
		
			[image: Cover for Phantom Kiss]
		

	
		
			
			
			Other Novels by Chloe Neill

			
			The Chicagoland Vampires Novels

			Some Girls Bite

			Friday Night Bites

			Twice Bitten

			Hard Bitten

			Drink Deep

			Biting Cold

			House Rules

			Biting Bad

			Wild Things

			Blood Games

			Dark Debt

			Midnight Marked

			“High Stakes” novella in Kicking It

			Howling for You (A Chicagoland Vampires Novella)

			Lucky Break (A Chicagoland Vampires Novella)

			The Devil’s Isle Novels

			The Veil

			The Sight

			The Dark Elite Novels

			Firespell

			Hexbound

			Charmfall

			
		

	
		
			
			Phantom Kiss

			A Chicagoland Vampires Novella

			Chloe Neill

			INTERMIX

			New York

		

	
		
			
			INTERMIX

			Published by Berkley

			An imprint of Penguin Random House LLC

			375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014

			[image: ]

			Copyright © 2017 by Chloe Neill

			Excerpt from Blade Bound copyright © 2017 by Chloe Neill

			Penguin Random House supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader.

			INTERMIX and the “IM” design are trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

			ISBN: 9780451488671

			First Edition: January 2017

			This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

		

		Version_1

	
		Contents

			
				Also by Chole Neill

			
				Title Page

				Copyright

				Epigraph

				
				Chapter 1

				Chapter 2

				Chapter 3

				Chapter 4

				Chapter 5

				Chapter 6

				Epilogue

				
				Excerpt from BLADE BOUND

				About the Author

			
		

		
		
	
		
			
			 

			Now it is the time of night

			That the graves, all gaping wide,

			Every one lets forth his sprite,

			In the church-way paths to glide.

			—William Shakespeare, A Midsummer Night’s Dream

		

	
		
			1

			“There is no torture so sweet, no punishment so sublime, as the couple’s wedding shower.”

			The tortured vampire, who was tall and chiseled enough to make Apollo weep with jealousy, stood beside me at the threshold of a mansion in Oak Park, Illinois.

			The house belonged to my parents. In two months, the vampire would belong to me.

			He wore a perfectly fitted dark suit, a crisp white shirt beneath. The top button was undone to reveal the silver drop that rested in the hollow of his throat. His hair was golden and fell to his shoulders, his eyes the green of flawless emeralds.

			“You rule a House of vampires,” I reminded Ethan. “You’ve fought monsters, sorcerers, evil politicians. You can handle presents and party games for a couple of hours.”

			The look of horror that widened his eyes was priceless. Not that I was thrilled about entering my parents’ house. No matter the occasion, being here felt like being corseted into a body that wasn’t quite my own. On the upside, at least I wasn’t going to be tortured alone. Ethan was my partner in crime.

			His gaze narrowed. “You didn’t mention party games.”

			“It was understood,” I said. “That’s the nature of a wedding shower. Just be glad it’s the only one you have to attend.”

			We’d have a short engagement—only four months from the first ring to the second—and we were now only two months away from the ceremony. Since Ethan insisted on a dazzling wedding that would show off his bride-to-be—and who was I to argue with that?—the brief engagement meant a lot of planning and lead-in activities were compressed into a short time. That was one reason we’d opted for a single couple’s shower instead of the varied bridal variety.

			Ethan arched a golden eyebrow, skimmed his hot gaze over the dark, swingy dress I’d paired with low black boots, the pearls at my neck, the dark hair I’d left loose around my shoulders. “You’ll owe me, Sentinel.” He leaned forward, lips at my ear. “And I mean to collect.”

			Just as he’d intended, my blood went hot. “You’ll have plenty of time to collect after the party.” I swept past him, opened the door, and grinned back. “We are immortal, after all.”

			•   •   •

			My parents’ modernist home, a weird cube of concrete among Frank Lloyd Wright look-alikes, had been outfitted with white and silver streamers and paper lanterns that were unusually usual for a wedding shower. Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad.

			My mother, Meredith Merit, and my sister, Charlotte Corkburger, had organized the party. I’d given them a list of my friends, and they’d handpicked the rest of the invitees based on some complicated calculus they hadn’t fully explained to me but which had required a whiteboard, markers, and enough symbols to populate a spell book.

			“Happy shower!” My mother walked toward us, two tall champagne flutes in hand. Charlotte stood in front of a long table covered with silver dishes and tiered trays of food. We both had our father’s dark hair, although hers were green to my blue. She glanced back and waved, and I did the same.

			“Thank you, Mom,” I said, and took the flute, noted the crimson liquid it held did not look like champagne.

			“Blood4You cocktail!” my mother said brightly.

			Ethan took a sip and nodded, as if pleasantly surprised by the taste. “Very nice,” he said. “And the house looks lovely.” He flashed the Masterly smile that made all manner of human and supernatural folk weak in the knees.

			“We had so much fun working with the party planner,” my mother said, hand on her chest.

			“Planning a good event is a very satisfying process,” Ethan said, then slid me a glance. “In fact, I requested one of our vampires act as a social coordinator for the House.”

			“It wasn’t a request,” I murmured. “It was a punishment.”

			“Was it?” His expression was all innocence. “I must remember it differently.”

			I just shook my head.

			“Well, in any event, you’ll have fun tonight.”

			That remained to be seen, but I’d give it my best shot. I looked around, scanning the faces I knew, and didn’t see my brother, Robert, or my father. “Robert and Dad aren’t here?”

			My mother tried to hide her sudden wince, but not successfully. She traded it for a light smile that wasn’t any more convincing, and gestured offhandedly. “They’re at a real estate closing in New York. You know how they are.”

			Maybe there’d been a closing. Or maybe my father was still my father, and my brother was still my brother. The former didn’t know how to deal with me. The latter was still angry because he believed I’d ruined the possibility of Merit Properties’ future business with Sorcha and Adrien Reed. Sorcha was a sorceress whose plan to control supernaturals we’d recently thwarted; Adrien was her entrepreneurial husband, dead by her own hand. Their own actions had led to their downfall—magically and economically. But since I was a supernatural, Robert blamed me.

			“They are who they are,” I said, and tried a smile that wasn’t any better than hers. But I fixed it into place, because this night was about Ethan and love and celebration. It wasn’t about my brother’s petty and misguided tantrum.

			When Ethan picked that moment to put a hand at my back, to remind me that he was beside me whatever other drama came our way, I felt better. We were who we were.

			My mother slipped an arm into Ethan’s. “I have so many people to introduce you to! They’re dying to meet you, if you’ll excuse the pun.”

			“It’s one of my favorite puns,” Ethan said with a smile. “I look forward to meeting more of Merit’s family. They always have such interesting stories to tell.”

			I could feel the blood drain from my face. Maybe the couple’s shower hadn’t been such a good idea after all. “Let’s stick to recent history, please.” But Ethan just smiled.

			“I know all the recent history,” he said. “It’s the rest I’m interested in.”

			“We’ll be back!” my mother said lightly, then whisked him into the arms of her chattering friends.

			I wasn’t alone for long.

			“Merit!”

			I looked back, found my blue-haired best friend—classically pretty, pale, and petite—moving through the crowd. Mallory Bell was escorted by her husband, Catcher. He was taller and buff, with pale skin and close-cropped hair that set off intense green eyes.

			“Happy wedding shower,” she said, squeezing me in a hug. “The place looks great—for a concrete box.”

			“That sums it up pretty well,” I said.

			She snagged a flute of pretty pink juice from a waiter with a silver tray. “These are mango and dragon fruit. You should try one.”

			I held up my blood cocktail, grinned at her. “I’ll try yours if you try mine.”

			“Been there, done that.”

			I tilted my head at her. “You have?”

			She lifted a shoulder. “You had those bottles of Blood4You at the house.”

			I’d shared Mallory’s Wicker Park home before moving into Cadogan House. I’d left partly because of my obligations as Sentinel and partly to avoid her and Catcher’s any-room-goes style of lovemaking. I’d vastly exceeded my personal quota of naked sorcerer sightings.

			“I had a sip one night.” She wrinkled her nose. “It was not delightful.”

			I was a vampire and I wouldn’t even call blood delightful. But as much as Blood4You’s marketing team tried to pretend otherwise, it wasn’t about the taste. It was about the need, the comfort, the satisfaction. However unsavory the practice might have been to humans, blood filled a vampire’s belly like nothing else did.

			“To each her own,” Catcher said, glancing around. “Where’s your fiancé?”

			I gestured across the room to where he chatted with my grandfather, Chicago’s supernatural Ombudsman and Catcher’s employer.

			The Ombudsman looked decidedly lived-in, with a slender ring of silver hair, a plaid shirt and trousers, and comfortable shoes. I loved my grandfather for many reasons, not the least of which was because the cop-turned-supernatural-investigator looked perfectly at home in his own skin.

			My mother stood with them, a contrast in her sheath dress and Chanel pumps, diamonds glittering in her ears.

			“Ethan cuts a fine form in those black suits of his,” Mallory said with a wink, earning a slightly narrowed stare from her husband. “But you’re the only control freak for me,” she said, putting a hand on his chest.

			To each her own in love, too.

			•   •   •

			We chatted with relatives I hadn’t seen in years—and some I was pretty sure I’d never seen. There were pictures and canapés and handshakes with cousins thrice removed. But there were no party games, thank God. My mother and Charlotte had evidently given up trying to think a game that would have been appropriate for humans and a four-centuries-old vampire.

			Ethan and I had made the rounds, talking with Mallory and Catcher, with Margot, the House’s vampiric chef (and our wedding caterer), with Lindsey, my closest vampire friend and a House guard, and with Luc, the House’s guard captain and Lindsey’s beau.

			Malik, Ethan’s second-in-command, had volunteered to stay at Cadogan and keep things running while we were gone. We had promised to bring him a slice of cake but weren’t entirely sure if the “cake” my mother had ordered would count. It was less pastry than edible sculpture—a tall and wriggling three-dimensional heart made of a dozen layers of beet-stained gelatin. My mother loved edgy, modern cuisine as much as she loved edgy, modern architecture.

			We’ll go by Portillo’s on the way home, Ethan said as we looked it over. That should satisfy Malik.

			I wasn’t about to argue with that. Portillo’s had the best cake shakes in Chicago.

			We’d requested no gifts and had offered suggestions for charitable donations for the guests who were determined to give something. But we still received beautifully wrapped presents, including two fancy toasters, a set of expensive towels, and a dozen crystal champagne flutes. Very generous of the thrice-removed cousins, if unnecessary.

			I’m certain there are several shelters in town that would be thrilled to have these, Ethan said when I opened Toaster Number Three.

			Excellent plan, I said, and I smiled at the small, wizened woman who’d given it to us. She was a great-aunt on my father’s side—my paternal grandmother’s sister—and looked to be nearly immortal herself. “Thank you, Aunt Sarah. What a thoughtful gift,” I said as my mother added the toaster to the growing pile.

			When the last gift was distributed and we’d thanked two dozen people for their generosity, Great-Aunt Sarah came forward again.

			“There are lazy, no-good vampires living down the street from me,” she pronounced.

			We stared at her.

			My mother, smile firmly in place, took Sarah’s elbow. “Sarah, I’m certain that’s not an appropriate thing to say at a party.”

			Or anywhere else, I silently added. But Sarah intended to have her say.

			“Up at all hours of the night, sleeping all day. Taking advantage of the system is what that is. Probably taking plenty of government handouts.”

			Since Sarah lived on her late husband’s earnings and hadn’t worked a day in her life, I didn’t think she was in much of a position to judge our work ethic.

			“Sarah,” my mother said again, more firmly this time, and tried to tug the woman away. “You’re being a bit rude.”

			More than a bit, I thought, and slid my gaze to Ethan, watched him work to bite back the bitter words he undoubtedly wanted to say to this ignorant woman. He’d hold his tongue out of consideration for me, for the circumstances. Fortunately, I didn’t feel the same restriction.

			“I’m not sure why you’re here,” I said when Sarah refused to move, her chin lifted in defiance. “You clearly don’t respect us, yet you’ve accepted my mother’s invitation and her hospitality. You’ve come into her house with prejudice and hatred, and you’ve spilled your vitriol in her home. That’s fantastically rude.”

			Sarah’s mouth opened, forming a perfect O of shock in the silence that followed my statement. She probably wasn’t used to being challenged. Too bad for her, because I wasn’t done.

			“As is common knowledge, which you’re apparently choosing to ignore, vampires are allergic to sunlight. They are nocturnal, and their existence isn’t limited to what you do or don’t see of them. To answer the second accusation, vampires aren’t entitled to government assistance because we aren’t human. So it’s literally impossible that your neighbors are receiving ‘handouts.’”

			Splotches of color rose on Sarah’s cheeks. She opened her mouth to respond, but I held up a finger. “You’ve said your piece; I’ll say mine. If you want to be prejudiced and hateful, you might as well own it. Don’t make excuses based on incorrect information.”

			“Well,” my mother said a moment later, the word echoing across the quiet room, and looked at Sarah. “I believe it’s time for you to go.” Skilled as an entertainer of guests, my mother sounded perfectly pleasant.

			“I am here, and I have been generous, and I am appalled by this treatment. Joshua will hear about what’s gone on here today.”

			“He’ll certainly hear about it from me,” my mother said.

			Sarah shuffled through the crowd, disappearing toward the front of the house.

			There were undoubtedly guests who agreed with me, but they hadn’t spoken up. To my mind, that was as good as condoning her behavior. While it was unlikely she’d change her opinion, I’d still fight the good fight.

			Sometimes, that was the best thing—and the only thing—you could do.

		

	
		
			2

			The rest of the shower was much less dramatic. When it was over, and we’d said goodbye to friends and relatives and thanked my mother and sister lavishly, we climbed back into Ethan’s most recent automotive obsession, his Audi R8, for the return trip to Hyde Park.

			“Sorry about Aunt Sarah.”

			“There are a million Aunt Sarahs in the world,” Ethan said, and slid me a glance. “You handled it with aplomb.”

			I grinned at him. “I was doing you.”

			His eyes widened. “I beg your pardon?”

			“I knew you wouldn’t say anything in front of my family—your control’s too good. So I imagined what you’d have told her and said that.”

			Ethan opened his mouth, closed it again. “Is that a compliment?”

			“I’m not entirely sure,” I said with a smile, patting his leg. “But I do respect your ability to throw shade at an asshole.”

			“Thank you, I think.” There was amusement in his voice, which was what I’d intended.

			My cell phone, slipped into a slim pocket of my dress, began to vibrate. When I glanced at the phone, the number was familiar. And I had a pretty good feeling this wasn’t a social call.

			“This is Merit.”

			“Hey, it’s Annabelle.” Annabelle Shaw was a necromancer, a woman whose magic allowed her to commune with the dead, help them reach those they’d left behind and make the peaceful transition to the afterlife. We’d met her randomly one evening, and she’d later clued us into one of Sorcha’s alchemical hot spots.

			“Hey, Annabelle. What’s up?”

			“I’m sorry to bother you, but I have a situation. I left a message with the Ombudsman’s office, but I thought I’d better call you, too, just in case.”

			“We were just leaving a family event, so my grandfather is probably on his way home. He might not have checked his phone yet. What’s up?”

			“I’m at Almshouse Cemetery. I was doing a sweep when I found it.”

			The concern in her voice had me sitting up straighter. As a necromancer, Annabelle was hard to shake, even where cemeteries were concerned. “When you found what?”

			“Someone has disturbed a body.”

			My lip curled instinctively. “That’s awful.”

			“Unfortunately, that’s just the first part of it,” Annabelle said. “I’m pretty sure they also summoned a ghost.”

			•   •   •

			Although we were transitioning from a party in our honor to the investigation of something grim, I was still relieved to be out of my parents’ house. Magic and mayhem felt more like home now, uncertainty a new kind of normal.

			“What do we know about the cemetery?” Ethan asked after he’d alerted Malik to our schedule change and redirected the car.

			I did a quick search. “According to the Internet, Almshouse Cemetery was established by Cook County in 1861. It’s where the county buried people without other options—who weren’t claimed by their family, who died in epidemics, who couldn’t be identified after the Great Fire, what have you.”

			“Is it still in use?”

			I paused to read further. “Only in a limited capacity. There are a few family plots, and family members are still interred there. Once those spaces are full, it will be closed to new burials.”

			Edging toward creeped out, I put the phone away again. “Is grave desecration something you’ve run into before?”

			“Not personally, although it has existed as long as humans have,” Ethan said, one hand on the wheel, his gaze intent on the dark streets. “Graves are robbed in times of peace, in times of war. In the interest of greed and science. But in the middle of Chicago?” He shook his head. “Not to my recollection.”

			His brow was furrowed with concern, and I knew he was thinking of Sorcha.

