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			The world below us was dark, cities glowing in orange grids like electrical circuits strewn across black canvas.

			“It is a beautiful world, Sentinel.”

			I shifted my gaze to the vampire across from me in the cabin of his House’s luxe jet.

			Tall, with golden hair that brushed his shoulders and eyes like cut emeralds, Ethan Sullivan sat in the ivory leather chair with the bearing of a Master. He was one, head of Chicago’s Cadogan House and a member of the newly created Assembly of American Masters. It wasn’t the position he’d hoped for, but it was certainly the more egalitarian one—he was now member of a democratic congress, rather than an imperial king.

			The psychological and physical testing he’d gone through had been grueling, and it didn’t help that we’d been tracking a killer at the same time. The debacle had concluded with another bang: a note had been left in our Cadogan apartments purporting to be from Ethan’s own maker, Balthasar, who was supposed to be long dead. There’d been no other sign of him, but we’d been walking a knife’s edge of tension since we’d found the handwritten message.

			Those had been only the most recent episodes in a long and dramatic year, and we needed a break. So we were heading west to spend a few days in Elk Valley, a quiet town in Colorado’s Rocky Mountains, at the mountainside retreat of an old friend of Ethan’s. We hadn’t previously traveled together for reasons unrelated to magical drama, and I was both excited and apprehensive. But in the best possible way.

			“It’s a big world,” I said. “I like to fly because it reminds me how huge the planet is and how small we are by comparison. I like that idea—that we’re inconsequential, so our troubles are inconsequential, too.”

			A corner of his mouth lifted. “You could never be inconsequential, Merit.” He glanced out his window, traced a knuckle across the glass. “But I take your point. Living in darkness reduces our visibility, seems to narrow the world. Up here, thirty thousand feet above the earth, you are reminded of its magnitude.”

			“The wine is making you poetic.”

			He looked at me again with heat and fire, smiled with lazy confidence. “Shall we see just how poetic it can make me?”

			The cabin door shushed opened and a petite brunette with a tidy cap of hair and navy skirt and jacket walked forward with a tray. “Refreshments, sir? Ma’am?”

			Grinning, Ethan gestured her my way. “If she’s awake, she’s hungry.”

			“I’m fine, thank you,” I said, holding up a hand to decline. The denial was mostly for form and principle, since the tray of petits fours and one-bite tarts looked amazing.

			The flight attendant nodded, straightened again. “Please let me know if you change your mind. I hope you’re enjoying your vacation so far?”

			“It’s only just begun,” Ethan said. “But so far, so good.”

			She smiled and nodded, then shushed back into the staff area, leaving us alone in a floating room of expensive leather and burled wood, seven miles in the air.

			Ethan smiled, crooked a finger at me.

			“I’m not coming over there,” I told him. “We’re not exactly alone.”

			He arched an eyebrow, his signature move. “I believe I can manage not to ravish you for the duration of the flight, Sentinel. Just come sit with me.”

			I wouldn’t say I was the lap-sitting type, but it wasn’t often we found ourselves with time to relax together. So I stood, crossed the small space between our chairs, and let him wrap me in his arms.

			Since we were officially on vacation, I’d forgone my usual leather jacket and pants—the uniform I’d adopted as Sentinel of Cadogan House—and paired a pale pink wrap sweater with jeans and flats, a combination that made me look more ballerina than vampire warrior. But even a warrior needed a night away from her sword, away from the battles and political intrigue that always seemed to find us.

			“My Sentinel,” Ethan said, as he reclined the chair and dimmed the lights. Bodies entwined, we watched the world turn beneath us. “It has been a hard winter. Let us welcome the spring.”

			I closed my eyes, relished the scent of him, the maleness. His cologne was sharp and clean, and it overlaid the softness of soap and the slightly spicy scent that made him him. He was everything warm and familiar, and I still marveled that he was so decidedly mine.

			I smiled as his arms tightened around me. “So what will we be doing in Elk Valley, Colorado?”

			“Beyond the obvious?” he asked, nipping my earlobe. “There will be long walks, beautiful vistas, rolling rivers in which we can dip if it’s warm enough. And, considering your particular interests, some exquisite dining.”

			“I am more than the sum of my culinary desires.”

			He chuckled. “I never doubt it. Most of all, Merit, we can be ourselves. Man and woman without politics or chaos between us.”

			“That sounds pretty good.”

			“It will be. I intend to spoil you, Sentinel.”

			“You keep saying that.”

			“So I do. Let’s see how well I keep my word.”

			***

			“What,” I asked an hour later when we stood on the tarmac, “is that?”

			It was a monster of a vehicle. Heavy-duty, square frame. Big tires and lots of ground clearance. The exterior was so blindingly orange I was half-surprised it didn’t emit its own light.

			“That,” Ethan said, stepping beside me, hands on his hips and a decidedly alpha gleam in his eye, “is our ride.”

