I was out on clan business. That doesn’t count.”

			I bit into the muffin and, for the five seconds it took me to chew, went to heaven.

			The People filed into the room. Ghastek was in the lead: tall, painfully thin, and made even thinner by the dark suit he wore. Rowena walked a step behind him, shockingly stunning as always. Today she wore a whiskey-colored cocktail dress that hugged her generous breasts and hips, while accentuating her narrow waist. Her waterfall of red hair was plaited into a very wide braid and twisted into a knot on the side. I wouldn’t even know how to start that hairdo.

			I missed my long hair. It was barely past my shoulders now and there wasn’t much I could do with it, besides letting it loose or pulling it back into a ponytail.

			Curran leaned toward me, his voice barely above a whisper. “Why didn’t those two ever get together?”

			“I have no idea. Why would they?”

			“Because all the other Masters of the Dead are in relationships. These two are unattached and always together.”

			Shapeshifters gossiped worse than old ladies. “Maybe they did get together and we don’t know?”

			Curran shook his head slightly. “No, I had them under surveillance for years. He never came out of her house and she never came out of his.”

			The People took the seats across from us.

			“Any pressing business?” Ghastek asked.

			Mahon pulled out a piece of lined paper.

			Half an hour later both the People and the Pack ran out of things to discuss. Nothing major had happened, and the budding dispute over a real estate office on the border between the Pack and the People was quickly resolved.

			Wine was served, followed by elaborate desserts that had absolutely nothing on Martha’s honey muffins. It was actually kind of nice, sitting there, sipping the sweet wine. I never thought I would miss the Pack, but I did, a little. I missed the big meals and the closeness.

			“Congratulations on the upcoming wedding,” Ghastek said.

			“Thank you,” I said.

			Technically, Ghastek and the entire Atlanta office of the People belonged to my father, who had been quietly reinforcing them. Two new Masters of the Dead had been assigned to Ghastek, bringing the total count of the Masters of the Dead to eight. Several new journeymen had joined the Casino as well. I made it a habit to drive by it once in a while and every time I did, I felt more vampires within the white textured walls of the palace than I had before. Ghastek was a dagger poised at my back. So far that dagger remained sheathed and perfectly cordial, but I never forgot where his allegiance lay.

			“Ghastek, why haven’t you married?” I asked.

			He gave me a thin-lipped smile. “Because if I were to get married, I would want to have a family. To me, marriage means children.”

			“So what’s the problem? Shooting blanks?” Desandra asked.

			Kill me.

			“No,” Ghastek told her. “In case you haven’t noticed, this city is under siege. It would be irresponsible to bring a child into the world when you can’t keep him or her safe.”

			“So move,” Desandra said.

			“There is no place on this planet that is safe from her father,” Rowena said. “As long as he lives . . .”

			Ghastek put his long fingers on her hand. Rowena caught herself. “. . . as long as he lives, we serve at his pleasure. Our lives are not our own.”

			Nick Feldman walked through the door. The Order of Merciful Aid typically didn’t attend the Conclave. Not good. Not good at all.

			“Here comes the knight-protector,” Raphael warned quietly.

			Everyone looked at Nick. He stopped by the table. When I first met Nick, he’d looked like a filthy bum who cleaned up well when the occasion demanded it. When I saw him again, he was working undercover for Hugh d’Ambray, my father’s Warlord, and he’d looked like one of Hugh’s inner circle: hard, fast, without any weakness, like a weapon honed to unbreakable toughness. Now he was somewhere in between. Still no weaknesses, short brown hair, leaden eyes, and a kind of quiet menace that set me on edge.

			Nick hated me. My mother was the reason for Nick’s unhappy childhood. I suspected it wasn’t the main reason he hated me, but it definitely helped. Nick detested me because he got close and personal with my father. He’d seen with his own eyes how Roland operated, and he thought I would turn out the same way. I was happy to disappoint him.

			“Enjoying dinner like one big happy family?” he said.