			Although we’d stopped her magic, she’d escaped the hold of the Chicago Police Department. Two months had passed, and there’d been no word from her, no trigger of the magical alarms set around the city to warn us if she tried anything. But it was hard to shake the feeling that we were just biding our time.

			I put a hand over his. “There’s no point in worrying about what we might find. It won’t change anything. We’ll see what we see”—I linked our fingers together—“and we’ll deal with it.”

			We always did.

			•   •   •

			The neighborhood was dark. It was residential but rural, at least by Chicago standards, and there were no streetlights. Clouds obscured what little moonlight might have penetrated the darkness, creating an odd pool of shadow not far from one of the biggest cities in the world. That didn’t make me any happier about our current task; cemeteries were not my thing.

			Annabelle’s car was parked at the curb outside the cemetery. She leaned against it, and looked up from her phone at the sound of Ethan’s car. The movement rustled the shimmery dark tunic she’d paired with loose silver pants and sandals. Her skin was dark, her hair in braids she’d piled into a complicated knot.

			“Merit, Ethan,” she said. “I sorry I interrupted your evening.”

			“Think nothing of it,” Ethan said with a smile and a touch on her arm. “We were already in the car, and we’re happy to see you, if under unfortunate circumstances.”

			“How are Marley and Maddy?” I asked her.

			Marley was Annabelle’s four-year-old daughter. Maddy, the newest addition to her family, was almost two months old.

			“They’re good,” she said, grinning. “Hard to leave Maddy at her age, but duty calls.”

			She led us to the gate in the rusted and wavy chain-link fence that surrounded the graveyard. We’d visited cemeteries with Annabelle before—lush gardens of roses and marble, where the living could pretend death was something secret and majestic. But there was no wrought-iron here, no overflowing urns of flowers. No fuss, no ornamentation, no apparent concern about easing the transition between life and death.

			The gate was closed and locked, bound to its post with a thick silver chain. Annabelle pulled a necklace over her head, inserted a key into the lock, and when it unsnapped with an audible click, pulled the chain free and pushed the gate open. Magic flowed like water through the gap, perhaps released by the gate’s opening or drawn to Annabelle and her connection to the dead.

			The energy of the deceased was unique among magicks, or at least those I’d experienced so far. It was thicker and, when it brushed against skin, felt tangible. But unlike the last time I’d been near a ghost, the magic was sharply cold—potent peppermint against the skin. It had been early spring then, the temperature already cold, so I probably hadn’t noticed the difference. Now it was midsummer, and the chill of magic was a shocking contrast to the warm night air.

			Goose bumps lifted on my arms.

			“The ghost is still here,” Ethan said.

			Annabelle nodded. “Not just a spirit that needs to communicate; the energy is too strong. This spirit was purposefully called and manifested into our world.”

			That meant intentional magic. “Is there evidence of alchemy?” I asked.

			Annabelle’s eyes went cold. We weren’t the only ones who hadn’t liked Sorcha and her unusual brand of magic. “I’ve seen the grave, not the spirit yet. But I haven’t felt or seen anything that suggests this was her doing.”

			Ethan nodded, gestured to the opening into the graveyard. “Let’s take a look.”

			•   •   •

			We strode in silence down the gravel path that bisected the grounds. Around us, crickets and katydids chirped with abandon, and the wind rustled leaves in the summer-full trees. Gravestones were few and far between. There were a handful of tall pedestals, a few granite slabs, and a lot of small metal plates hardly larger than plant markers.

			“Some are mass graves,” Annabelle quietly said. “Some are individual. As you can see, the marking is spotty.”

			I nodded. “We did some research on the way. Are the deceased differently active here? I mean, because of the way they died—or because they weren’t claimed?” It seemed that would lead to many more uneasy souls.

			“Some probably were at the time of their death,” Annabelle said. “But most buried here died many years ago—many generations of necromancers before me. This place isn’t usually chatty. Watch out,” she added, pointing to dark tree roots that had pushed up through the path like arching snakes.

			The lane bowed around an enormous tree, its branches heavy with summer leaves. The magic grew stronger—and more uncomfortably tangible—as we moved deeper into the cemetery. It wasn’t unlike walking through dangling spider webs.

			“Here,” she said and aimed the beam of her flashlight at the ground. A long hillock of dark earth lay beside a rectangular hole. At the end of it was a small metal post with a tidy engraving: 1-CCU49-871.

			“‘CCU’ stands for Cook County Unclaimed,” Annabelle said. “That means this individual was buried by the county. This particular area was used in the twenties and thirties.”

			“There are burial records?” Ethan asked.

			She nodded. “The county keeps them, but the cemetery’s old, so I’m not sure how good their records are.” She glanced at us. “There are bones in the grave. There’s no shame if you prefer not to look.”

			It wasn’t a possibility that excited me, but it didn’t disturb me as much as the fact that someone had purposefully desecrated the deceased’s final resting place.

			“I’d like to look,” I said, and took the flashlight she offered me.

			Ethan and I stepped forward.

			The deceased had been placed into a simple wooden coffin that hadn’t done much to protect against the elements or the passing years. The top had been lifted, was now tilted against the side of the hole, no longer protecting the person within.

			Or what was left of him or her, anyway. Flesh and muscle were gone, leaving the bones in a jumble. Some were easy to identify—the pelvis, the long bones of the arms and legs, were scattered among tatters of dark fabric and what looked like the curved remains of a hat.

			We weren’t forensic anthropologists, of course. But it was obvious something was missing.

			“They took his skull,” Ethan said, crouching down, hands on his knees, as he looked at the remains. Pity and anger warred in his expression.

			“Yeah,” Annabelle said quietly.

			Ethan looked up at her. “Did they take the skull in order to summon the ghost?”

			“I don’t know. Disturbing mortal remains can certainly draw a spirit back into this world. It’s an instinctive response, even for those who are dead: You sense danger, that something is wrong, and you check on it.” She shifted her gaze from us to the grave, pity creasing lines of worry in her forehead. “But necromancy primarily involves communication—helping the deceased understand where they are and why, and passing along messages to their loved ones. We don’t do spells, and we generally don’t touch the remains. We might consult with a family about moving someone between cemeteries or resituating someone whose grave has been displaced by weather—like after flooding—but that’s it.”

			“So if this isn’t alchemy or necromancy,” Ethan said, rising, “maybe it’s standard magic. We’ll talk to Catcher and Mallory.”

			Annabelle nodded. “They might have a better sense of it.”

			“How did you find it?” he asked Annabelle.

			“I started a walk-through last night, to check the cemetery’s pulse, so to speak, see if anyone needed to talk. I was finishing up tonight, ended up crossing back over the same territory, and found it. It wasn’t like this yesterday. When I saw it, I locked up and called the Ombudsman, then you.”

			Chunks of dark soil in the low grass caught my eye. I walked around the hole, redirecting the flashlight.

			“You’ve found something?” Annabelle asked.

			“Maybe a trail,” I said. Near the other end of the grave, clumps of dirt had fallen like crumbs onto the pale gravel walkway. I followed the line of dirt, but it didn’t get me very far—only ten or eleven feet past the end of the grave.

			“Where does the path go?” I asked Annabelle when I’d walked back again.

			“It circles around the cemetery, joins the main path near the gate.”

			“I’m going to walk it,” I told Ethan.

			Escort Annabelle back to the front and call my grandfather, I told Ethan. Ask him to bring the van. I’ll meet you back there.

			Ethan glanced into the hovering darkness. You’re sure?

			I’ll be fine, I assured him. But I’m taking the light.

			•   •   •

			I usually enjoyed the dark. Vampires were, after all, nocturnal. We lived in the night, relished in the scents and sounds of it. But I’d never been a fan of graveyards, and someone who could open a grave and steal a skull likely wouldn’t mind attacking me. So I stayed on my guard.

			I followed the path down one side of the cemetery, then around the back. The chain-link fence here was in worse shape than in the front, buckled and rusted, bent over protruding shrubs, and in some cases barely hanging from the steel posts.

			The signs of neglect—but not just that. I walked closer, found a slit in the fence where a portion of the chain link had been pulled back like a dog-eared page, fastened out of the way with small clips.

			A small scrap of fabric was caught between the woven steel links. It looked like the same dark fabric we’d seen in the coffin, probably part of the deceased’s burial ensemble. The person who’d stolen the skull had come through here on the way out, sneaking out of the cemetery the way he’d come in, and probably hadn’t realized he’d dragged the scrap with him.

			To avoid contaminating the sample, I didn’t pluck it free. Instead, I pulled out my phone, leaned forward, trying to avoid the mud as I took a photograph.

			The broken portion of fence stood above a three- or four-foot dip in the ground, which was bare of grass and muddy. The dip would have provided a nice bit of cover for someone trying to sneak out of the cemetery. And sure enough, there were streaks in the mud where someone had slipped as they’d moved under the fence.

			But the group that burst through the trees came from the other direction.

			There were three of them. The girl was tall and lithe, with dark skin, short hair, wide eyes, and pretty, symmetrical features. The men had pale skin and brown hair. The one in front was shorter, the one in back taller, with wider shoulders and large headphones fitted over his ears. They all wore polo shirts with CPAN embroidered on the pocket.

			“Did you get him?” the shorter man asked, nearly out of breath.

			Even in my party dress, I’d taken a defensive position. They were humans, with no whiff of magic or weapons about them.

			“Did I get whom?” I asked.

			The shorter man glanced at me, then at the fence. “The summoner of the ghost whose energy is all over the freaking place. Did you see him?”

			“I didn’t see anyone but you.” I narrowed my gaze. “Who are you?”

			The shorter man bowed from the waist. “The Chicago Paranormal Action Network. Paranormal investigators,” he added at my raised brows.

			Ghosthunters, I figured, searching the cemetery for signs of unusual “life.”

			“I’m Robin Vines. These are Roz Leary and Matt Birdsong.” He pointed to the woman and taller man in turn. “And you’re Merit of Cadogan House. What a night this is!”

			His voice was quick, his words little bullets of sound. I held up a hand. “Hold on. Why do you think the summoner went this way?”

			“There’s a spirit,” Matt said, his voice a deep baritone rumble, his gaze on the box into which his headphones were plugged. “Some serious supernatural activity.”

			“You’re a vampire,” Roz said. “Can’t you feel it?” There was something slightly snippy in her tone, and very snippy in her expression. She looked at my dress with disdain, as if finding the outfit unsatisfactory for the work.

			I kept my gaze level, flat. “I didn’t ask about the magic,” I said, and shifted my eyes back to Robin. “Who are you chasing?”

			“We saw someone running,” Robin said, pointing to the fence. “And trailing magic behind him. But we lost him in the trees.”

			“‘Him’?” I said. “You saw a man?”

			“Pretty sure,” Robin said, and looked at Roz and Matt for confirmation. They both shrugged.

			“It’s dark,” Roz said. “Could have been a guy; could have been a girl.”

			“Built like a guy,” Matt said. “On the tall side.” He gestured behind him. “After we lost him, we saw a white sedan hauling ass out of here, squealing tires and everything. We ran toward the fence, came over that little rise, and here you were. Did you see the car?”

			“I didn’t.” But that could have been an issue of timing. “Why are you in a cemetery after hours?”

			“We were up the street at the Malone house,” Robin said, gesturing north.

			“It’s a former bordello,” Roz said. “A very reliable supernatural hot spot. It was quiet tonight, but then our instruments went crazy. We tracked the energy over here.”

			“It’s scattered all over hell and back,” Matt said, frowning now. “Didn’t find the hot spot or the person who created it.”

			Since they didn’t mention the grave, I had to assume they hadn’t found it yet. That could also be an issue of timing.

			“How’d you get in?” I asked. “The front gate is locked.”

			Robin grinned sheepishly. “Oak tree on the corner has a huge branch that pops right over the fence. Easiest way in and out if you don’t want to hack through a lock.” He looked back at the breached portion of the fence. “If we’d known this was already here, we’d have come in this way.”

			He cocked his head at me like a scientist examining a particularly curious specimen. “You didn’t summon the ghost, did you? I didn’t think vampires can do that.”

			“I didn’t. But I’m very interested in who might have, as are my colleagues. Let’s take a walk,” I said, and directed them back to the path.

			•   •   •

			We reached the front of the cemetery just as my grandfather’s vehicle, a white panel van with OMBUDSMAN printed on the side, pulled up. The doors opened, and my grandfather and Catcher climbed out. Catcher had changed from party attire into casual wear, and wore one of his characteristic snarky T-shirts. This one was dark green with MY MAGIC > YOUR MAGIC across the front in bright letters.

			Ombuddy number three, shape-shifter Jeff Christopher, hopped out of the back. He had shoulder-length brown hair, currently tucked behind his ears, and a thin frame that belied the power of the enormous tiger he could shift into.

			For a moment, everyone looked at everyone else.

			“I’ll start,” I said. “Ethan of Cadogan House; Chuck, Catcher, and Jeff of the Ombudsman’s office; Annabelle of the Illinois MVD Association; and Robin, Matt, and Roz of the Chicago Paranormal Action Network.” I wasn’t sure if Annabelle was publicly out as a necromancer, so I stuck to her professional affiliation.

			“Annabelle,” my grandfather said, “it’s nice to see you again. How’s little Maddy?”

			Annabelle’s face lit with joy. “She’s good, Chuck. Thank you for asking.”

			My grandfather gave the CPAN folks a careful glance. “And what brings you to a cemetery in the middle of the night?”

			“A spirit, sir,” Robin said, and stuck out a hand. He shook with everyone while Roz watched warily and Matt, who’d pulled out a small video camera, recorded the action.

			“We’re glad to finally meet you,” Robin continued. “We’ve sent you some literature about our services, in case you have needs in that area.”

			“Of course,” my grandfather said with a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. They stayed flat and mildly curious, giving away nothing of what he thought of CPAN. Then he looked back at Annabelle. “What did you find?”

			“A disinterred body, minus one skull, and a lot of magic,” Annabelle said.

			“Someone disinterred a body?” Robin asked, and we ignored him.

			Catcher nodded. “You can feel it in the air. A spirit?”

			Annabelle nodded and gave the Ombuddies the rundown while Roz, Robin, and Matt watched and listened.

			“Have the wards been tripped?” Ethan asked.

			“No,” Catcher said, and the word loosened the concern that had tightened my chest.

			Those were the magical alarms set by the Order, the sorcerers’ union, which would warn us if Sorcha tried her magic here again. Even if we hadn’t believed she was the culprit here, it was good to get confirmation.

			“We think we saw the summoner,” Robin put in, hitching a thumb over his shoulder to indicate the cemetery behind him. “We chased him, but he got away.”

			“There’s a trail that tracks the fence around the back of the cemetery,” I said, glancing at my grandfather. “The fence has been cut. The summoner may have come in that way, probably left that way. There’s a scrap of fabric caught in the links,” I said, and pulled out my phone to send Catcher and Jeff the photo. “It looks like the same fabric from the grave.”

			“And the perp left in a sedan,” Matt added. “White, maybe one of those boxy models from the 1980s.”

			“Did you get a plate?” Catcher asked.

			“No, it’s pretty dark out here. No streetlights or anything.”

			My grandfather nodded. “We’ll go in and survey the scene. I’d like to do that before the CPD arrives.” He glanced at the humans. “And we’ll also want to talk to you, get your information. Catcher, if you could take care of that?”

			Catcher nodded, led the humans away. When they were out of earshot, my grandfather turned back to us, looked at me. “Are they telling the truth?”

			“I don’t have any reason to believe they’re lying,” I replied. “They said they were here because they were at the Malone mansion, felt the magic from there.”

			“Oh, one of Chicago’s ‘haunted’ bordellos,” Jeff said with an interested smile. “I forgot that’s up the street.”

			When we all looked at him, his cheeks flushed pink, visible even in the dark. “Who doesn’t love a good ghost story?”

			I, for one, wasn’t much of a fan.

			“The Chicago Paranormal Action Network does, apparently,” I said. “They were out of breath when they found me, said they’d followed magic through the cemetery, but the summoner got away from them.”

			My grandfather nodded, taking that in, and looked at Annabelle. “Thoughts?”

			She glanced over at the humans. Roz and Robin were chatting animatedly with Catcher while Matt took readings near the fence.

			“Necromancers’ goals don’t align with ghosthunters’ goals,” she said. “My mission is to help the deceased find peace and depart from this world. Theirs is to find the deceased who remain here and draw attention to them.”

			“That was diplomatically put,” my grandfather said.

			“I don’t have any particular reason to doubt these kids. But I don’t have any particular reason to trust them, either.”

			My grandfather nodded. “We appreciate your frankness. We’ll take a look and let you know what we find.”

			“I’d be grateful,” Annabelle said. “Especially about the magic. The deceased are my people—and often my clients. I want to know who’s doing this and how. And I want it stopped.”

			“On that,” my grandfather said, “we are much agreed.”