			“The knight-protector honors us with his presence,” Rowena said.

			“Hey, handsome,” Desandra winked at him. “Remember me?”

			They had gotten into it before and nearly killed each other. Nick didn’t look at her, but a small muscle in the corner of his left eye jerked. He remembered, alright.

			“What can we do for you?” Curran asked.

			“For me, nothing.” Nick was looking at me.

			“Just spit it out,” I told him.

			He tossed a handful of pieces of paper on the table. They spread out as they fell. Photographs. My father’s stone “residence.” Soldiers in black dragging a large body between them toward the gates, nude from the waist up, purple and red bruises covering the snow-white skin. A black bag hid the head. Another shot, showing the person’s legs, the feet mangled like hamburger meat. Whoever it was, he or she was too large to be a normal human.

			Raphael picked up a photograph next to him, got up, and carefully placed it in front of me.

			The hood was off. A scraggly mane of bluish hair hung down around the prisoner’s shoulders. His face was raw, but I still recognized it. Saiman in his natural form.

			My father had kidnapped Saiman.

			Rage boiled inside me, instant and scalding hot.

			I had tolerated all of my father’s bullshit, but kidnapping my people, this was going too far.

			“When did this happen?” Curran asked, his voice calm.

			“Yesterday evening.”

			Saiman used to be my go-to expert for all things weird and magical, but the last time I tried to hire him, he told me that sooner or later my father would murder me, and he wasn’t stupid enough to play for the losing team. I knew Saiman was the center of his own universe, but it had still surprised me. I had saved him more than once. I didn’t expect friendship—that was beyond him—but I had expected some loyalty. One thing I knew for sure: Saiman would not work with my father. Roland terrified him. One hint of interest from him, and Saiman would run and never look back.

			I wished I could reach across the distance and drop a burning space rock on my father’s house.

			Nick was looking at me. Some part of him must’ve enjoyed this. He wasn’t smiling, but I saw it in his eyes.

			I forced my voice to sound even. “Is the Order taking the case?”

			“No. The Order must be petitioned, and no petition has been filed.”

			“Shouldn’t this fall under the citizen-in-danger provision?” I asked. “An agent of the Order took these pictures. They saw that Saiman was in immediate danger, yet they did nothing.”

			“We are doing something,” Nick said. “I’m notifying you.”

			“Your compassion is staggering,” Ghastek said.

			Nick turned his lead gaze to the Master of the Dead. “Considering the involved citizen’s origins and his long and creative criminal record, his rescue is a low priority. In fact, the city is safer without him in it.”

			“Then why tell me at all?” I asked.

			“Because I enjoy watching you and your father rip into each other like two feral cats thrown into the same bag. If one of you kills the other, the world will be better off.” Nick smiled. “Give him hell, Sharrim.”

			Mahon pounded his fist on the table. The wood thudded like a drum. “You will keep a civil tongue in your mouth when you speak to my daughter-in-law!”

			“Your daughter-in-law is an abomination,” Nick told him.

			Mahon surged up. Raphael grabbed his right arm. Curran grabbed his left.

			“That’s right, hold back the rabid bear,” Nick said. “This is why the world treats you like animals.”

			I jumped onto the table, ran over to Mahon, and put myself between him and Nick. “It’s okay. He runs his mouth because he can’t do anything else.”

			Nick turned around and walked out of the room.

			Curran strained, flexing. “Sit down, old man. Sit down.”

			Finally, Mahon dropped back into his seat. “That fucking prick.”

			Raphael collapsed into his chair.

			I sat on the table between the plates. Bernard’s manager would have a cow, but I didn’t care. Holding Mahon back took everything I had.

			Ghastek and Rowena stared at me.

			“Did you know?” I asked.

			Ghastek shook his head. “They don’t notify us of what he does.”

			“What are you going to do?” Desandra asked.

			“We’ll have to go and get him,” I said. I’d rather eat broken glass.

			“That degenerate?” Raphael asked. “Why not leave him there?”

			“Because Roland can’t take people out of the city whenever he wants to,” Curran said. His face was dark. “And that asshole knew that when he brought the pictures.”

			“You should’ve let me twist his head off,” Mahon said. “You can’t let people insult your wife, Curran. One day you’ll have to choose diplomacy or your spouse. I’m telling you now, it’s got to be your wife. Diplomacy doesn’t care if you live or die. Your wife does.”
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			THE BATTERED CORPSE of I-85 stretched in front of me, winding into the distance, flanked by trees. Brilliant blue sky rose high above it, suffused with sunshine. It was barely six and already the temperatures threatened to slide into the nineties. It would be one hell of a hot day.

			I glanced behind me at the ten mercenaries parked by Curran. They came in all shapes and sizes. Eduardo towered over everyone except Douglas King, who was enormous, six five, with shoulders that wouldn’t fit through the door and legs like tree trunks. Douglas shaved his head, because he felt he wasn’t communicating his badassness well enough, and he painted what he claimed to be magic runes on his scalp and the side of his face in black camo paint. The runes were bullshit. I had told him that before. He didn’t care.

			Next to him, the five-foot-tall Ella seemed even smaller. Perfectly ordinary, with brown hair about an inch longer than her shoulders and a pretty, pleasant face, which was usually free of makeup, she would’ve been at home in a sandwich shop or a vet’s office. People tended to underestimate her. Petite and wicked fast, Ella liked the wakizashi and she cut things to ribbons with it.

			The rest of the mercs fell between these two extremes: lean and bulky, tall and short, some carrying blades, others carrying bows. They were Curran’s elite team, the nucleus around which he was building the new Guild.

			He’d formed this team when he took a job everyone in the city turned down. Even the Red Guard had bowed out. The Four Horsemen, the Guild’s best team, straightout called it suicide. Curran and I took the gig, Eduardo threw in his lot with us, and somehow the Guild coughed up nine people crazy enough to join us and good enough to live through it. We got the job done, the Guild’s gigs doubled overnight, and the ten of them got a certain reputation. They were the Guild’s best of the best and after that job, they would die for Curran.

			Neither of us had a good feeling about the upcoming conversation with Roland. Curran would stay behind. First, it would make the negotiations easier. Things would get heated, and given that my father and my fiancé got into pissing matches over which way the wind was blowing, it would be better to handle this one by myself. And second, if something happened to me, Curran was the only one who could hold the city and possibly get me back out.

			He would try. If things did go sour, he would sprout fangs and claws and march his team of hard cases brandishing savage weapons into Lawrenceville to try to pry me loose from my father’s grasp. I had to make sure it didn’t come to that, because it wouldn’t end well for everyone involved.

			I leaned over to Curran and kissed him. His arms closed around me and he squeezed me to him for one bone-crunching second.

			“I’m off.”

			“I’ll be right here,” he said.

			“Have fun with your A-team. Sharpen some knives. Clean some guns. Don’t kill anybody while I’m gone.”

			“I can’t make any promises.”

			I climbed into Cuddles’s saddle. The black and white mammoth donkey twitched her ears.

			“I’ll tell dear old Dad you’re sorry you missed him.”

			Behind Curran, Eduardo snorted.

			Curran bared his teeth. “Not as sorry as he’ll be if I have to come and see him.”

			“Hey, Daniels,” Ella called out. “Bring us back some cookies.”

			“What makes you think there will be cookies?”

			“When I go home to see my parents, there are always cookies.”

			If Roland did have cookies, they’d probably make me spit fire. “I’ll see what I can do.”

			I started down the road. In its glory days I-85 was a giant of an interstate road, six regular lanes and two express lanes on each side. The magic had fed the tree growth. The pavement crumbled at the edges under the relentless onslaught of magic waves, making it easier for the roots to raise the asphalt, and the once mighty highway turned into a forest road. The huge hickories, maples, and white ashes flanked it, warring for space with colossal live oaks tinseled with Spanish moss. The heat was brutal, the sun pounding the road like a hammer. It would take me about twenty minutes to get to Lawrenceville, and by the time I made it, I’d arrive well-done with a crispy crust. I stuck to the tree shadows.