			Ethan and I said our good-byes and headed back to the car for the return trip to Cadogan House. We drove with the windows down, the night air warm and filled with the scents and sounds of the city. I tried to let my fears fly away, but the magic I’d wandered through left a heavy weight in my mind.

		

	
		
			3

			If Cadogan House had been a woman, she’d have been a 1940s pinup. Solid and beautiful, glowing with life, curves in all the right places. Three aboveground stories of stone in the middle of Hyde Park, with lush lawns surrounding it. I loved everything about the House, including the Master who’d brought me there.

			We walked in from the basement parking area, then carried the bounty of our last errand to the first floor, where European antiques mingled with priceless art and beings of the vampire persuasion. We walked past the grand oak staircase and down the main hallway, then past Ethan’s office to the next door on the left.

			Malik sat at his desk, pale green eyes narrowed at his computer. Dark skin, shaved head, white button-down shirt open at the collar, the Cadogan medal at his throat.

			His eyes lifted, met ours when we stepped into the doorway. Hope flared in his eyes, fizzled at the obvious lack of cake, and blossomed again when he saw the Portillo’s cups in our hands.

			“No cake,” Ethan said with a smile, entering the tidy, well-appointed office. “But a consolation prize.”

			Malik accepted the shake and glanced at me, brow lifted. “Was the party so bad you needed a consolation prize?”

			“Let’s go sit and enjoy our beverages,” Ethan said. “And she can tell you all about it.”

			•   •   •

			We reconvened in the sitting area of Ethan’s office. It was a room I’d once been intimidated by, with its imposing desk, enormous conference table, and powerful Master. But over the last year I’d spent a lot of time in this spot, where a leather sofa and club chairs had been cozily arranged, a coffee table between them. It had become our living room, where we listened and entertained, reviewed and discussed. And occasionally drank ice cream blended with chocolate cake. As one did.

			We told Malik what we’d found at the cemetery, then moved on to the details of the party.

			“I don’t get it,” Malik said, one leg crossed comfortably over the other, the long fingers of his free hand draped on the wide arm of the leather chair. “It was beet-flavored gelatin?”

			“It didn’t taste strongly of beets,” Ethan said contemplatively. “Although there was a certain . . . earthiness.”

			Malik’s lip curled. “And why not a simple cake?”

			“Because my mother doesn’t do simple.” I gestured at the stack of folders on the coffee table, all neatly tabbed and organized. They were copies of my mother’s wedding “dossiers,” one folder for each vendor she’d hired.

			“To his her own, I suppose,” Malik said, then held up his up. “If Aaliyah asks, I didn’t drink this.”

			Ethan grinned. Aaliyah was Malik’s lovely and typically sequestered wife. She was a writer and introvert, and didn’t appear often in the halls of Cadogan House.

			“She talked to Catcher the last time he and Mallory stayed in the House,” Malik explained. “He’s on a health food kick, and he’s dragged her into the gutter with him.”

			“You poor bastard,” Ethan said, and there was nothing but pity in his eyes.

			The sound of hurried footsteps echoed down the hall. Ethan was on his feet before Luc appeared in the doorway. “What’s happened?”

			“We aren’t entirely sure,” Luc said. “But you should come see.”

			We followed him down the hallway, found vampires gathered in the foyer that had been empty only a few minutes ago. The buzz of concerned magic peppered the air.

			They parted as we walked past them to the staircase. Margot sat on the second step from the top, her right eye swollen and going a miserable purple-black. She still wore her party dress, but she’d added a white Cadogan House apron and exchanged her heels for the clogs chefs seemed to favor.

			Lindsey sat beside her, pressing an ice pack to Margot’s forehead.

			“What happened?” Ethan asked.

			“Nothing,” Margot said. “Just a little bump. I tripped.”

			“You didn’t trip,” Lindsey said, then looked back at us. “She didn’t trip. Someone shoved her down in Tunnel Three.”

			Cadogan House was an old building, and there were several brick passages beneath the House, part of the extensive system that ran beneath Chicago. Being a careful Master, Ethan had shored them up in case we needed to make a quick and unseen exit. I’d been in Tunnels One and Two but not Tunnel Three. It was the longest of the three, running north a full quarter mile from the House’s basement.

			“‘Someone’?” Ethan carefully asked, a threat in the word. “One of my vampires?”

			“No,” Margot said.

			Ethan raised an eyebrow. “Someone broke into the House?”

			“No,” Margot said, and gave Lindsey an arch look. “Lindsey’s making more of this than there was. We’re all just on edge because of Sorcha.”

			I didn’t disagree that we were on edge, but Lindsey wasn’t one to exaggerate, at least not about something related to House security. The look in Ethan’s eyes said he didn’t think so, either.

			“It’s not a big deal,” Margot said with what sounded like warring fear and frustration.

			“It is a big deal,” Lindsey said.

			The buzz of magic grew into a tingle of alarm. Ethan glanced back at his Novitiates.

			“I’ll ask you all to go about your business so we can determine what’s happened and help Margot heal. Please,” he added with an indulgent smile that had them smiling in response, shuffling upstairs past us or down the main hallway.

			When they were gone and quiet fell across the foyer again, Ethan turned back to Margot. “What happened?”

			Margot sighed heavily, shoulders sagging with the effort. “After the shower, I had this idea for something I could try for the wedding.” She looked up at me. “A kind of mini beef Bourguignon slider. But I needed more Pinot Noir. We keep the good reds in Tunnel Three.”

			Tunnel Three apparently moonlighted as a wine cellar.

			“I went down there, was perusing the Pinots—” She smiled at Ethan. “We need to open a bottle of the Romanée-Conti I found hiding down there.”

			“Then we will,” he said, his voice soothing and encouraging at the same time.

			Margot nodded. “I was looking through the wine, and this really cold breeze blew through the room. It does that sometimes, because the tunnels are so cold. But this felt different.”

			“How?” Ethan asked, the word carefully and precisely spoken.

			Margot frowned. “I don’t know. It was a different kind of cold. Not just temperature cold, but sensation cold. Like there was something—I don’t know—thick in the air.”

			I didn’t need to see Ethan’s face to know what emotions marked it: alarm and concern at the similarity between what Margot was telling us now and what we’d felt earlier tonight.

			“I didn’t like it,” Margot said, “so I hurried a little faster. And then . . .” She paused, obviously struggling with what to say. “I found the bottle I wanted, had just turned around to head back out. And I felt a push.” She half turned, showing her back. “Right in the middle of my shoulder blades. I’d have sworn I felt a cold hand in the middle of my back, like heaving me forward. But that’s impossible, right?”

			She looked up at us, and I wasn’t sure if she wanted us to say yes or no. Margot was as steady and reliable as they came; whatever had happened down there had clearly left her shaken.

			“You didn’t see anyone?” Ethan asked. “Or hear anyone?”

			“I was alone down there. Or I thought I was. I fell, hit my head on one of the shelves. When I got up and didn’t see anything, I felt a little crazy.”

			“Someone pushed you down in Tunnel Three.” Ethan’s recitation was matter-of-fact, but I knew emotion bristled behind the words. Confusion, anger, surprise.

			One of the vampires on Margot’s staff brought over a steaming mug scented with honey and bergamot.

			“Thought you could use this,” the vampire said, then nodded at the rest of us.

			“Thanks,” Margot said, and wrapped her fingers around the mug. “I’m all right,” she said. “Go on back to work.”

			“A good idea for everyone,” said a voice behind us.

			Delia, the House’s physician, stepped forward. She wore pink scrubs and tennis shoes beneath a white doctor’s jacket, and must have just come in from the hospital. “It’s doctor-patient time.”

			“She’s the real boss,” Ethan said, and bent down to press his lips to the top of Margot’s head. “We’ll just be down the hall. Call if you need us.”

			“Ditto that,” I said, and squeezed her hand. She nodded gratefully, then let Delia get to work, the doctor’s dark hands moving carefully across Margot’s face, checking for injuries.

			Luc, Lindsey, Malik, and I followed Ethan back to his office.

			“She wouldn’t let me call you,” Lindsey said when Ethan closed the door. “She’s really trying to downplay it.”

			“Why do you think that is?” I asked.

			“I’m not sure. You know Margot’s solid,” she said. “She knows how to take care of herself, and she doesn’t scare easily. But this has her twisted, maybe because of how it felt, maybe because she didn’t see anything afterward. No one wants to look foolish or cowardly, especially in front of a Master and Sentinel.”

			That made me feel worse.

			Ethan looked at Luc. “The security footage?”

			“We haven’t checked it yet. We don’t keep the tunnels on the main monitors, but the cameras have motion sensors. They’d have been triggered when she went down there.” He looked at us, eyes narrowed. “You know something here, hoss?”

			“I don’t know,” Ethan said. “Let’s see what the video has to say first.”

			•   •   •

			We moved downstairs to the House’s basement Ops Room, where Luc pulled up the surveillance video. It was in color, and clear enough for us to see Margot step inside Tunnel Three.

			The space looked bigger than the others, which were just passages into darkness. This tunnel opened into a large, round chamber before narrowing at the other end.

			“It’s big,” I quietly said.

			“We believe it was a trunk for the municipal tunnels,” Ethan said without taking his gaze off the wall screen. “Possibly where coal delivery trains could be turned around.”

			Margot walked to a set of dark wood shelves, presumably the wine storage, and ran her fingers across the ends of the bottles. Then she stopped moving, fingers still extended like a dancer perfecting a position. She glanced over her shoulder, the motion slow and careful, as if afraid she’d alert whatever had startled her.

			But there was nothing there. Nothing but tunnel, Margot, and shelves.

			She looked behind her for a moment longer, then turned back to the wine, shaking her head and smiling sheepishly, embarrassed she’d been afraid. And when she exhaled, her breath came out in a cold fog.

			“The temperature dropped,” Luc said, and fear knotted in my gut.

			That was only the beginning.

			“Jesus,” Ethan murmured as something smoky and gray and sinewy snaked across the floor toward his Novitiate. The power of his concern, the buzz of his magic, filled the air around us.

			While Margot picked through bottles—turning some to view the labels, checking what I guessed was an inventory list on the end of each row—the thing moved closer to her, the fog coalescing into something that looked almost solid and was nearly, but not quite, the shape of a man . . .

			Margot selected a bottle, turned for the door.

			The man, or the ghostly approximation, rushed toward her, hand extended, and shoved her forward. The bottle flew from her hand, smashing on the concrete a few feet away and throwing up a spray of wine as she fell, striking her head on the edge of a shelf.

			She stayed there for a moment, obviously stunned, before gathering up the nerve to look. By the time she did, the man had dissipated into haze and disappeared again.

			Margot rose to her feet unsteadily, pressed a hand to her head, stumbled a bit as she took a step. Pity burned my throat at the sight of her, of the confusion and fear and pain in her eyes. But she seemed to steel herself, took a breath, and headed for the door. She didn’t glance back again.

			The video went dark, and silence fell in the Ops Room.

			“Did we cause this?” I asked into the quiet, thinking of cold and viscous magic, of a spirit summoned into our world.

			Luc frowned. “How could you have caused this?”

			Ethan rubbed his fingers across his forehead. “Annabelle found a disturbed grave at Almshouse Cemetery—Cook County’s potter’s field—asked us to take a look. The grave had been opened, the skull taken. She believed the spirit had been summoned.”

			Luc’s brows lifted. “By who?”

			“She didn’t know, but likely someone who’d been there not long before she arrived. The wards weren’t tripped. So it wasn’t Sorcha.”

			“We could feel the magic at the cemetery,” I said. “The same kind of energy Margot described.”

			“Did you see anything?” Luc asked, and we shook our heads.

			“No,” Ethan said, “but there’s no question something was summoned. The magic was evident, and Annabelle believed it was more than just a disturbed ghost.”

			Luc frowned again. “So what are you saying? That the ghost someone called up at Almshouse Cemetery is now haunting Cadogan House? That’s impossible.”

			I looked at Ethan, all but felt the guilt etch into my features. “Not if we brought it home.”

			Luc and Lindsey went pale. Given that they were vampires, that was something.

			“How could that have happened?” Lindsey asked, her voice barely a whisper. She was as brave as anyone I knew. But even vampires had limits where the supernatural was concerned. The risen dead were apparently among hers.

			“I’ve no idea,” Ethan said, reaching out to squeeze my hand. “Certainly not intentionally. We left Chuck, Catcher, Jeff, and Annabelle at the cemetery, did nothing magical between the cemetery and the House. We went to Portillo’s for god’s sake.”

			“The ride felt heavy.”

			Lindsey looked at me. “Heavy?”

			“I felt kind of weighed down,” I said. “I thought it was just a funk from being in the cemetery, the disturbed grave, the horror story factor. Maybe not?”

			Ethan looked at Luc. “I want the tunnel locked, and I want the cameras running and the feed monitored twenty-four seven.” That meant enlisting our human counterparts for the job, since we’d be out of commission during daylight hours.

			“We can’t show the tape to Margot,” Lindsey said, then looked around at the other guards in the room. “She’d freak, and there’s nothing she can do about it.”

			“We can’t show this to her,” Ethan agreed. “Nor does anyone outside this room see it.” Each guard nodded his or her approval.

			“We’ll still have to warn the Novitiates,” Luc said quietly, not wanting to argue with his Master. “Just in case.”

			Ethan nodded. “Send an electronic bulletin, and make sure they’re on alert. In the meantime, we investigate. We figure out what followed us from the cemetery.”

			“First things first,” I said, rising from my seat. “I want to take a look at the tunnel.”

			•   •   •

			If I was being honest, I didn’t want to look at the tunnel; I wanted to put a cork in this night and climb into bed with Ethan and a bottle of that Pinot. But I needed to look at it, because I stood Sentinel of the House and Margot was a friend.

			A short set of stairs led down from the basement, ending at an imposing metal door with THREE stenciled in black paint. Luc pushed it open, flipped on the lights, and we followed him inside.

			The floor was concrete, the walls brick, the lights industrial—metal cages with bare bulbs. The room smelled of old and damp air, brick dust and water and earth, and the tang of spilled wine from the broken bottle in the middle of the room. A dark puddle had stained the concrete.

			It was cold. Both because it was underground and because of the dense lingering magic. The same magic we’d felt in the cemetery.

			Ethan, I silently said.

			He nodded. I can feel it.

			I ignored the grasping fingers of fear and walked into a small alcove on the room’s left-hand side. The wine racks, a dozen rows of dark wood, were tucked like library shelves in the nook. There were hundreds of bottles, some of them clean and shiny, others covered in a layer of dust.

			“You have quite a collection,” I said.

			His mouth curled with amusement. “Didn’t you ever wonder where the wine you enjoy comes from?”

			“I presumed France or Chile or California,” I said with a sly smile. “I hadn’t really gotten more specific than that.” I paused. “I don’t see any evidence of magic.” There were no symbols, no char marks, no books or random bits of charms. I wasn’t entirely sure how to investigate a ghost who didn’t leave physical clues.

			I thought of the ghosthunters we’d met at the cemetery and looked back at Luc. “I don’t suppose you’ve got any of those gadgets they use on TV to find ghosts.”

			“Merit,” Ethan quietly said, the word nearly a sigh and full of regret.

			“No,” Luc said, excitement dawning in his eyes. “But I’m pretty sure I could hire someone who’s got them.” He looked at Ethan. “You ready to commit to a full EMF sweep of the premises?”

			I guessed this wasn’t the first time Ethan and Luc had had this conversation. Sorry, I told Ethan, but had trouble biting back a smile. Luc’s enthusiasm made this situation a little less disturbing.

			Ethan simmered silently for a moment. “Merit will get a message to Catcher and Chuck, and she’ll call Annabelle. Perhaps this is an issue Annabelle’ best situated to investigate. If not, we happened to run into individuals who might be.” He walked to the front rack, selected a bottle of wine. “As for now, I need a drink.”

			•   •   •

			He took crystal glasses from his office, met me in our apartments. We didn’t need the warmth, but he turned off the lights and lit the fire, letting shadows dance across the room’s high ceiling.

			While he uncorked the wine, I sent the Ombuddies a message and called Annabelle.

			“Hey, Merit,” she answered. “Did Chuck find something?”

			“Not that I’m aware of, although something else has happened that might be related. Is it possible for a ghost to travel?”

			“Sure,” she said, and my stomach twisted at the simple confidence in her word. “That’s how they move from plane to plane, after all. Why do you ask?”

			“Because I think one may have followed us home.” I told her what had happened to Margot and what we’d seen.

			“Interesting,” Annabelle said. “It’s unusual for a spirit to hitchhike, so to speak, but not unheard of. He must have been drawn by your magic, or maybe your immortality.”

			Knowing that was a possibility didn’t make me feel any better. But there was still work to be done. “We’ll want someone to, I guess, take a look at the tunnel, supernaturally speaking, and whatever goes along with that. Is that something you can do?”