			What the hell could Roland possibly want with Saiman?

			Thinking about it made me clench my teeth. He came into my territory. He took one of my people out. No matter how I felt about him, Saiman was an inhabitant of Atlanta. If I had hackles, they would be standing up.

			You’d think he would stop screwing with me fourteen days before my wedding. As a common courtesy.

			I still hadn’t bought the dress. I’d gone shopping for it three times and come back empty-handed because I didn’t see anything I wanted.

			Ahead Derek stepped out from behind a thick ash, moving with the easy gliding grace of a shapeshifter. In his early twenties, with broad shoulders, and a face hardened by life’s grinder, he looked at me with dark eyes. With some shapeshifters the nature of their beast was more obvious. Even in his human body, Derek looked like a wolf. A predatory, solitary, smart wolf.

			“I was beginning to wonder where you were.”

			The former boy wonder shrugged his shoulders. “I scouted ahead.” His voice matched his looks: low, threatening, and rough.

			“Anything?”

			“No patrols between us and Lawrenceville.”

			I wasn’t sure if that was good—because I wouldn’t have to intimidate and possibly kill anyone—or bad, because my father apparently worried so little about me presenting a threat that he neglected to defend his base.

			“You look like you want to murder somebody,” Derek said.

			“Don’t I normally look that way?”

			“Not like this.”

			“It’s probably because I have one nerve left and my father keeps jumping up and down on it.”

			I kept riding. Derek trotted next to me.

			“Curran told me about the Conclave,” he said.

			“Mm-hm.”

			“Why does Nick hate you?” he asked.

			“You know the story about Voron and me? How after Roland killed my mother, Voron raised me?”

			Derek nodded.

			“Whenever we came through the Atlanta area, Greg Feldman would visit us. When I was older, I thought it was odd, because Greg was a knight-diviner and Voron steered clear of the Order whenever he could. I asked him about it once, and he told me that he, my mother, Greg, and Greg’s ex-wife, Anna, used to be friends. Then after Voron died, Greg became my guardian. Occasionally he would take me to Anna’s house. She didn’t like me at first, but eventually she helped me. She is a precog. I used to wonder why I haven’t heard from her for a while, but it makes sense now.”

			“Okay,” Derek said. “How does Nick fit into it?”

			“You remember when Hugh killed the knights in the Atlanta chapter of the Order, and Nick dropped his cover? Maxine called him Nick Feldman. When we got back to the Keep, I asked Jim to look into it. He did. Nick Feldman is Greg Feldman’s son.”

			Derek frowned. “You didn’t know he had a son?”

			“No. Greg took care of me for about ten years. Neither he nor Anna ever mentioned a child. There were no pictures and nobody ever said his name. So after Jim told me, I called Anna.”

			It had taken four phone calls and a promise to come find her in her country home in North Carolina before she finally called back.

			“I had always thought that Greg and Voron had been friends. I have a picture of the four of them, Greg and Anna and Voron and my mother, standing together. Apparently, all of that is bullshit. They knew each other, but they weren’t friends. My mother had worked for the Order for a short time before marrying Roland. She met Greg, and Greg fell in love with her. He told Anna, but Nick was two years old and they decided to stay together for his sake. My mother and Greg reconnected again when she and Voron were running from Roland. At the time, I was a baby. Greg left Anna the day he found out my mother died. Nick was six.”

			“I don’t get it,” Derek said. “Why leave when the other woman is dead?”

			“I don’t know. I have no idea what went on in Greg’s head. Maybe he thought he was betraying my mother’s memory somehow by staying with Anna.”

			Thinking about it put all those meetings between Voron and Greg in a new light. They weren’t two friends catching up. They were two men mourning the death of the same woman.

			“He and Anna shared custody, but when Nick was twelve, he applied to Squire’s Rest. It’s the Order’s preparatory boarding school, the place you go before the Academy makes you into a knight. Nick got in and they never saw him again. According to Anna, Nick hated both her and Greg. When he became part of the Crusader program, Greg was told to remove all traces of Nick, photos, documents, everything, for Nick’s safety and the safety of his family. Eventually Nick went undercover with Hugh for over two years. So my mother broke up his parents’ marriage and my father was the reason he had to do despicable shit for two years. I’m not his favorite person.”

			“I get being mad at his parents and at your mother, but you were a baby.”

			I sighed. “Maybe if I were the daughter of the other woman his father loved, or the child his dad took in instead of him, or Roland’s daughter, he could deal with it. But I’m all of those things. He will get over it or he won’t, Derek. I don’t really care.”

			I did a little bit. Nick was Greg’s older child, and Greg was my guardian and looked over me the way a father would, which meant that in my head Nick hovered perilously close to the “older brother” category. If he ever found out about it, he would probably choke on whatever he was drinking at the time.

			The trees pulled away from the road like two hands opening, giving way to a clear grassy plain, with the old highway rolling across it all the way to a short blocky tower. It looked like it was designed to be a good deal taller. A fortress was beginning to take shape around it, its walls three-quarters finished. Damn it.

			“I thought you said he agreed to stop building on our border,” Derek said.

			“He agreed to stop building the tower. We agreed that he’s allowed a residence.”

			“That’s not a residence. That’s a castle.”

			“I can see that,” I growled.

			And it had gone up fast, too. Three months ago, there was nothing except a foundation. Now there was a mostly finished wall, and the main building and smaller structures inside that wall, and long blood-red pennants streaming in the breeze from the parapets. Made himself comfortable, did he?

			A rider shot out of the copse of trees on our left, pushing hard at a full gallop and carrying a long sky-blue standard on a tall flagpole. I would’ve recognized that horse anywhere. Built like a small draft horse, black dappled with light gray, she pounded the road with her white-feathered hoofs. Her mane, long, white, and wavy, flared in the wind. Her rider, slender, blond hair tied back in a ponytail, sat like she was born on that horse. Julie and Peanut, heading straight for Roland’s castle.

			I’d told her where I was going this morning and told her to stay at Cutting Edge. Instead she came here and waited until she saw me so she could dramatically ride for the castle ahead of me. Why me? Why?

			“I’m going to kill her.”

			“She’s your Herald,” Derek said. “That’s your color. Blue for humanity.”

			My what?

			He made a big show of moving a few feet to the side.

			I looked at him.

			“In case your head explodes,” he said helpfully.

			“Not another word.”

			He chuckled under his breath, the rough lupine laugh of an amused wolf. Laugh it up, why don’t you?

			My father had had two warlords in the modern age. The first, Voron, left his service to save me, because my mother’s magic convinced him he hopelessly loved her. Hugh d’Ambray was the second, and during his training under Voron, Hugh served as Roland’s Herald. According to Voron, that was the way my father had done things thousands of years ago, before the magic disappeared from the world and his wizard empire collapsed. First, you became Herald, then you became Warlord. Now Julie had decided that she was my Herald. I never told her any of this. She must still be talking to Roland. I didn’t know how, and when I had asked her about it a few weeks ago, she denied it.

			Apparently, she’d lied.

			I gritted my teeth.

			Nothing good would come from Julie talking to Roland. He was poison. I had busted up one of their conversations before, and I did my best to keep more from happening. Logic, explanations, sincere requests, threats, groundings—none of it made any difference. Nothing short of a direct order would do, and I wasn’t ready to burn that bridge yet. Not only that, but that direct order would have to be worded in such a way as to prevent any loopholes. I would have to hire Barabas just to write it out.

			Julie was talking to my father and I was powerless to stop it. My father kept coming into my territory, taunting me, and I couldn’t stop that either. And now Julie was riding into his castle to announce me.