			Annabelle’s flat and decisive “no” surprised me.

			“Oh,” I said, taken aback. Not the answer I’d been expecting, and I was more than a little stung by the quick refusal. After all, we’d come when she’d called.

			“I mean—damn it,” she said. “I’d like to say yes. And not just because I’d love to take a look inside Cadogan House. The thing is, I’m not allowed to.”

			“Why aren’t you allowed to?”

			“Because of the Order,” she said.

			If I remembered what she’d told me correctly, the Order wasn’t particularly fond of necromancers and had refused to grant them membership in their organization.

			“I work in graveyards,” she said. “And according to the deal made by the Order and the MVD”—that was the necromancers’ group—“I’m only allowed to work graveyards. Anything else is a breach of that contract.”

			I knew enough about the Order from Catcher and Mallory, and while nothing Annabelle had said was especially shocking, it still sounded unusually harsh.

			“I’m surprised the MVD made that deal,” I said.

			“Blame Sorcha,” she said. “It’s one of the changes they made after Towerline.” That had been our final showdown with the sorceress, a brutal magical and physical fight. “The Order made some big argument about specialization, and the need for clear licensing to keep people from accusing us of being like Sorcha. In reality, it just enforces the hierarchy they prefer.”

			“With Order-licensed sorcerers at the top.”

			“Pretty much.”

			“So who works outside graveyards if not necromancers?”

			“Only Order-approved sorcerers. And I’m not aware of any who practice that kind of magic in Chicago. Since it could bump right up against dark magic, the Order would regulate it pretty tightly. But,” she said, drawing out the word, “since I’m currently standing in my house, and neither the MVD nor the Order have any damn authority here, you can send me the video if you want.” I heard what sounded like the whistling of a teakettle, the shuffle of ceramic. “I can take a look at it. Maybe I’ll recognize something.”

			“That would be great. I’ll have Luc get it to you.” She gave me her e-mail address, and I jotted it down to send to Luc later.

			“If you’re willing to think outside the box,” she said, “you could try the paranormal investigators who showed up tonight. I’m not saying I think they’re legit—this isn’t an endorsement—but they had the right equipment. If they’re worth their salt, they’ll be able to confirm you’ve got a ghost instead of some other supernatural, help identify it, and get you in touch with sorcerers who can send it home again.”

			“It’s a place to start,” I agreed, and thanked her for the help.

			•   •   •

			Ethan directed Luc to check out CPAN, engage them if appropriate. Then I joined him in front of the fire and greedily accepted the glass of dark wine he offered.

			“This night,” I said, and watched the flames move and shift from orange to blue to white.

			“It’s been an unusual one,” he agreed, and clinked his glass gently against mine. “We crossed a milestone tonight,” he said with a smile. “Our first shower.”

			“Our only shower,” I reminded him with a grin. There were advantages to the shortened timeline.

			“And only two months to go.”

			“Until I have to get my driver’s license renewed? Yeah, I know. I’m not looking forward to it. Such a hassle.”

			He took my free hand, pressed his soft and generous mouth to my knuckles. “You know very well I wasn’t talking about the DMV.”

			I pursed my lips. “Hmm. Was there something else on my schedule?”

			He nipped at my neck. “Our wedding. The reason we had that mostly lovely shower earlier tonight. The reason we’re now in possession of several new toasters.”

			“How much toast do they think vampires eat?”

			“Volumes, evidently.” He stretched out beside me, crooked his elbow, propped his head on his hand, and looked at me. “You aren’t nervous, are you, Sentinel?”

			“Nervous? No. Of course not. Definitely not nervous.”

			“I believe you’re familiar with the Bard and the bit about protesting too much.”

			“Okay,” I said. “I’m a little nervous.”

			For an instant, his eyes went hot. There was surprise there and maybe a little hurt.

			I put a hand on his cheek. “Not about the marriage,” I said, and let him see the truth in my eyes. “I’m apprehensive about the humans. I’m not proud of what happened tonight. Even if I handled Aunt Sarah, she may not be the only badly behaving guest.”

			Ethan smiled, took my empty wineglass, set it aside. “Badly behaving guests are the least of our concerns. If they want to drink our champagne and snipe about vampires, there’s nothing we can do to stop them. And we’re only out the cost of the champagne.”

			“That’s a very practical response.”

			“It is an unfortunate but undeniable fact that we can’t always rely on humans to be good allies. Your relatives and family friends—even though they’re your relatives and family friends—likely won’t be exceptions.”

			“They should be. They knew me before I was a vampire, know me now. They should be better than that.”

			“Most of us rarely rise to our full potential.” The glint in his eyes my only warning, he covered my body with his, pressed me back into the soft carpet.

			“And you’ve risen to yours?” I asked with a grin, putting my arms around his neck.

			“So it seems,” he said. “The nearness of you is enough.”

			His voice was low and roughened by desire, and the feel of his lips on my skin sent a shiver of excitement through me.

			“The nearness of you isn’t bad, either,” I said, and drew his head closer, pressed my mouth to his. I kissed him, letting love mingle through soft lips and tangling tongues.

			He balanced on his elbow, set his free hand against my hip, and drew my body up against his, against the hard line of his arousal.

			“Rising to the occasion,” I murmured against his mouth, and felt his answering smile.

			He sat back on his heels, pushed away his hair with a hand, and began unbuttoning his shirt. The fire in his eyes—silver and green in turn—sparked and changed, like the flames of the fire beside us. He watched me, let his long fingers trail down each pearl button with slow deliberation. It was a tease, exposing a hint of his flat and toned abdomen, of preternaturally smooth skin.

			I lifted a hand to press against the muscles that clenched there, but he pushed it aside.

			“I’m not done,” he said, and tossed the shirt away. “And I’m in charge now. I want you wild with desire.”

			One corner of my mouth quirked into a smile. “Trust me. You won’t have to try very hard.” The sight of him—strong and powerful and undeniably gorgeous—was enough for me. But Ethan Sullivan—soldier and Master—was a man of his word.

			He clasped my hands in his, lifted them over my head, lowered his mouth to mine as he pinned me beneath him.

			“This isn’t so bad,” I said playfully. And it wasn’t, until he let his fangs descend and tugged at my lip, then scraped the delicate skin of my neck.

			“No?” he asked, and rearranged his hold on my wrists to free one of his hands. He slipped it beneath the hem of my dress, trilled those long and clever fingers up my thigh, heightening desire and want with movements designed to tease. To inflame.

			He sat up again, his eyes silver, his fangs gleaming in the firelight, his face glazed with desire. He was the embodiment of power, of man, of vampire.

			And he was mine.

			It was my turn to take. And fortunately, I’d learned a trick or two, mostly from him.

			Still beneath him, I arched my body, watched his eyes shift down. I took the moment, and I took the control. I shifted my weight and, in one quick move, reversed our positions so he lay in front of the fire while I straddled him.

			His expression—surprise, awe, and thrilled desire—was worth the trouble.

			“I believe I’m in charge now,” I said, and pulled the dress over my head, tossed it aside. He did the same with his final garments, and then I covered him with my body, pressed my mouth to his, and kissed him until his body thrummed with tension, with anticipation.

			His nimble fingers roamed carefully, intently, as if he might memorize the shape of my body by touch alone. He looked up at me, traced a thumb over my swollen lips. “I’m not sure I’ll ever have enough of you, Sentinel.”

			“You have all of me, always,” I said, and arched when he touched me, when he drove me over the first delicious wave of pleasure.

			He leaned up, skimmed fangs across my collarbone, my neck, then paused to wait for my affirmation. For the consent I’d once been unable to give.

			Yes, I said, and he bit, fangs piercing tender skin, and sent me over another crest. Ethan groaned with pleasure, arms banding around me as he drank, as we shared the unique connection of vampires, the union that linked us even closer together.

			My body was already warm and limp with pleasure when he covered me again, kissed me slowly as he moved within me. I slid my fingers into his hair, closed my eyes to focus on sensations, on the taste of him, the feel of his body against mine as heat gathered and rose again.

			“Look at me,” Ethan said, his voice deep, the words as much order as request. I opened my eyes, undoubtedly well-silvered by desire, and met the molten metal of his gaze. And I watched his pupils dilate, his lips part, as sensation pushed through him.

			The sight of him midpleasure, sharing that most intimate of moments with me, sent me flying again. We fell together like angels bound to earth, and bound to each other.

			It wasn’t a bad way to go.
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			Since Ethan and I were both vampires, the sinking of the sun behind the horizon should have affected us equally, waking us together at the same time. But for some reason—personality, biology, or just plain magic—he was usually awake before I was, donning a dark, sexy suit while I snoozed.

			Tonight, those tables were turned.

			I’d risen before Ethan, grabbed a muffin from the basket Margot had left at the door—and I had no idea how she accomplished the miracle of waking even earlier than Ethan usually did—and taken a seat at the antique desk in the sitting room.

			Becoming an investigator of the supernatural wasn’t something I’d planned on. Not when a Ph.D. in English literature had been my goal. But over the last year, I’d done more investigating. And I’d gotten better at it.

			I checked my messages, found a note from Annabelle confirming the video likely showed a ghost but the magic—which she couldn’t analyze from video alone—would tell for sure. I also found a message from Luc confirming ghosthunters—in the form of CPAN—would be arriving at the House shortly, and a message from Mallory advising she and Catcher wanted in on the ghosthunting. I sent along the particulars.

			I also found the usual set of e-mails from my mother about the wedding. Since those weren’t our highest priority at the moment, I turned to the Internet.

			It wasn’t difficult to find the official Almshouse Cemetery records online, but most were still on old-fashioned ledger pages. While they’d had been scanned and posted online, the data itself hadn’t been pulled out or compiled, so I had to check each handwritten page individually for the number that matched the disturbed grave.

			I was staring so intently at a page written in a looping, slanted cursive I didn’t hear Ethan up and around until he walked into the room, his favored silk pajama bottoms slung low on his lean hips, every muscle in his abdomen defined.

			“You’re up early.” He pressed his lips to my neck, then offered a teasing kiss that made my blood go instantly hot.

			“I’m detecting,” I said, offering it as information and defense. “And breaking my fast.” I pointed to the basket. “The chocolate chip muffins are divine.”

			Ethan opted for an apple and peered over my shoulder at the computer screen. “Cemetery records?”

			“Yeah. And as it turns out, I think I finally found what we were looking for.” I pointed to the spot on the screen where the plot number—1-CCU49-871—was neatly printed. “Mickey Riley,” I said. “Buried in 1929.”

			“Annabelle’s date range was spot-on,” he said, as I ran an Internet search on the name.

			First result: his FBI profile.

			“Mickey Riley was a brawler who belonged to Al Capone,” I said, scanning the screen. “He was convicted of grand larceny in 1927 and murdered in prison. His body wasn’t claimed, so he was buried by the county in Almshouse Cemetery.”

			There was a picture with the description, a small black-and-white image faded around the edges. Mickey Riley wasn’t an attractive man by any measure I could come up with. His face was square, his chin broad, his brow large and overshadowing small, weaselly eyes. His skin was pockmarked, and the long, thin ridge of a scar bisected the lower part of his jaw. His dark hair was greased back from his forehead, his barrel-chested form tucked into a snug, rumpled suit. In the picture, his hands were crossed in front of him, one wrapped around the brim of a derby hat.

			“Is he familiar to you?” I asked.

			Ethan leaned in for a closer look, then shook his head. “We were here in the Roaring Twenties. Malik and I and many others. I don’t remember this individual in particular, nor were Capone or the other mobsters interested in us. They didn’t know we existed, as far as I’m aware, and probably wouldn’t have cared if they did, as we weren’t competition for their criminal enterprises.”

			I nodded. “The biography doesn’t mention any connection to Cadogan House, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

			“Why him?” Ethan asked. “Why unearth his skull and use magic on it?”

			I grimaced. “You know better than to ask that. There are any number of disturbing reasons. We just need to narrow it down to the one at play here.” I checked the clock in the corner. “Mallory and Catcher and CPAN will be here within the hour. We can ask them.”

			He kissed my neck. “In the meantime, perhaps we can revisit those control issues we addressed last night.”

			How was a woman supposed to resist that?

			•   •   •

			“Merit found the deceased’s information,” Ethan said when Mallory and Catcher had arrived and we’d escorted them to his office.

			“His name’s Mickey Riley,” I explained as we gathered around the conference table and the tablet I’d set up. “Part of Capone’s gang.”

			Catcher’s brows lifted as he took in the bio, the picture. “He’s a gangster. Interesting.”

			“Interesting face,” Mallory said. “Although that might be overly kind. I don’t like to say this, but he looks kind of . . . evil.”

			“Rough around the edges, certainly,” I said. “He was killed in prison in 1929.”

			“I polled the House,” Ethan said, “and no one here in the early part of the century knew the name.” That included Lindsey, who’d known some less-than-reputable times during her stint as a New York flapper and moll.

			“What’s the latest on your end?” Ethan asked.

			“Mr. Riley’s corpse—well, ninety percent of it—is at the medical examiner’s office,” Catcher said. “He’ll stay there in a climate-controlled environment until the investigation’s complete, at which point he’ll be reinterred, hopefully with all of his parts. As to the perp, there aren’t any security cams in the area and a canvass didn’t turn up any witnesses to the incident, the perp, or the car. But the crime scene team will run prints, swab for DNA. We might find some evidence yet.”

			He crossed his arms, dipped his chin. I’d come to recognize that as Catcher’s “getting down to business” look. “Your ghost,” he said.

			“Annabelle reviewed the video,” I said. “She thinks it’s a ghost but can’t verify conclusively without actually feeling the magic.”

			Catcher nodded. “She’s careful. I like it.”

			“She also confirmed last night it was possible he followed us home.”

			“So you have the summoned spirit of a gangster in the basement of your building.”

			“That seems to be the whole of it,” Ethan said. “I’ve lived for many years, and I’ve had an encounter or two with the recently deceased. But this is a first even for me.”

			Catcher checked his watch. “What time will CPAN be here?”

			Ethan bit back a grin. “Anytime now. Are you familiar with their work?”

			“I’m not,” Catcher said, sliding his gaze to his wife. “But Mallory did a bit of paranormal investigating during her occult phase.”

			Mallory had explored many hobbies before her magic had bubbled to the surface, including an obsession with the supernatural. “I went on one ghost tour,” she said defensively. “They weren’t the ones that led it, and it was my only involvement with ghost-hunting types.” She smiled. “Back then, I preferred my vampires sparkly and my monsters fictional.”

			I gave Catcher a speculative glance. “Has that changed?”

			His look was dour.

			Mallory bumped his shoulder. “I’m surprised in this day and age you don’t have the equipment—the ghost vacuums and poltergeist scrubbers and whatever else.”

			“Poltergeist scrubbers?” Catcher asked.

			Mallory shrugged. “I figure the Ombudsman gets all sorts of supernatural-sundries catalogues. You know—your supernatural-wrangling devices, your detective capes and monocles, that kind of thing.”

			Catcher rolled his eyes at his wife, but a smile curved his lips, just as she’d planned. Spousal management was an undeniably valuable skill.

			“I doubt they’ll bring ghost vacuums or poltergeist scrubbers,” Ethan said, “even if they do exist. They will bring expertise and information. And that’s what we need right now.”

			•   •   •

			The members of the Chicago Paranormal Action Network came to Cadogan House with backpacks, tripods, and other equipment on neck and shoulder straps. Roz, Matt, and Robin wore yellow CPAN T-shirts and looked more than a little excited to be walking into a House of vampires.

			“Welcome to Cadogan House,” Luc said as they stepped into the foyer. “You’ve got a lot of equipment.”

			“Paranormal investigation has advanced a lot in the last few years,” Roz said. “Particularly since vampires admitted their existence. That’s allowed the research to move along more quickly.”

			That vampires had “admitted” their existence was probably up for debate. The former Master of Navarre House had basically dragged all of us out of the closet.

			“All right,” Robin said, pulling a black padfolio from his gray backpack, also CPAN monogrammed, and flipped a page on the notepad. “You’ve requested our Advanced Assessment package. We’ll be evaluating the scope of your disturbance and recommending a course of action for handling and removal.”

			Ethan listened to the recitation without comment.

			“And should we discuss payment?” Robin asked, lifting his gaze.

			Ethan didn’t look impressed by the question. “We’ve agreed to your estimate. You’ll receive payment when the service is performed.”

			“We take this seriously,” Roz said. “We do the work; we earn the money. We don’t like getting jacked around.”

			Ethan’s spike of anger put magic in the air. “As you’ve been warned, one of our vampires was injured last night. We also don’t like getting ‘jacked around,’ and we prefer guests to act with some measure of decorum. Do we understand each other?”

			Roz nodded stiffly.

			“We’re just a little on edge after last night,” Robin said, putting the padfolio into his backpack. “Getting close to something and missing it. We’re not trying to be disrespectful, and we understand each other.”