			I raised my head and sat up straighter. Cuddles picked up on my mood and broke into a canter. Derek shifted into a run, keeping up. Julie and I would have a long talk when we got home. I didn’t want a Herald, but I wouldn’t leave her without backup either. I would ride into that damn castle like I had a Herald announce every moment of my day, complete with fanfare and banner waving.

			Four guards in leather armor stood by the entrance of the castle, two men and two women, all trim, grim, and looking like someone had found some attack dogs, turned them into human shape, and groomed them into paragons of military perfection. They bowed their heads in unison. Four voices chorused, “Sharrim.”

			Great. This would be a wonderful visit; I just knew it.

			I rode into the courtyard and dismounted next to Julie, who stood at parade rest holding the stupid banner. A small stand waited next to her. They brought her a stand for her flag.

			A man approached and knelt on one knee. I had seen him before. He was in his fifties, with a head of graying hair, and he looked like he had spent all of his years fighting for one thing or another. Having people kneel in front of me ranked somewhere between getting a root canal and cleaning out a sewer on the list of things I hated.

			“You honor us, Sharrim. I have informed Sharrum of your arrival. He is overjoyed.”

			I bet he is. “Thank you for the warm welcome.”

			“Do you require anything of me?”

			“Not at this time.”

			He rose, his head still bowed, and backed away to stand a few dozen feet to the left.

			Around us, the soldiers manning the walls tried not to gawk. A woman exited one of the side buildings, saw us, turned around, and went back inside.

			“You’re grounded,” I said under my breath.

			“I don’t have a social life anyway,” Julie murmured. “Barabas called the house before I left. He says not to burn any bridges.”

			That was Barabas’s standing legal advice when it came to my father. If I burned this bridge, it would mean war.

			“Where is he?”

			“He’s at home,” Julie said. “Christopher had a nervous breakdown and burned a book.”

			That made no sense. Christopher loved books. They were his escape and treasure.

			“Which book was it?”

			“Bullfinch’s Mythology.”

			What could possibly have set him off about poor Bullfinch?

			To the right a man and a woman walked out on the wall from a small side tower. The man wore a trench coat despite the heat. Sewn and patched with everything from leather cording to bits of fur, it looked like every time it had been cut or torn, he’d slapped whatever fabric or leather he had handy over the rip. There was a particular patch on the left side that I didn’t like.

			His face was too smooth for a human, the lines perfect, the dark eyes tilted down at the inside corners. His hair was cut short and tousled as if he’d slept on it and hadn’t bothered brushing it for a couple of days, but it was a deep glossy black and looked soft. He was clean-shaven, without so much as a shadow of stubble on his jaw, but somehow managed to look unkempt. The color of his face was odd too, an even olive hue. When most people described skin as olive, they meant a golden-brown color with a slight green undertone. His olive wasn’t darker, but stronger somehow, more saturated with green. The hilt of a sword protruded over his shoulder, wrapped with a purple cord. The same purple showed beneath his coat.

			The woman towered next to him. Easily over six feet, dark skinned, with broad shoulders, she wore chain mail over a black tactical outfit and carried a large hammer. The body beneath the chain mail was lean: small bust, hard waist, narrow hips. She was corded with muscle. Her hair, in short dreadlocks, was pulled back from her face. Shades hid her eyes. Her features were large and handsome, and fully human, although she looked like she could punch through a solid wall. A purple scarf, gossamer light, hung from her waist.

			“On the wall, the pair to the right,” I said quietly.

			Both Derek and Julie kept looking straight ahead, but I knew they saw them.

			“That’s human skin on the left side of his coat.”

			If things went sour, those two would prove to be a problem.

			Forty feet above us, the door of the tower opened and my father stepped out onto the stone landing. Magic clung to him like a tattered cloak. He was reeling it in as fast as he could, but I still felt it. We’d interrupted something.

			“Blossom!”

			“Father.” There. I said it and didn’t choke on it.

			“So good to see you.”

			He started down the stairs. My father looked like every orphan’s dream. He’d let himself age, for my benefit, into a man who could reasonably have a twenty-eight-year-old daughter. His hair was salt-and-pepper, and he’d let some wrinkles gather at the corners of his eyes and mouth, enough to suggest experience, but he moved like a young man in his athletic prime. His body, clad in jeans and a gray tunic with rolled-up sleeves, could’ve belonged to a merc who would’ve fit right into Curran’s team.

			His face was that of a prophet. Kindness and wisdom shone from his eyes. They promised knowledge and power, and right now they glowed with fatherly joy. Any child looking at him would know instinctively that he would be a great father; that he would be nurturing, patient, attentive, stern when the occasion required (but only because he wanted the best for his children), and above all, proud of your every achievement. If I had met him at fifteen, when Voron died and my world shattered, I wouldn’t have been able to resist, despite all of Voron’s conditioning and training to kill Roland. I had been so alone then and desperate for any hint of human warmth.

			Julie was an orphan. She had me and Curran, but we were her second family.

			I stared at that fatherly facade and wished I could pry her away from him. If wishes had power, mine would’ve brought down this castle in an avalanche of stone and dust.

			“Have you eaten? I can have lunch served. I found the most amazing red curry recipe.”

			Yes, come, have some magically delicious curry in the house of a legendary wizard hell-bent on grinding the world under his boot. What could go wrong? “No, thank you. I’m not hungry.”

			“Come, walk with me. I want to show you something.”

			I glanced at Derek and shook my head slightly. Stay put.

			He nodded.

			I motioned to Julie. She thrust her flag into the stand and followed me, keeping about four feet of distance. I was about to rub my father’s nose in the mess he’d made. He would show his ugly side. I’d seen it before once or twice and it wasn’t something one forgot. It was high time Julie saw it, too.

			My father and I strolled across the yard, up the stairs, and onto the wall. A complex network of ditches crossed the ground on the left side and stretched out to hug the castle in a rough crescent. Hills of sand and smooth pebbles in a dozen colors and sizes rose on the sides. I tried to picture the lines of the trenches in my head as they would look from above, but they didn’t look like anything. If this was the layout of a spell, it would be hellishly complicated.

			What kind of spell would require sand and stone? Was he building a stone golem? That would be a really big golem. Judging by the amount of materials, it would have to be a colossus. But why use pebbles; why not carve him out of rock?

			Maybe it was a summoning. What was he summoning, that he would need a space the size of twenty football fields . . .

			“I’ve decided to build a water garden.”

			Oh.

			“I told you of the water gardens in my childhood palace. I want my grandchildren to make their own treasured memories.”

			The recollection hit me like a sudden punch in the gut: my father on a grassy hill, taking away my son as I screamed. I had seen the vision in the mind of a djinn. Djinn weren’t the most trustworthy creatures, but the witches had confirmed it. If . . . no, when. When Curran and I had a son, my father would try to take him. I held on to that thought and forced it down before it had a chance to surface on my face.

			“We are diverting the river. The weather is mild enough and with a bit of magical prompting, I will turn this place into a small paradise. What do you think?”

			Open your mouth and say something. Say something. “Sounds like it will be beautiful.”

			“It will.”

			“Do you think Grandmother would like to see it?” Stab, stab, stab.

			“Your grandmother is best left undisturbed.”

			“She is suffering. Alone, imprisoned in a stone box.”

			He sighed. “Some things cannot be helped.”

			“Aren’t you afraid that someone will free her?” Someone like me.

			“If someone were to try to enter Mishmar, I would know and I would come looking for them. They would never leave.”

			Thanks for the warning, Dad.

			“She isn’t alive, Blossom. She is a wild force, a tempest without ego. One can only speculate what damage she would cause if unleashed.”

			Aha. Of course, you buried her away from everything she loves because she is too dangerous.

			We resumed our strolling along the walls, slowly circling the tower.

			“How go the preparations for the wedding?”

			“Very well. How goes the world domination?”