			Ethan’s expression didn’t change.

			“This way,” Luc said.

			I was last in line and watched them carefully as we walked downstairs, as if their behavior would prove whether or not they were legitimate. Roz looked around, taking in the décor. Matt watched his equipment, and Robin rambled nervously about the weather.

			When we reached the door to Tunnel Three, Luc unlocked it, pushed it open.

			The air that emerged was moist and cool, but I didn’t sense magic. That was a good start, at least for us. CPAN might disagree.

			“Oh, wow,” Robin said, practically skipping into the chamber. “Absolutely spectacular.”

			Roz followed, her gaze on the ceiling, on the walls, her dark fingers trailing across the brick as if to test its texture. Matt kept his eyes trained on his sensors.

			“I think ‘spectacular’ is pretty close,” Mallory said, eyes wide. “This is pretty damn amazing.”

			Robin looked back at us, pointed into the depths of the tunnel. “How far does it go?”

			“Quarter mile,” Luc said without further comment.

			Robin nodded gravely. He picked a spot a few yards from the door, near the tunnel’s narrowing on the opposite side of the room, put down his bag, and began pulling out equipment.

			“Is that a Model 442 you’ve got there?” Luc asked, sidling up to Matt.

			“426,” Matt said, giving him a cautious glance. “You know the systems?”

			“I dabble,” Luc said. “I don’t own any equipment, but as head of security, I like to keep my options open.”

			So he’s a wannabe Ghostbuster, I told Ethan as we watched from the threshold.

			It began after he saw the original movie, Ethan said. He was convinced it was based on real-life events in New York.

			The captain of your guards is a weirdo.

			Ethan pulled my ponytail. On occasion, so is my Sentinel.

			I couldn’t really argue with that.

			“I’m getting some solid EMF readings,” Matt said.

			“Ethan, come look at this,” Luc said, gesturing him forward. “Solid EMF readings.”

			“Go ahead,” I told Ethan with a smile. With a resigned sigh, he turned toward Luc and the humans.

			“You seeing this, Matt?” Robin asked, waving a wand around the room. “Temperature fluctuations, too.”

			I was ready to immediately call the entire thing a sham, since the temperature was precisely the same as it had been when we’d walked in a minute ago. But then I felt it—the sudden chill. Not just a drop in temperature, but a change in the viscosity of the air. Like the space around us had become heavier, the air liquid and weighted with latent magic.

			And, by this time, disturbingly familiar magic.

			I saw the instant Mallory felt it, too. She went rigid, lips parting with surprise, eyes widening with shock. “Shit” was all she managed to get out . . . because we were not alone.

			It moved with the roar and power of a freight train, the same haze we’d seen on camera the night before but only blurred and alternating lines of silver and dark visible because of its astounding speed.

			It slammed against Luc, pushing him forward like a linebacker on the blitz. Luc hit the opposite wall, his head making a horrible thud against the brick that seemed to shake the House’s foundations.

			Dust rose into the air, and Luc dropped to the floor, his body terrifyingly still.

			I wanted to run to him but made myself stand firm. My obligations weren’t just to Luc, but to Ethan and the House. That meant the creature who’d put him on the ground had to be my priority. Unfortunately, since we hadn’t been planning to defend an attack, I didn’t have my steel—my trusted katana or the dagger I kept stowed in my boot for emergencies. Assuming they’d even be effective against a ghost, which I wasn’t sure about.

			I kept my eyes on the ghost but caught movement in my peripheral vision: Ethan, running to check on Luc, and Matt, pulling out a camera.

			The blur moved back, shook with latent energy. And like pixels resolving into an image, a man’s face began to appear.

			I’d seen a ghost in person once before—the night we’d first met Annabelle. That ghost had been an apparition of gauzy lines and filmy shades of black, white, and gray, like the shadows of an X-ray given three-dimensional form.

			This one rose, his image wobbling with static like a channel poorly tuned, and moved toward me. He opened his mouth to scream, and the sound that emerged was enormously loud, as stuttering and scratchy as a bad recording, and as heavy as the magic around him.

			I don’t recognize him was my first conscious thought. This wasn’t Mickey Riley, the gangster whose grave had been disturbed, whose skull had been stolen, whose mug shot we’d reviewed earlier that night. Riley was a bruiser, with a face to match.

			This apparition was tall and slender, with pale skin, a narrow face, and a thin nose topped by small, round spectacles. His hair was dark and pushed back from his face, his goatee neatly trimmed. He wore dark pants with a matching vest and a long overcoat, and looked like a man from a completely different century.

			In my time as a vampire, I’d seen eyes both hard and cold. I’d seen hate and spitefulness, distrust and ignorance. But I’d never seen the cold and steely emptiness I saw in the eyes of the man who hovered in front of me. This man cared for nothing but himself.

			I glanced at the humans.

			Matt still watched his viewscreen. Roz had pulled out a small black device, which she pointed at it. Robin stared at the ghost with wide and hungry eyes, a scientist facing down the object of his obsession.

			“Get closer,” Robin told Roz without shifting his gaze. “Use the communication facilitator. See if it will talk to us.”

			Communication wasn’t going to be a problem, I figured, since Robin’s words drew the ghost’s attention, his head snapping in their direction.

			“Do not get closer,” I said, and put up a hand. “Back away toward the door.”

			“Not doing that,” Robin said, chin firm. “You didn’t hire us so we’d run, and we can’t evaluate from out there. We still have to determine the spectral range, perform a temporality analysis—all of it.”

			We also didn’t hire them to die in our basement, and Luc was already down. If this thing could take down an immortal with a single blow, the humans wouldn’t have much hope.

			“Mallory!” I said, grabbing her arm. “Get them out of here.”

			Her eyes were wide and shocked, but she nodded, grabbed their hands, and tugged them across the room.

			Take care of Luc, I told Ethan. I’ve got the ghost.

			I knew Ethan would object—it was instinctive, protective—so I didn’t give him time to respond. Since I wasn’t entirely sure how to lure a ghost, I went for the horror movie classic.

			“Hey!” I said, and waved my arms around, moving to the center of the room to get his attention away from Luc, still slumped on the floor.

			While Mallory and Ethan dealt with the others, Catcher moved closer to me. This fight would be hand-to-hand, maybe with a little bit of magic.

			“Let me try first,” I quietly said, keeping my gaze on the apparition. “This is a small space for fireballs, and we won’t want to damage the tunnel.” Or the House above it.

			Besides, if the apparition was tangible enough to take Luc down, maybe he was tangible enough for me to fight.

			The ghost turned toward me, screamed again.

			“Do us both a favor,” I said, imbuing the words with as much strength as I could muster. “Go back to your world and leave ours alone.”

			That deep pit of rage in his eyes just seemed to get deeper, and he began to move toward me. Not walking per se, as his arms and legs didn’t actually move. But he nevertheless got closer, like I was zooming in on a picture of him.

			“All right,” I said, and blew out a breath, rolled my shoulders, wished for a tune I could dance to. “I guess we’re doing this.”

			I didn’t wait for him to strike first. Like a sprinter at the starting line, I ducked my head, put one foot behind the other, and pushed off.

			I ran toward him, arms pumping, before landing on my left foot and spinning into a side kick. The strike landed, if that was the word for it. I hit something, although I wouldn’t have called it exactly “solid.” Somewhere between liquid and solid, weirdly cold, and buzzing with magic. Magical condensate, if that was a thing.

			His image shimmered, and he yelled his frustration. I couldn’t make out the words, but the epithets that formed on his lips were easy enough to figure.

			“It’s rude to insult someone in their own House,” I said, and moved in for a punch. He blocked my arm with his, putting enough momentum into it to send me flying.

			I soared backward, hit a wine rack with bone-shaking force. Bottles fell around me as I bounced onto the concrete. I pushed back tears triggered automatically by the sharp pain in my ribs and the slivers of glass that peppered my skin.

			I started to climb to my feet, then yelped as sparks suddenly fired inches from my face.

			I looked up fast. The ghost, arms outstretched, had nearly reached me, but a fireball from Catcher had sent him skittering across the room. The fireball hit the brick wall before bouncing and shattering into sparks. Those sparks in turn hit the spilled wine, sending small blue flames into the air.

			“Wine!” I said, stomping out sparks to extinguish them. “Flammable!”

			“Ghost!” Catcher countered, hurrying to join me so we could face the ghost side by side. “Preparing to strangle you.”

			“High creep factor.”

			“Inarguable.”

			The ghost came back fast, ignoring Catcher and aiming directly for me. I waited for the right moment, trying to time the attack perfectly. When he reached out, I dodged to the side, used a back kick to push him hard against the brick wall. But he was faster than I’d anticipated.

			He grabbed my leg—fingers like icicles, the chill so strong they burned like fire—and pulled. Cold snaked up my leg, leaving numbness behind. He yanked me off balance, putting both of us on the floor in a tumble, and still didn’t let go. Now he was too close for Catcher to get a shot.

			I ignored the tingling pain and kicked out with my free foot, nailing him in the knee and sending a shock of cold up my other leg. He roared another round of cursing, and this time I caught snippets of his insults, which were as old-fashioned as his clothes. This was a man from another era, and time had done nothing to abate his fury.

			Maybe I could use that. “You’re a buffoon in an awkward suit! We don’t need your jiggery-pokery here!”

			The ghost’s image jerked, as did his expression. And that hiccup was enough to allow me to escape his grip. I kicked free, climbed to my heavy and numb feet, and scrambled away.

			“That your attempt at period-appropriate insults?” Catcher asked when I reached him.

			“Yep. Did I pull it off?”

			“You did not,” Catcher said good-naturedly, the buzz around him increasing as he gathered magic for another throw. “So let’s meet magic with magic.”

			Enraged again, the ghost moved forward. But Catcher bided his time.

			“Wait for it,” he said quietly as I clenched my fists beside him, preparing for a strike.

			Catcher waited until the ghost was only a foot from us, and we could all but see the fury boiling in his eyes. Catcher drew the magic into his hand, fashioning a glowing blue orb. But instead of throwing it, he shoved it at the ghost, the muscles in his arms taut and shaking as he pushed the power into the apparition’s chest.

			The ghost screamed and staggered back into the middle of the room. Blue and white light—Catcher’s magic mixed with his—burst from his body. The lines and shadows that made up his form splintered like jagged glass, and he shattered into the air like fireworks, the sparks fading to yellow as they floated to the floor, then disappeared.

			The buzz of magic dissipated, as did the unnatural chill. But we waited a solid minute in the warming silence, just in case.

			“I think he’s gone,” Catcher said.

			Breath heaving, my skin slicked with sweat despite the cold, I looked at Catcher, checking visually for bumps, bruises, lacerations. He was streaked with magical char and brick dust, but he looked otherwise whole.

			“I’m all right,” he confirmed. “You?”

			“Leg is freezing. But I’ll hold.” We were the only ones left in the tunnel. “Everyone else made it out. Is he gone gone?” I asked. “Or just gone?”

			“I doubt he’s gone gone, to use your technical phrasing. My magic would have dispersed his energy, but that’s probably just temporary.” He glanced over my shoulder. “And you might have another, more immediate problem.”

			I followed the line of his gaze.

			Half of Ethan’s wine racks were on the ground, bottles smashed. Wine dripped from the shelves, poured across the floor in mulberry rivulets, was splattered across the walls. The air was heavy with the scent of very expensive and wasted alcohol.

			“On the upside,” Catcher said, putting a hand on my shoulder, “I think you got your money’s worth from the investigators. They definitely found a ghost.”

			“Yeah,” I said. “But we still have to bust it.”

			•   •   •

			Delia diagnosed Luc with two broken ribs and a concussion, and settled him in his room.

			The investigators walked in a silent, single-file line down the sidewalk and toward the street, the exuberance they’d carried into the House now gone.

			Matt, predictably now, studied his machine. Roz and Robin glanced back over their shoulders, aimed angry looks at us on the steps. We’d broken up their party, even if to save their lives, and they were pissed.

			“In their position,” I said, “I’d probably be angry, too. I don’t know how often they’re able to get up close and personal with actual ghosts. This probably would have been a coup for them.”

			“I understand their frustration,” Ethan said. “But they’ve been compensated for their time.” He glanced at me. “They’re humans. After seeing Margot hurt, I shouldn’t have let them into the House. I certainly couldn’t allow them to stay after Luc went down.” He frowned, seemed to struggle with the memory of Luc’s attack.

			“It’s easy to say that in hindsight,” I said, “what we should have done. But their job is to evaluate, and since Annabelle can’t do it, we weren’t left with many options. We hired the experts.” And we’d still need to deal with ghostly removal, one way or the other. “Sorry about the wine,” I offered.

			“It’s insured,” Ethan said. “So that’s something. Although the ’49 Sauterne will be difficult to replace.”

			“1949?” I asked hopefully.

			“Add a century to that,” Ethan said.

			I winced. “I owe you,” I said.

			Thankfully, I’d have an eternity to pay him back.
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			Mallory, Catcher, and I went back to Ethan’s office, taking seats while Ethan played host, handing out bottles of water and blood from his built-in refrigerator.

			“The floor is open,” he said, walking back to the sitting area. He stood in front of us with crossed arms and a dour expression. This particular Master and captain of his ship did not like being out of control.

			“Let’s start with the ghost,” I said. “He didn’t look anything like the photo of Mickey Riley we saw earlier.”

			“No,” Catcher agreed. “If the FBI’s mug shot is accurate, and I tend to believe they’d get something like that right, that wasn’t him. And not just the wrong man—the wrong clothing, wrong style, wrong era. That wasn’t Mickey Riley.”

			“But that was definitely Mickey Riley’s grave,” I said. “We’ve seen the burial records.”

			“I am officially confused,” Mallory said.

			She wasn’t the only one.

			“No other grave was disturbed at Almshouse?” Ethan asked.

			Catcher shook his head. “No.”

			I tapped fingers against my knee, glanced at Ethan. “Is there any other reason to think some different ghost would be haunting Cadogan House?”

			“Before Margot’s attack, there’d been paranormal activity in this House—other than our own—since we’ve been here,” Ethan said. “And I don’t know of any before we moved in, either.”

			“What about the tunnels themselves?” I asked. “Any notable events there?”

			“None on our watch, and the city didn’t keep separate records of tunnel incidents per se. Given how dangerous they are and how many sheer miles they cover, it’s quite possible someone died there. But we don’t know of any deaths or trauma that would prompt a disturbance like this.”

			“Then we’re back to Riley,” I said. “We question all presumptions.” I looked at Catcher. “You said his remains are still with the medical examiner’s office?”

			“Yeah. Why?”

			“Because they can probably verify whether it’s actually Riley or not.”

			Catcher just blinked. “Damn. I should have thought of that.” He pulled out his phone, sent a message.

			“No worries, Big Papa,” Mallory said, patting his arm. “You helped train her, after all.”

			I could have lived an eternity without hearing her call him that, Ethan said.

			No argument there.

			“I wish Annabelle was here,” I said, and looked at Mallory and Catcher. “You know she’s barred from working outside her assigned graveyards?”

			Their expressions were equally flat. Neither had much love for the Order, although they’d made some inroads there since Mallory’s Unfortunate Era of Evilness and her subsequent founding of Sorcerers Without Borders.

			“Yes,” Mallory said primly. “That’s one of the post-Sorcha ‘reforms.’” Her air quotes were slow and dramatic, delivered with blue fingernails that matched her hair.

			“I don’t mind the Order emphasizing specialization,” Catcher said. “I’m a weapons man, after all. But her specialization is the deceased. If she’s working that kind of magic, she should be able to work it wherever she’s needed.”

			“And there’s no one on the sorcerer side to fill the gap,” Mallory put in.

			Catcher’s phone buzzed, and he pulled it out. “Well. We just got an invitation to visit the forensics lab.”

			“Oooh,” Mallory said. “That’s creepy and interesting. I’m in.”

			“In the meantime,” I said, “I’ll put on my research hat, see what I can find out about Riley and his crew and our mysterious and hateful stranger.” I felt a frisson of scholarly anticipation.

			“It’s what you’re best at.”

			I gave Ethan an arched eyebrow.

			That I’m willing to discuss in public, he silently said. You are a woman of many talents.

			Much better.

			•   •   •

			I camped out in my favorite room in the House: the two-story library. The books were plentiful, the ceiling high above the wrought-iron balcony that ringed the second floor. I sat at a library table with a computer and a spread of notebooks and pens that would have made a collector jealous. And then I set out to find a ghost.

			Until we learned otherwise, I had to assume the records were correct and the remains were Mickey Riley’s body, so I researched him further, looking for some connection between the gangster and the apparent poltergeist that had disturbed the House.