			“It has its moments.”

			We strolled down the wall. That was probably enough small talk. If I let him run the conversation, I’d never get Saiman back.

			“A resident of Atlanta was brought here. I’m here to take him home.”

			“Ah.” Roland nodded.

			We turned the corner and I caught a glimpse of Julie’s face as she walked behind us. She was looking at the empty field beyond the eastern wall. Her eyes widened, her face sharpened, and her skin went two shades whiter. I glanced at the field. Beautiful emerald-green grass. Julie stared at it with freaked-out eyes. She definitely saw something.

			We kept moving.

			Don’t burn bridges. Stay civil. “You kidnapped Saiman.”

			“I invited him to be my guest.”

			I pulled a photograph of Saiman’s brutalized body out of my pocket and passed it to him.

			Roland glanced at it. “Perhaps ‘guest’ was a bit of an overstatement.”

			“You can’t snatch Atlanta citizens any time you feel like it.”

			“Technically I can. I choose not to, because you and I have made a certain agreement, but it is definitely within my power.”

			I opened my mouth and snapped it shut. We’d stopped at a square widening in the wall that would probably become the basis for a flanking tower. In the field, on the right, a man hung on a cross. Bloody, his clothes torn, his face a mess, he sagged off the boards. I would’ve guessed he was dead, except he was staring straight at Roland, his eyes defiant.

			“Father!”

			“Yes?”

			“A man is being crucified.”

			He glanced in that direction and a shadow flickered through his face. “So he is.”

			It was the same look Julie gave me when she thought she had gotten away with stealing beer out of the keg but forgot about the empty mug on her desk. He had forgotten about the man he was slowly killing.

			Julie glanced behind her, at the empty field. Okay, that’s about enough of that. I had to get her as close to the exit as I could now.

			“I require privacy,” I told her. “Go back and wait with Derek, please.”

			She bowed, turned, and walked away.

			“You give her too little credit,” Roland said.

			“I give her all the credit. I also never forget that she’s sixteen years old.”

			“A wonderful age. Full of possibilities.”

			Possibilities that you have no business contemplating. “What did he do?”

			Roland sighed.

			“What was so bad that you decided to torture him?”

			Roland looked after Julie. “The problem with warlords is that the position is fundamentally flawed by its very nature. A general who is unable to lead is useless, but to lead, he must inspire loyalty. When the troops rush the field, knowing they may lay down their lives, they look to their general, not to the king behind him. Sooner or later, their loyalties become divided. They abandon their king and look instead to the one who bled and suffered with them.”

			He looked at the human wreck on the cross.

			“Is that one of Hugh’s men?”

			“Yes.”

			“What did he do?”

			“He refused my orders. I told him to do something and he told me that he was a soldier, not a butcher. The great hypocrisy of this pseudo-moral stance lies in the fact that if Hugh had given him the same order, he probably would’ve obeyed. I merely reminded him that he draws his breath at my discretion.”

			And he’d ordered him tied to the cross. So the death would take longer. “That’s barbaric.”

			Roland turned to me with a small smile. “No. Barbarism usually produces swift death. Cruelty is the mark of a civilized human. I still have a hundred Iron Dogs in this location. He’s an excellent visual aid.”

			And that was it right there in a nutshell. Nothing was off-limits as long as it let him accomplish his goal.

			“How long has he been up there?”

			“Five days. He should’ve been dead by now, but he’s using magic to keep himself alive despite the pain. The will to live is a truly remarkable thing.”

			I wanted to march down there and take Hugh’s man off of it. I wasn’t kind. I could be cruel. I had used my sword to punish before, but at my absolute worst, the punishment I delivered lasted minutes. The man on the cross had been there for days. The Iron Dog might have belonged to Hugh, but there was a line between good and evil, and that kind of torture crossed it. This was bigger than Hugh and me. This was about right and wrong.

			“And if Hugh returns?”

			“He won’t. I purged him.”

			“You what?”

			“That which is freely given can also be taken away.
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