			Riley had been a bully with a hard-on for violence, theft, and the gangster lifestyle. I found several photographs of him in the Tribune—posing with cronies in restaurants, standing in crowds near Capone, lounging with molls in nightclubs where gin and jazz had flowed. He seemed to sneer in every picture.

			But I didn’t find evidence he was anything other than a run-of-the-mill asshole, or any sign he’d owned something worth opening a grave for. He wasn’t suspected in any jewelry heists, for example, and while he’d been convicted of grand larceny, it was for boosting a car undoubtedly long gone.

			His fate didn’t offer any clues, either. He’d been killed by his cellmate, who’d used a shiv carved from a wooden tongue depressor. Since his cellmate had been a rival, the murder didn’t seem unusual in context.

			I scanned biographies of the other members of Capone’s gang—the accountants, cops, and muscle—and found no one else who looked like our ghost.

			Since Riley was coming up a dead end—pun intended—I tried to brainstorm, ended up looking for instances of other graves beyond Almshouse being opened or disturbed, whether or not skulls were removed. I didn’t find anything recent, which Jeff confirmed in a quick text.

			Fewer graves disturbed was obviously good, and not just because it indicated we had a perp with a specific target rather than someone who made a habit of opening graves. Or they just hadn’t gotten started in earnest.

			Frustrated, I pushed back the laptop, rubbed my temples.

			Maybe Riley and our ghost weren’t connected. Maybe it was just a coincidence a ghost had shown up at Cadogan House the same night Annabelle had sensed one being released. But why now? If the ghost I’d encountered in the tunnel was as old as he’d looked, why pick this time and this place to haunt? He didn’t seem to have a specific vendetta against Cadogan House—at least not that Ethan or Malik could name—which made his appearance here that much weirder.

			The door opened with a soft thush. I looked up, watched Ethan walk inside, power and confidence in every step. While I’d been scanning the Internet, he’d probably been reviewing budgets, evaluating security reports, making political moves. The authority showed in his long-legged stride, the set of his jaw, the authority that marked him.

			“Hello, Sentinel.”

			“Hello, Sullivan.”

			His smile was quick and satisfied. “Have you made any progress?”

			“Not a bit.” I told him what I’d learned—or rather, what I hadn’t.

			“You’ve eliminated dead ends,” he said. “That’s something.” He slid his hands into his pockets. “I’m going to check on Luc. Would you like to take a break?”

			I glanced at the clock, realized I’d been sitting in the chair for nearly two hours. I rose, stretched my arms and back. “I would.”

			He took my hand, and we walked to the door, then down the hallway that led to the second-floor quarters of the vampires who lived in Cadogan House.

			“I feel like a depressed drug-sniffing dog,” I said.

			“I look forward to hearing your explanation for that simile.”

			“They apparently get bummed if they don’t find contraband every once in a while, so handlers plant things for them to find.”

			“Ah,” Ethan said. “You need to find something to keep going.”

			“That’s about it.”

			He raised our joined hands to his lips, kissed my knuckles. “We’ll figure it out. We always do.”

			•   •   •

			Lindsey’s room was an eye-achingly-bright amalgamation of paint, posters, and fabric. Little wonder that even though they spent most nights together, Luc had chosen to recuperate in his room.

			It was surprisingly sedate for a man with so many pop culture obsessions. Being captain of the guards, Luc had a room that was a little bigger than the standard dorm-sized unit. There was enough space for a bed and a good-sized sitting area, with a couch and television on one side and doors to a bathroom and closet on the opposite wall. The furniture was dark wood and masculine, the fabrics dark and muted. A bookshelf was lined with books and a collectibles from Luc’s various fandoms.

			I guess I expected a mock-up of a Wild West cathouse, I told Ethan as we walked to the bed, where Luc lay in tasteful pinstripe pajamas. I don’t know who he is anymore.

			Ethan didn’t quite manage to hold in a chuckle. He is a many-faceted jewel.

			“Have you come to praise me?” the jewel asked, eyes closed. “Not to bury me?”

			“We’ve come to see if you’ll still stand as captain or if I need to open applications.”

			Luc cracked open a suspicious eye. “Here I am, Liege, busted up because I took a hit for the team, and you’re making jokes like that.”

			“How are you feeling?” I asked him.

			He closed his eyes again. “Ribs ache. Migraine is a bitch, as is the vertigo. I’ll heal, Delia says, but not fast enough to suit me. It might take a couple of nights. And another pint or two of ice cream. Lindsey’s in the kitchen as we speak.”

			“Chocolate therapy is a tried-and-true method,” I said.

			“I certainly hope so,” he said. “You want to fill me in on what happened down there?”

			We gave him the rundown. Ethan was generous about my skills in the battle, even though he hadn’t actually seen any of it.

			Lindsey came in with a smile, a pint of Ben & Jerry’s, and a spoon. I realized I was hungry, might have whipped it out of her hand if it hadn’t been intended for a wounded soldier. And still I thought about grabbing a pint before heading back to the library.

			“There’s a ghost in Cadogan House!” Luc said as Lindsey approached him. His eyes, I realized, had gone a little hazy.

			“It’s the drugs,” Lindsey said. “Took one for the pain and vertigo right before I went downstairs, and it’s probably hitting him.”

			“Maybe it’s just all a big mistake,” Luc said, smiling goofily. “Maybe we’re all just crazy.”

			“We may be crazy,” Ethan said, worry furrowing his brow. “But there’s no mistake. A specter is haunting our halls, and I want it gone.”

			My phone rang, and I pulled it out, checked the screen. It was Annabelle. Concern lit through me immediately. I turned away from the bed, answered it.

			“I’ve found another grave,” she said.

			•   •   •

			We didn’t want to leave the House. But we didn’t feel like we had much choice.

			Kelley, another guard, was in charge of the corps while Luc was down. Since Catcher and Mallory were at the medical examiner’s office, my grandfather and Jeff would meet us at Almshouse Cemetery. Again.

			This was becoming an unfortunate habit.

			Annabelle stood outside the gate, leaning against her car in jeans, boots, and a dark structured tank top. She looked absolutely furious. She was gorgeous in her anger, her eyes nearly glowing with it. Put a sword in her hand, and she’d have made a fantastic vampire.

			“We have to stop meeting like this,” Ethan said when we climbed out of the car.

			Annabelle’s nod was as fierce as her ensemble. “This guy is starting to piss me off.”

			My grandfather pulled up behind us in the van, and he and Jeff joined us.

			“Another skull stolen?” my grandfather asked.

			“Not quite yet,” Annabelle said. “Let me show you.”

			We walked to a different part of the cemetery, but it bore the same mix of old graves, industrial markers, and minimal landscaping. We traveled more slowly this time, matching my grandfather’s speed. He’d been injured in a battle with anti-vampire marauders, and although he’d healed a lot, the attack had knocked away a bit of his sprightliness.

			“What section is the grave in?” I asked, trying to recall the plot map I’d reviewed.

			“It’s from the same era as the last one,” Annabelle said. “Twenties and thirties.”

			I nodded, wondered if that signified anything.

			She stopped when we reached a new pile of dirt, a new rectangular hollow beside it. The same type of metal marker, this one bearing 4-CCU78-443. The bones were jumbled in their wooden coffin but didn’t seem to have been moved around, or at least not overly so.

			“I interrupted him,” Annabelle said.

			“Talk about burying the lede,” Jeff said, eyes wide.

			“You interrupted him?” my grandfather prompted.

			“I was concerned the magic would create a spiritual cascade—call back even more spirits than they’d intended. So I was patrolling the grounds again.” She pointed to the east, to the crest of a low hill. “I came over that hill, saw the dirt, realized the grave had already been dug up. When he moved to climb down into it, I called out. I figured he was about to start stealing.”

			My grandfather nodded. “Quite likely. Did you see any accomplices?”

			“I only saw one man, and I didn’t see much of him. It was dark, and he was wearing dark clothes.”

			“You’re sure it was a man?” my grandfather asked.

			Annabelle blinked. “Good point. I assumed it was a man—short hair, dark pants and a jacket, I think. The build seemed masculine, but I didn’t see his or her face.”

			Pretty much the same description CPAN had given.

			“Did you see his vehicle?” I asked. “The white sedan?”

			Annabelle shook her head. “No.”

			“What happened when you called out?” my grandfather asked.

			“He stopped what he was doing—kind of waited for a minute to see who I was—and then he started running.”

			“He doesn’t like confrontation,” Ethan said.

			“No,” my grandfather agreed. “He doesn’t. If he’s got any magical skill, or even physical skill, he might have stood his ground.”

			“Or if he’d wanted it bad enough,” Jeff said. He crouched down to get a better look at the remains.

			“Exactly,” my grandfather said. “He’s not a fighter and likely not especially skilled—or experienced—with magic.” He glanced at Annabelle. “Did you feel magic this time?”

			She frowned, considering. “I was pretty amped-up on adrenaline, but I don’t remember feeling anything. I don’t think he got that far.”

			My grandfather looked at Jeff. “Jeff’s made some headway on the magic the perpetrator might have used.”

			“No kidding?” Annabelle said.

			Jeff nodded, rose from his crouch. “We had to go into the Dark Web to find it, which took some time. I still want to let Mallory and Catcher take a look when they’re back from the ME’s office, but I think we’re close.”

			“Dark Web?” Ethan asked.

			“Long story short,” Jeff said, sticking his hands into his pockets, “the Internet’s dark and filthy alley. Encrypted, unindexed, and nearly impossible to find without the right information and software. We found a market—a darknet—where spells and charms already kindled by magic are available to the highest bidder. And this one was recently sold,” he said, pulling out his phone and pulling up the information.

			He handed it to me, the screen showing what looked like a pretty typical Internet product page. Description, picture, cost. But instead of a book or pair of shoes, the seller was offering a “Spell to Summon a Spirit Using Partial Skeleton.”

			“A lot of alliteration,” I said, reading the description, which talked about unearthing a skull or other body part to pull the deceased’s spirit back into this world. The buyer would receive a prekindled magical object, a candle, and the words necessary to initiate the magic.

			“Pretty damn close to what we’ve got here,” I said, handing the phone to Ethan. “I presume you can’t track it, given where it came from?”

			“Correct,” my grandfather said. “Even if we had a warrant for the buyer’s information, it’s highly unlikely the seller would cooperate, and we won’t be able to find them to enforce it. We’ll be talking to the Order about the market,” my grandfather said, displeasure clear in his voice. “Very firm talking.”

			“If we assume that’s the right spell, it doesn’t say anything about the purpose of raising a spirit. So what’s the point?” I looked down at the grave. “What are they trying to do here? What do they want with a ghost?”

			“Maybe the buyer wanted a ghost butler,” Jeff said. “Or to locate some kind of hidden treasure that only the deceased knows about, or to have a really kick-ass Halloween prop.”

			“Several months early?” Annabelle asked.

			Jeff shrugged, mouth arranged in a quirky grin. “Ghost butler.”

			“Maybe they did it just to prove they could,” my grandfather quietly said, worry in the lines of his face. “Tonight proves he’s still out there, still trying to make magic. Still trying to accomplish something. We just have to find the something.”

			Before the something found us.

			•   •   •

			We drove back to the House at speeds that weren’t precisely legal. Neither Ethan nor I wanted to leave it for long.

			Mallory and Catcher met us in Ethan’s office in front of a spread of pizza boxes on the conference table.

			“We have exonerated Mickey Riley!” she pronounced, slice of pepperoni in hand.

			“And managed dinner, apparently,” Ethan said.

			“Malik ordered it,” she said, wiping grease from her fingers. “Decided the team needed a refuel.”

			It wasn’t Saul’s, my favorite Chicago chain that offered my favorite pizza—cream cheese and double bacon—but it was laden with pepperoni and still gleaming with heat and grease. My stomach rumbled with hunger, and my self-healing vampire arteries rejoiced.

			“I’m game,” I said, and pulled out a chair, grabbed a slice, and took a seat. “Tell us about Riley.”

			Ethan sat down beside me, got his own slice. My heart leapt happily when he skipped the plate and fork, opted only for a napkin. I’d rubbed a little of the shine off of him, and that was fine by me.

			“It’s not Riley,” Mallory said. “In the grave, I mean. Very much Riley’s name on the records, very much Riley not in the ground.”

			“Then who the hell is it?” Ethan asked.

			“Not Riley,” Mallory said with a grin, a long string of cheese stretching between the pie and the second slice of pizza she’d lifted from it.

			“Turns out Mickey Riley had a very distinctive feature.” Catcher held up a hand, all the fingers curled down except his little finger. “He was missing the pinkie on his right hand. Butcher in the 19th Ward cut it off during a disagreement about protection money. But the body in the grave had all ten fingers. On the upside, it did have something you’ll find familiar.”

			He pulled up an image on his phone, handed it to me.

			On a background of silver that I suspected was an autopsy table sat a pair of old-fashioned spectacles with small, round lenses.

			“These look like the same glasses worn by the ghost who attacked us in the tunnel.” I looked up at Catcher, handed the phone to Ethan. “So our ghost, whoever he was, was in Mickey Riley’s grave.”

			I was relieved that one of the pieces had fallen into place—if still concerned about the who and the why.

			“If not Riley, did the forensics team know who the remains belong to?” Ethan asked.

			“No,” Catcher said. “There’s no identifying information with the remains and no matches in the DNA archive. They’ve surmised this gentleman is older than Riley based on the condition of the bones, the glasses, the fabric. Have you looked up the marker from tonight’s site?” Catcher asked. “Maybe his and Riley’s records were reversed.”

			I swallowed a mouthful of pizza, adjusted the tablet on the conference table, headed for the cemetery records. “Good idea. Hadn’t gotten there yet.”

			“She was overcome by spicy meats,” Ethan offered.

			“That’s what she said,” Mallory muttered.

			I pulled up the burial ledger, leaving slightly greasy marks on the screen. And got very lucky very quickly; the number was listed on the first page.

			“And Tony Lapham is the owner of grave number two,” I announced.

			But a quick (and equally greasy) image search confirmed he wasn’t the man we’d seen in the tunnel. Lapham was enormous. Over two hundred pounds and, by the look of it, all of it muscle, with a thick neck and ruddy complexion.

			“That name sounds familiar,” Catcher said.

			“It should.” I handed him the tablet. “He was one of Dean O’Banion’s men.”

			“O’Banion?” Mallory said, looking at the screen over Catcher’s shoulder. “Who’s that?”

			“Capone’s rival,” Ethan said. “O’Banion ruled the north side; Capone ruled the south.”

			“So someone unearthed one of Capone’s men—or what they thought was one of Capone’s men—and one of O’Banion’s men.” I lifted my gaze. “Why? Because you want to see sparks fly? You want to start a ghost gang war? What would be the point?”

			“Entertainment,” Catcher said, handing back the tablet. “Sociopathy. An academic interest in gangsters.”

			“Could be any of those,” I said, then frowned. “Wait, so Riley’s name is on the grave of a guy buried—if we take his clothing as evidence—many years before Riley died. How did they manage that without going back in time?”

			I pulled up the rest of the ledger pages, switched the display to the screen above Ethan’s bookshelves. I needed more eyes on this project.

			“Okay,” I said as I walked toward the screen, where I scrolled through the scanned pages. “There’s Riley’s identifier,” I said, pointing to the now-familiar set of numbers and letters. “So who got it wrong?”

			I hadn’t gone farther in the ledger pages than Riley’s number, because I’d figured I’d found the information I needed. This time, I moved to the subsequent page, and we scanned through one after another, looking for some clue about the switch.

			“What’s that?” Mallory asked, squinting at the screen.

			At the bottom of a page, in a smaller and straighter script than the rest of the writing and in a darker ink, was a small set of numbers.

			“Looks like it was added later,” Catcher said. “Clearly not the same handwriting as the others.”

			“Agreed,” I said, and zoomed in closer.

			There, in tidy block print, was the number of Mickey Riley’s grave along with a very different name.

			We stared.

			Our perpetrator hadn’t raised a gangster.

			He’d raised a serial killer.
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			The Great Fire decimated Chicago in 1871. But like a wildflower in a scorched prairie, the city rose from the ashes into the Gilded Age. Railroads and stock yards boomed, and architecture became grand and modern. Opportunity drew workers into Chicago, into industry—and into the company towns the industrialists built for their new employees.

			It also drew a murderer.

			“Albert Padgett,” Ethan said as we reviewed a photograph of the thin-faced and dour-looking man who’d been dragged back into our world and had terrorized our House.

			“He murdered fourteen people in one of the railroad towns,” Ethan said. “Men, women, and one child, during the summer of 1883. He killed indiscriminately until he was hunted down and shot by police.” He glanced at me. “It took several weeks before they realized the deaths were related, and by that time, the city had begun to panic. We were very aware the city was looking for a killer, and kept a very low profile.”

			“I don’t get it,” Mallory said. “Why is Riley’s number on Padgett’s plot? Padgett died first and would have been in the ground longer.”

			It only took a call to Mallory’s and Catcher’s new forensics friends to explain that. They hadn’t recognized the remains, and hadn’t found the alternate entry. But once Catcher pointed it out, they’d understood the reason for the discrepancy.

			“Albert Padgett was buried in Almshouse Cemetery in 1883,” Catcher said when he’d finished his call. “He was buried in the plot in which we found him, under his own name. When Riley was killed in ’29, they put Riley’s name on Padgett’s grave.” Catcher looked at Ethan. “Any guesses why?”

			“None,” Ethan said, obviously baffled.

			“I’ll give you a hint: the Hudson Institute for Spiritualism.”

			I didn’t recognize the name, but understanding widened Ethan’s eyes. “Oh.”

			Mallory pursed her lips. “That sounds familiar. Why does that sound familiar?”

			“Spiritualists believe they can communicate with those beyond the grave,” Ethan said. “Even though they don’t actually have magic. The movement was popular in the US in the nineteenth century. And there was a resurrection—excuse the pun—after World War I.”

			“People wanted to talk to their loved ones,” I quietly said.

			Catcher nodded. “That’s when the Hudson Institute was founded. You ever visit?” Catcher asked Ethan, who shook his head.

			“They had no magic,” Ethan said simply. “They wanted to believe, certainly, but that was worthless without magic.”

			“Or a darknet,” I threw in, and Catcher nodded.

			“You think the spiritualists wanted to raise Padgett,” Mallory said. “And that’s why Cook County hid the location of his grave after he’d already been dead.”

			“The spiritualists wanted to learn about heaven and hell,” Ethan said. “They believed summoning ghosts was the way to do it. It makes sense they’d want to talk to Padgett.”

			“So Cook County took steps,” I said. “Riley was a low-level thug, so they figured it was fine to put his name in the records because no one would bother looking for him.”

			“Oh, the irony,” Mallory said. “The county put Riley’s name on Padgett’s grave to keep mock witches from disturbing Padgett’s remains. Instead, someone used real magic to disturb Riley’s remains and ended up raising Padgett. Where’s Riley now?” she asked.

			“The forensics folks don’t know,” Catcher said. “They’ll have to do a full audit of the cemetery, which they’ll be starting very soon. Burial records aren’t treated nearly so casually now as they were then, and this won’t sit well with the press.”

			There was a knock at the threshold. Kelley stood in the doorway, her straight dark hair a waterfall across her shoulders and a striking contrast to her pale skin.

			“They’re back,” she said, a glimmer in her wide dark eyes.

			“They?” Ethan asked.

			“The ghosthunters. There are two of them. They say they’re missing a bag, think it might still be in Tunnel Three.”

			“Did we find a bag?”

			Kelley smiled indulgently. “Per your request, we locked the doors and haven’t been back inside.” She glanced at me. “Did you see anything?”

			I frowned, trying to remember. “Not that I recall, but that doesn’t mean there wasn’t a bag down there. We left it in a hurry and a mess. You?” I asked Catcher.

			“No, for the same reason,” Catcher said.

			“As I’ve learned through our esteemed guard captain,” Ethan said, “their equipment is pricey, and Robin was concerned about money. They wouldn’t want to lose something expensive.”

			“Or they just want another look,” Mallory said.

			Ethan rose, nodded. “Let’s see what they have to say.”

			•   •   •

			Matt and Roz stood in the foyer, once again in CPAN shirts. They’d brought back some equipment, but not nearly the bulk they’d carried in earlier.

			Matt’s expression was blank. Roz’s features were pulled into angry lines, as if she’d eaten something sour.

			“Ms. Leary,” Ethan said pleasantly. “Mr. Birdsong. I understand you left something here.”

			“A gray backpack,” Roz said. “It’s our property, and we’d like it back.”

			Ethan nodded, his expression utterly calm and composed, a man with eternity in front of him and no reason to rush. “Where’s your colleague?”

			“He . . . wasn’t comfortable coming back here,” Roz said.

			Ethan arched an eyebrow at that, but let it go. “You can stay here,” he said, “while we look.” Disappointment shadowed their faces, but they stayed put.

			“Put them in the second parlor,” he told Kelley, “and keep an eye on them.”

			•   •   •

			We stood outside the tunnel for a full minute, the four of us waiting for any indication Padgett had become active again. But there was no buzz in the air beyond the usual faint hum of magic from the vampires on the floors above us.

			“Let’s go in,” Ethan said, unlocking and pushing open the door. “Mallory, stand guard in the hallway, if you would, in case he appears and tries to make a run for it.”

			She nodded, locked her legs, and crossed her arms, a pixie with an attitude.

			We stepped inside. The room was just as we’d left it. Shattered glass, spilled wine, shelves of splintered wood.

			We each took a different direction, scanning the debris for the backpack. I half expected not to find anything, thinking they’d only wanted a second run at the ghost and the glory of capturing him. But then I spotted slate gray canvas among the rubble.

			“I’ve got it,” I said, and picked it up. It was heavy, probably loaded with electronics.

			“Then let’s get out of here,” Ethan said.

			It felt like the air was growing colder, but I wasn’t entirely sure if that was fear or reality. We went outside again, locked the door, and stood in the hallway for a moment while we looked at the backpack.

			“Just in case they’re here again for some ulterior motives,” Ethan said, “let’s give this a look-see.”

			“I suppose I should say something about not violating their privacy.”

			Ethan just gave me a flat look.

			“All right, then,” I said. “It’s your House, so I nominate you.”

			Ethan took the bag from me, put it on the floor, and crouched beside it. He unzipped it, began to pull out each item. A black device. Another black device. A bright yellow device. A small, bright yellow case holding another black device.

			“This looks pretty typical,” Catcher said.

			Then Ethan extracted the black padfolio Robin had used when they’d first arrived at the House.

			“Receipts,” Ethan said, taking out the pile of papers stuffed into its inner pocket. “Starbucks, Giordano’s, Superdawg.”

			“At least they have good taste,” Mallory said.

			Ethan removed a folded piece of letter-sized paper. Looking at it, he stood up, and fury spilled through the hallway.

			“A receipt,” he said, holding it out to Catcher. “For the purchase of a darknet summoning spell.”

			There were four of us in the hallway, and we peppered the space with enough angry magic to make the lights flicker above us.

			“Those little shits,” Mallory gritted out, teeth bared.

			“There was no car,” I said, fury rising. “No white sedan. No perpetrator they’d chased down at the cemetery. They raised the ghost. They were probably trying to get back to the fence when they ran into me.”

			Ethan looked back at the tunnel door, danger in his eyes. “They believe they are invincible and omnipotent. As they’ve hurt two of my vampires, I’ll be proving them wrong in the bloodiest way possible.”

			“Would you settle for their incarceration?” Catcher asked matter-of-factly.

			Ethan just growled.

			“You’ll both have to wait,” I said. “Robin’s not with them. Annabelle only saw one person leaving Lapham’s grave, so he could be the real culprit here.”

			Ethan’s grin was terrifying. “Then let’s go ruin their evening.”

			•   •   •

			My heart had begun to throb with the anticipation of a fight, of finding the truth. We formed a wall in the doorway of the second parlor while Ethan gave quiet instructions to Kelley. I dropped the backpack on the floor between me and Catcher, then crossed my arms, daring Roz and Matt to make a move for it.

			Ethan walked over, and we made space for him in the line. “Tell me why you did it,” he said, jumping right in to throw them off balance.

			“Did what?” Roz asked. “What are you talking about?”

			“I want to know why you’ve disturbed two graves. For fun? For profit? For excitement?”

			“We didn’t do anything.” But her eyes had gone wide.

			“We found the receipt,” Ethan said, holding it up. “You bought the spell. You summoned the ghost.”

			“No,” she said, so Ethan turned his gaze to Matt. “And what about you? Do you know?”

			When he opened his mouth, Roz grabbed his arm. “Shut up, Matt!”

			There was only a moment of deliberation, of hesitation. “Why? It wasn’t my idea, and I’m not taking the heat for it.” Matt looked back at Ethan. “It’s all Robin. He’s worried about money. After Sorcha, nobody’s using us, because nobody wants anything to do with magic. Everyone’s afraid of it. We’re barely making any money, and we might lose our place.”

			Ethan’s jaw twitched with fury.

			“So you thought you’d call up the spirits of two gangsters?” Mallory walked forward, hands on her hips and her eyes as cold as mine. For a woman with blue hair, she played the badass pretty well.

			“Look,” Matt said, pushing a hand through his hair. “Gangsters in Chicago are big business. There are souvenirs, ghost tours, the whole deal. Robin wanted a piece of that action. He thought if we raised one from each gang, installed them in a house or something, we’d be able to make some money. Have a legit haunted house, or stage an investigation like on television. We’d get crazy amounts of press, and we’d finally start making some real cash. He thought Almshouse would be easiest to get in and out of, and Riley was the only one of Capone’s people that we could find there. We bought the spell, cleaned out our savings for it. But it didn’t work. Or not the way we thought.”

			While he looked guilty, Ethan looked absolutely furious. “Do you know who you actually summoned?” Each word was bitten off in anger.

			“Robin recognized him,” Roz quietly said.

			“Did you think to warn us that you’d raised a serial killer?” Ethan asked. “That we had a serial killer in our home?” He’d taken two threatening steps toward them, and they backed away. That might have been their first smart move.

			“Robin’s going to fix it,” Roz said.

			Ethan’s eyes flashed. “He has fixed enough. Where is he?”

			Roz and Matt exchanged a look.

			“You may be under the impression that I won’t hurt you,” Ethan said. “That I’ll allow Mr. Bell to call the Ombudsman, and let you be processed accordingly. Make no mistake—you’ve hurt my people. And I’ve no qualms about your paying that back, bruise by bloody bruise.”

			“He’s at the Malone mansion,” Roz said, body sagging with resignation.

			“The bordello?” Catcher asked, pulling out his phone, probably to send a message to my grandfather.

			“Our bordello. We bought it before Sorcha, before people were afraid. We’re going to lose it if we don’t get business.” She paused. “Robin’s got Padgett’s skull, and he’s going to try to move Padgett’s spirit from Cadogan House into our building.”

			“Is he alone?” I asked.

			She nodded. “We had a fight. After what happened here, we told him it was too dangerous to do any more of this, that we’d figure out another way to get the money. He said he’d do it alone.” Guilt hunched her shoulders.

			If he gets it right, I told Ethan, if he manages to call Padgett, Padgett will kill him.

			Ethan was quiet for a moment, as if debating whether that possibility—considering the fact that Robin had created the situation and the danger—was worth the trouble of a response.

			“You’ll stay here,” he said to Matt and Roz in a tone that allowed no argument. “Keep an eye on them,” he told Kelley.

			She stepped forward, eyes silvered and fangs bared.

			We walked back into the foyer.

			“You’ve contacted Chuck?” Ethan asked Catcher.

			He nodded. “He’s going to assemble a team, get eyes on the house. He doesn’t want to send cops in yet. If Padgett’s in there, guns won’t help.”

			“Then let’s join them,” Ethan said. “And let’s put an end to this.”

			•   •   •

			Ethan, Mallory, Jeff, Catcher, Annabelle, and I gathered two blocks up from the Malone house to finalize our plan with my grandfather and the CPD backup.

			“You’re violating the Order’s rules,” Catcher told Annabelle with a grin.

			Her answering grin was equally wide. She was wearing an ass-kicking ensemble of black pants, jacket, and boots. It was a night of fierce ladies, and she nodded with the same ferocity in her eyes. “I know,” she said. “It feels spectacular.”

			Catcher chuckled, patted her back. “Welcome to the club.”

			“The house is surrounded,” my grandfather said. “Robin is in there. We’ve got a man with a camera across the street.” He offered a tablet that showed what looked like color video.

			The house was precisely what I’d have imagined a Midwestern bordello would look like. It was a Queen Anne–style building, with pointed gables on the front and sides, and a thin, round tower on the corner above the front door. There were railed balconies on the street-facing side and gingerbread decorations on every right angle. The house had once been painted in several colors—seafoam green, deep mauve, and brick red with pale yellow highlights—but the color had faded in some spots, peeled in others. Half the windows were boarded up.

			The house was slightly elevated from the sidewalk, and a white banner had been posted in the patchy lawn: MALONE BORDELLO. CALL FOR TOURS OF CHICAGO’S MOST HAUNTED BUILDING.

			The sign looked new. Robin had apparently been feeling optimistic.

			There was a light on in the unshielded front window, and the form of a man backlit by a hanging bulb in the living room.

			“That’s Robin,” my grandfather said. “We presume he is attempting to work the summoning spell he previously purchased in order to move Padgett into this location. We will also presume he will be successful at that, and we’ll prepare accordingly.”

			“The spell is clearly effective,” Annabelle said. “If it’s powerful enough, he can make another go of it.”

			My grandfather nodded. “If Padgett is drawn here, can you put him down?”

			“I can strongly encourage him to leave,” Annabelle said in a tone that left no doubt as to how strong that encouragement would be.

			“That’s good enough for me.” My grandfather looked at each member of the mission team in turn. “Neutralize Padgett in whatever manner is most effective. Try to keep Robin alive.”

			“‘Try’?” Catcher asked.

			It had been many years since my grandfather had worn a CPD uniform, but there was no mistaking the vigor in his eyes or the anger. “Try,” my grandfather said again. “Be careful out there and cautious of both of them.”

			“We will,” Annabelle said. “And he shouldn’t underestimate us.”

			As taglines went, that was pretty solid.

			•   •   •

			We broke into teams so we could make quieter approaches. Jeff and Catcher would go in through the back. Ethan, Annabelle, and I would go in through the front. Mallory would stay outside, magic at the ready, in case she needed to control Padgett’s escape.

			You’ll be careful, Ethan said, taking in my leathers and katana as I gave him a once-over, too.

			And so will you. We’ve got a wedding to attend.

			That there was relief in his eyes surprised me. Even though your relatives may not approve? he asked.

			I smiled at him. I’m not worried about whether they approve of you. More that they don’t approve of me. But there’s not much I can do to change that. I am who I am.

			What you are, he said, is spectacular.

			I was also ready for a fight, I thought, as Ethan, Annabelle, and I walked through darkness, the sound of our footsteps muffled by the calls of cicadas. When we had a visual on the front porch, Ethan held up a fist, calling us to a stop.

			The light was still on, but the main room on the first floor was empty. There was a flickering glow in one of the windows in the second-floor tower.

			“He’s moved upstairs,” Ethan said.

			Annabelle nodded. “That’s candlelight. Part of the spell he bought.”

			“Then let’s get to it,” Ethan said, and we crept across the yard to the porch. The front door was open, the first room lit and empty but strewn with trash, the walls marked by graffiti.

			We passed it and paused in the front hall, listening for sound, and heard the low rumble of chanting upstairs. The air wasn’t yet chilled, but if we didn’t hurry, that wouldn’t be far behind.

			We took the stairs two at a time, followed the sound and the flickering candlelight, and moved into the room where Robin held court.

			It was roughly octagonal in shape, with well-worn hardwood floors and plenty of graffiti. He’d drawn a white circle on the floor with what looked like salt. A fat pillar candle was positioned in the middle of the circle along with a few other bits of magical detritus. He crouched over the pile, flipping through the stapled pages of what I guessed was his ill-gotten spell.

			I stepped forward. “Robin.”

			He looked up, took in the leather, the sword. And the fear on his face turned petulant. “I’m almost done. You’re too late. You can’t stop me.”

			“We can,” Annabelle said, stepping beside me. “That’s precisely why we’re here.”

			“I’m moving Albert Padgett into my house,” he said with bravado he didn’t quite pull off.

			Ethan joined us. “You’re a child who disturbed the dead for his own gain. And because of what you’ve done, you’ve hurt my people. We will damn well stop you.”

			Robin stood up, took two steps backward—and outside the circle. Catcher and Jeff entered the room. Catcher took Robin by the arms while Jeff used a zip tie to bind his wrists together.

			“I made magic!” Robin sobbed. “I did magic!”

			“Past tense,” Catcher said. “You’re done.”

			But the house rumbled beneath us, and the temperature in the room dropped shockingly.

			“Here we go,” I murmured, my breath fogging the air. I put my hand on the handle of my sword. “I think that woke him up.”

			“He’s coming!” Robin said. “I brought him here! I did it.”

			“You called a serial killer into this world using someone else’s spell,” Annabelle said, taking a step backward, away from the circle. “We award you no points for that.”

			Light and magic shot up from the floor; lines and shadows shifted and formed into the shape of Albert Padgett.

			His mouth was open and screaming, the words skewed by magic but the anger clear enough.” . . . my power . . . !”

			Annabelle stepped forward, determination in every feature. “Albert Padgett! I am Annabelle Shaw, necromancer. You are not welcome in this world. Return to your home!”

			She stamped a booted foot upon the floor, and it shook beneath her, proof of her power.

			Padgett’s eyes narrowed, became pinpricks of concentrated anger. “. . . am a god!”

			“You are most certainly not a god!” Annabelle said. “You are only energy, and you are in the wrong plane!” She pointed her finger at him like the Grim Reaper claiming a soul. “You are a monster with no place in this world. You will return to your plane now by choice, or I will send you there myself.”

			He rushed her, so quickly I only had a moment to move.

			I jumped forward, pushed her out of the way. Albert Padgett hit me, and we slammed against the floor together, his spirit wrapped around my body, his hands around my neck.

			That numbing cold began to spread again, icy fingers piercing my ribs and squeezing my heart into stillness.

			In that moment of connection, there was only darkness and death. I could feel his thrill in it, in watching life dissipate, in seeing the last breath catch and release, the twitch of muscle as electricity made its final course through the human body.

			Albert Padgett reveled in death, and as long as he had a presence in this world, he would continue to revel in it. He could continue to kill.

			Then flame covered us both, and Padgett’s spirit darted back. The world filled with light, bright and blue and pure, and those thoughts retreated like a wave returning to the sea.

			I was yanked to my feet, shaken.

			Merit! Merit!

			I waited for the world to come back into focus, stared into Ethan’s eyes. He’d pulled me up by my jacket, hauling me nearly onto my toes while he called out to me.

			I’m all right, I said, not trusting my voice to speak. I’m all right. I got my bearings, watched light reassemble a few feet away. Catcher had thrown a fireball, I realized, saved me. I gave him an acknowledging nod, and he winked at me in return.

			The sparks had split Padgett’s energy, but he was beginning to re-form again. I pulled away from Ethan and unsheathed my katana.

			Padgett had given me a glimpse of his mind. He was mine to destroy.

			With a Cheshire grin as he re-formed, he watched me move toward him. “. . . know what I am . . . What . . . want.”

			That was easy enough to understand in context. “I know what you are,” I confirmed. “And what you want. And I’m here to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

			I swung the blade horizontally, slicing through him, then back and forth in a crisscrossing pattern that would have torn a physical form to shreds. But it had no effect on him. It only shattered the image, like a ripple through water, but he re-formed again and again.

			“. . . weapons . . . no effect!” he cried victoriously.

			He was right, so I stepped back. Annabelle took my place.

			“Albert Padgett!” she screamed. “This is your last damn warning. Get the hell out of our town!”

			She slammed her foot onto the floor, pushing a shock wave of energy across the room. Floorboards buckled beneath the wave.

			But Albert Padgett didn’t even blink.

			“It’s not working!” Annabelle yelled out, and now there was fear in her voice.

			I closed my eyes, made myself think through the steps. Padgett was still here—why? Because he wanted to be?

			I opened my eyes, looked over at the pillar candle and the ring of salt around it, still intact despite the fighting. Salt rings were meant to contain things; it stood to reason that breaking the barrier would also break the containment.

			Like a girl preparing to run into a game of double Dutch, I watched him move, timed my shot, and I darted forward, running beneath Padgett’s open arms, and swiped a foot across the salt, putting a gap in the ring.

			Magic burst across the room. Bolts of blue power, bright and sharp as lightning, struck upward toward the ceiling.

			“No!” Padgett screamed, and his image wavered.

			“Return to your plane!” Annabelle yelled.

			This time, there was no explosion. There was only, like the first night I’d seen a ghost, the diminishing of magic, of energy, of Padgett’s ghostly image.

			“. . . god!” he screamed even as his image faded.

			And then there was nothing but darkness. After a moment, the cicadas began to sing again outside.

			“Not with a bang,” I quietly recited, “but a whimper.”

			Ethan stepped beside me. “He’s gone?” he asked Annabelle.

			She nodded. “As gone as any of us will be. Well,” she added with a smirk, “those of us who aren’t immortal.”

			“We all come to an end,” Ethan said. “Let’s just hope that we come to better ends than this.”

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			We came bearing ice cream . . . and a gift.

			Luc held up a hand when we walked into his room, wagged a finger from his spot in bed. “No more ice cream. I can’t take anymore.” He patted his flat abdomen. “I can feel it destroying muscle.”

			“I don’t believe the biology quite works that way,” Ethan said. “But just in case, we found something else for you.”

			“For me?” Luc’s face brightened when Ethan handed him the gift. “What is it?”

			“A get-well present.”

			Luc ripped off the paper, stared down at the box he’d unwrapped. “You got me an EMF unit?”

			“It’s just a starter unit,” Ethan said with a smile. “But since it appears the possibility of ghosts in Cadogan House is quite real, it would pay to have an expert on staff.”

			Luc looked as happy as a kid with a new bike on Christmas morning.

			“Consider it an incentive to heal faster,” Ethan said. “We need you back in the Ops Room.”

			“Kelley’s talking about embroidered polo shirts,” I said. As I’d hoped, that put a little fire in his eyes.

			“I’ll be down in an hour,” he said, and we left him to get dressed.

			“Do you think he’s really ready for battle?” I asked Ethan as we walked down the hallway.

			“I don’t know,” Ethan said. “But I suspect he needs the job as much as we need him.” He whipped an arm around me, kissed me hard. “Which isn’t nearly as much as I need you.”

			I gave him a wink. “Good. I like you a little needy.”

			“That’s not exactly what I had in mind,” Ethan called out as I continued down the hallway in front of him.

			“I know,” I said, grinning back at him. “What are you going to do about it?”

			This time, the fire was in Ethan’s eyes.

			And I was good with that, too.
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			Five by Five

			Late August Chicago, Illinois

			It was midnight in Chicago, and all was well.

			I stood in front of Cadogan House, a stately and luxurious three-story stone house on a rolling bit of lawn in Chicago’s Hyde Park. It was surrounded by an imposing fence meant to keep our enemies at bay, guarded by men and women who risked their lives to keep the House safe from attack.

			Tonight, as summer gave way to fall and a cool breeze spilled across the quiet dark, there was peace.

			Katana at my side, and having finished my patrol of the expansive grounds, I nodded at the guard at the gate and jogged up the stairs to the glowing portico. One final look, one last glance, to ensure quiet in the realm, and then I opened the door . . . and walked back into chaos.

			Cadogan House’s pretty foyer—hardwood floors, pedestal table bearing richly scented flowers, gleaming chandelier—was crowded with people and noise. A vampire manned the front desk, and three others—supplicants seeking time with Ethan Sullivan, Master of the House—waited on a bench along one side. Vampires carried boxes toward the basement stairs for the waiting truck, watched with an eagle eye by Helen, the House’s den mother.

			There was a flurry of movement and activity because the Master of Cadogan House was getting married tomorrow.

			To me.

			A vampire with dark skin and a shaved head rounded the corner into the foyer. This was Malik, Ethan’s second-in-command. He wore a slim-cut dark suit—the official Cadogan House uniform—his skin contrasting vividly with the crisp white shirt and pale green of his eyes. He tracked the room, found me, and walked my way.

			“Busy night,” he said.

			“It is.”

			“Is there a crowd outside the House?”

			I shook my head. “No, but Luc said they’re already filling the sidewalks outside the library. The CPD had to pull in extra staff to monitor.”

			Ethan and I would be married at Harold Washington Library, the city’s main branch in downtown Chicago. The city’s humans were lining up to watch.

			Malik grinned. “‘The wedding of the decade,’ I believe the Tribune said.”

			“I just want a wedding without supernatural drama,” I said. Chicago, and Cadogan House in particular, seemed to attract it.

			“Luc has that in hand,” Malik said of the captain of Cadogan’s guard corps. “And the rest of us are doing what we can.”

			I couldn’t argue with that. The entire House had rallied around us, thrilled to help celebrate the marriage of their beloved Master, the man who’d given them immortality. Cadogan’s vampires had ironed linens, polished silver, slid invitations into envelopes lined with crimson silk.

			“The effort is very much appreciated,” I said. Their help gave Ethan more time to lead the House, and me more time to ensure its safety.

			A hush fell over the room, all talk and activity coming to a stop as Cadogan House’s Master stepped into the room. Every eye in the place turned to him, including mine.

			That we’d known each other for more than a year didn’t make the sight of him any less thrilling. To the contrary—that he was mine, and I was most assuredly his, made the impact even more forceful.

			He was tall and lean, with the body of a man who’d once been a soldier. Even now, as a leader of vampires, he’d kept the same chiseled physique. His hair was golden blond and shoulder length, his eyes the green of new emeralds. His jaw was square, his nose straight, his lips usually either quirked in a wicked grin or pulled into a serious line—the expression of a Master with weight on his shoulders.

			He also wore the Cadogan uniform—a trim black suit that fitted him like the expensive, bespoke garment it probably was. He wore a white button-down beneath, the top button unclasped to show the gleaming silver teardrop of the Cadogan medal that hung at his throat. It was a mark of solidarity, of unity, among the vampires of Cadogan House. And he wore it as well as he did everything else.

			Beside him was a small woman with tan skin and dark hair. She was a vampire, at least based on the invisible buzz of magic around her. And given the tightness around her eyes, she was a vampire with worries.

			“We’ll be in touch,” Ethan promised, and she knotted her fingers together, inclined her head toward him.

			“Thank you so much.”

			“You’re very welcome,” he said, and we watched as she headed toward the door.

			But when I looked back at Ethan, his gaze was fixed on me.

			Sentinel, he said through our telepathic connection, taking in the leather and steel of my ensemble. I like the look of you.

			Good, I said. Because you’re marrying me tomorrow.

			His smile was just a little bit wicked. So I am.

			Malik and I walked toward him.

			“Mrs. Bly?” Malik asked.

			“She has a human nephew she’d like to consider joining the House. His parents are less than enthused, and she’d like us to talk to them.”

			Malik smiled. “She wants us to sell them on the House.”

			“Like we’re working on commission,” Ethan said with an answering smile, and glanced at me. “You’ll be leaving soon?

			Tonight was my bachelorette party, organized by Lindsey, a friend in the House and a guard, and Mallory, my oldest friend and maid of honor. Malik and Luc, Lindsey’s boyfriend, were in charge of Ethan’s bachelor party. I wasn’t sure what any of them had planned, and I wasn’t entirely sure I wanted to know.

			“In an hour.”

			“Let’s go to my office,” Ethan said, nodding at Malik and put a hand on my back, steering me through vampires and boxes and down the hallway.

			“From head of security to wedding mule,” said a vampire with a mop of wavy curls, his arms roped with the effort of carrying an enormous box down the hall.

			“I’m pretty sure mules complain less, Luc,” said the pale vampire with a swinging blond ponytail who followed him with a much lighter load—a bundle of long, spiraling branches.

			“Sticks,” Luc said, setting his box carefully on the floor and offering us a crooked grin, his face framed by tousled blond hair. “Why do you need sticks for a wedding?”

			“They aren’t sticks,” Lindsey said. “They’re willow branches, and they’re for ambience.”

			Luc shook his head ruefully, glanced at Ethan. “Your orders, Sire?”

			Ethan smiled. “Wedding decorations are outside my wheelhouse, and Merit’s, I suspect.”

			No argument there. I was technically the House’s social chair, but I fell less into the Soiree Planner category than the Crash a Party with a Sword category. I’d left most of the planning to my mother and Helen, both of whom were skilled at planning soirees. And when a Master vampire married a real estate mogul’s daughter, a soiree was unavoidable. I told them “simple and elegant” and “white peonies,” and let them have the run of things. Which meant they’d asked me at least twenty-five questions a night for the past four months.

			“Hashtag wedding,” Luc said with a smile.

			Lindsey shook her head, mouth tight. “You’re still not using that right.”

			“Hashtag oppression,” Luc said. Not for lack of trying, Luc never quite got the references right. Probably not entirely unexpected for a century-old vampire.

			“I’m sure Helen appreciates your efforts tonight,” Ethan said. “And I’m sure we will tomorrow.”

			I glanced at Luc. “You’ll keep him out of trouble tonight?”

			“Scout’s honor,” Luc said, his expression perfectly bland. Since vampires were experts at bluffing, I couldn’t tell whether that was really the truth or a cover for a night of carousing and mischief making.

			“If the CPD calls me,” I said, looking at Luc and Ethan in turn, “there will be hell to pay.”

			“Ditto,” Lindsey said, flicking Luc’s arm.

			Ethan slid his hands into his pockets, lifted his chin in amusement. “Since Catcher will be with us, the odds of an arrest are slim.”

			I narrowed my gaze. “Because he works for the Ombudsman’s office, or because he could magic over any trouble?”

			“Both.”

			As long as it worked.

			“And what do you have planned for your soiree?” Ethan asked. “I’m guessing it won’t involve tea sipping and heavy reading.”

			I pretended to adjust invisible glasses. “Well, we will be reading the Encyclopaedia Britannica aloud and watching Neil deGrasse Tyson videos on the YouTubes. We might also make time for macramé.”

			“I’m sure,” Ethan said. “And as long as you’re back by dawn . . .”

			“I will be.”

			When his gaze settled on my lips, Lindsey cleared her throat, adjusted her willow branches to check her watch. “We’re leaving in exactly one hour,” she said, then pointed at me. “Prepare to get your groove on.”

			Luc narrowed his gaze at her. “You said there wouldn’t be strippers.”

			“There won’t be. A bachelorette can get her groove on without strippers. And, dare I say she is entitled to do so the night before she signs up for an eternity of . . .” She glanced cautiously at Ethan. “Of what I’m sure will be faithful and obedient service.”

			Ethan made a sound of doubt. “Faithful, yes. Obedient?” He gave me a considering glance. “Rarely.”

			“I’m obedient when it counts.”

			“And that is our cue to no longer be in this room,” Luc said. “Come on, Blondie.”

			“An hour,” Lindsey repeated, stealing another look at me. They walked on, and Ethan and I continued to his office.

			When we were alone, I slipped into his arms, savoring the steady sound of his heartbeat, the crisp smell of his cologne, the warmth of his body.

			“There haven’t been many moments like this lately,” he said, strong arms around me, head atop mine. “Not with wedding plans and supplicants and Nicole.”

			Nicole Heart was head of Atlanta’s Heart House and the founder of the Assembly of American Masters, the new organization of the Masters of the country’s twelve vampire Houses. Chicago had been through a lot supernaturally recently, mainly because a sorceress named Sorcha Reed, Chicago’s high-society version of Maleficent, had ripped through downtown Chicago. We’d taken her down—and prevented her from creating an army of supernaturals—and the mayor had been pretty happy with us. She’d escaped the CPD, but four months later, there’d been no sign of her, and the mayor had stayed happy with us. Nicole wanted to capitalize on those good feelings, which meant lots of phone calls and interviews for Ethan.

			“I was just thinking the same thing,” I said. “I’ll be glad when tomorrow is done.”

			He arched a single golden eyebrow, his signature move. “You’re already ready for our wedding to be over?”

			“More that I’m ready for our lives to begin, and to be done with wedding planning. And,” I admitted, “to see what Mallory and Lindsey have in store.”

			“You’ll be good tonight.” As if sealing the obligation, Ethan lifted my chin with a finger, then lowered his lips to mine. The kiss was soft, teasing. A hint of things to come. A promise and a dare.

			“As good-bye kisses go,” I said, when I could form words again, “that wasn’t bad.”

			“I’m saving some of my energy for tomorrow, of course.” His eyes went flat. “You know they want us to sleep separately.”

			Vampires weren’t usually superstitious, but they did like their rules. One of those, we’d been advised, was the bride and groom sleeping in different rooms so they wouldn’t see each other, even inadvertently, on their wedding night.

			“I saw Helen’s memo.” Another reason she wasn’t on my favorites list. “She wants to put me in my old room.”

			Ethan smiled. “That hardly seems fair, since I’ll have our suite to myself.”

			“You’re the Master,” I said in Helen’s clipped tone.

			“That is a disturbingly good impression.”

			“I know. I’ve heard it a lot the last few weeks.” The clock on the opposite wall began to peal its midnight chimes. “I should get dressed. Lindsey has specified our outfits.”

			His gaze narrowed. “Has she?”

			I patted his chest. “She has, and mine will be completely bachelorette-party appropriate.”

			“That’s what concerns me. You’ll be careful?”

			“I will, but there’s nothing to be afraid of. Not now.”

			The union of sorcerers, finally realizing that Sorcha’s destruction had been partly their fault, had set wards around the city. We couldn’t stop her from walking into the city—that was the CPD’s job—but if she attempted to use magic within that barrier, we’d know it.

			And for four months, there’d been nothing from Sorcha. And other than a run-in with some unethical ghost hunters and a murderous ghost a couple of months ago, Chicago had settled into a beautiful and golden summer.

			It was weird. And wonderful.

			“You’ll be good,” Ethan said, nipping at my ear. “Or I’ll be bad.”

			I’m pretty sure that was a win-win.
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