			“Because we fear a zombie apocalypse? And we hope they’re color-blind?”

			“Because we need the four-wheel drive. We won’t be sticking to paved roads on this trip.”

			I had mixed emotions about roaming through the woods of Colorado. Not because I was afraid of the forest; I was a predator, after all. Even if the view was limited, darkness was familiar to me, and forests home to any number of things I could best if the need arose. Night was our territory.

			But because to get there, I’d have to ride in the Orangesplosion.

			“I’m calling it the Orangesplosion,” I announced to Ethan.

			“Do what you must do,” he said, assisting the steward in loading our bags, then opening the passenger door for me. “And as your Master, I’ll do as I will.”

			That came as a shock to precisely no one.

			***

			The sun might have been down, but the moon was high, a gleaming disk of white that blazed above us. We drove through narrow valleys surrounded by tree-covered slopes, then moved into the mountains, tracing curved roads that rose gently upward. Ethan had lowered the windows, and the trickling of a stream to our right became the music of our journey. I glanced up at the tree-dotted hills, remembered a family trip to Aspen when we were younger. My brother, Robert, my sister, Charlotte, and I had skied with abandon down hills I should have been too young to attempt, but I’d been too enamored of the speed to decline. I’d gotten a broken arm for my trouble.

			But the skiing wasn’t the point . . . The trees were.

			“Those are aspens, right?” Aspen stakes were the only kind that could kill vampires.

			“They are,” Ethan said, both hands on the wheel, eyes on the road, as he maneuvered the vehicle around bends he probably could have handled better in his own sleek Ferrari. But the Orangesplosion had been his choice.

			“Is it ironic that you chose for our vacation a place full of tools for vampire hunting?” And the type of tool, I thought, that had once brought him down and turned him to ash.

			“It is,” he agreed. “But that’s Colorado, or this particular part anyway. And I’ve no intention of being staked now or later.”

			I didn’t doubt he was earnest, but I still knocked on the dashboard to ward off bad juju. I’d seen too many things in my year as a vampire to doubt the danger to him—especially considering his new position—or the efficacy of precautions, even superstitious ones.

			Ethan turned onto a side road, asphalt becoming bumpy gravel and hairpin turns. The sound of the creek grew louder, joined now by the tumble of rocks beneath the car. We snuck by a sheer granite wall that was so close to the road I could have reached out and touched rock or the water that trickled down it.

			One more curve, and the road opened suddenly into a wide valley between aspen-covered hills. In the middle of the meadow stood an enormous log and stone building, precisely the type I’d expected to see in the wilds of Colorado. Huge beams, giant boulders, and a roof made of red metal sheets folded together at the seams like architectural origami. The steep roof pitched at angles here and there, and the entire house glowed golden as if every room was filled with candles.

			A porch extended across the entire front of the house, its railing made of wide hewn logs. A stone patio sat to the house’s right, scattered with heavy wood furniture and adorned with a stone-surrounded hot tub that steamed in the chilly spring air.

			“And here we are,” Ethan said, pulling the car to a stop in the wide, curved drive. “Welcome to Ravenswood.”

			“It’s beautiful,” I said, opening the door and hopping out onto ground still soft from recently melted snow. I crossed the patterned stone walkway to the porch.

			The word “Ravenswood” was burned into the wood of a thick sign that hung from two hooks above the door. The silhouette of a raven, just as dark, perched above the second “o.” I wrapped fingers around one of the beams that supported the porch’s wide roof, the wood cool and slick as plastic. Adirondack chairs were situated here and there, and a swing of the same hewn logs hung from the far end. I imagined passing a night rocking in the swing, book in hand, Ethan at my side.

			Still. While the style of the house wasn’t surprising, the size was. I glanced back at Ethan. “I thought we were staying at a guesthouse.”

			He grinned. “This is the guesthouse.”

			“Damn,” I said. “How big is the main building?”

			“Large,” he said, gesturing to a path that led downhill and into the woods. “The house is through the woods, should you need to goggle,” he added with a grin, then pulled the bags and our scabbarded katanas from the back of the vehicle before closing the hatch again. He handed the katanas to me, then pulled a key from his pocket and unlocked the heavy wooden door.

			“Welcome to your vacation, Sentinel.”

			The house’s décor echoed the exterior. Wood floors, log walls that gleamed like honey, and at the end of the long front room, an enormous fireplace that rose two stories to the vaulted ceiling. The furniture was leather and oversized, arranged to face a wall of windows that opened to the valley beyond.

			A glass door led to a wooden deck that flanked the window wall and mirrored the one on the front of the house. I opened it, walked outside, gasped at the view. The valley spread before us like a gift, mountains rising high on either side, a small river moving sinuously through the middle until it disappeared into the distance. Green had begun to sprout through ground spotted with snow, and the entire scene was illuminated by a moon that hung heavy in the sky.

			Ethan’s body pressed warmly against mine, wrapping his arms around me as I stared greedily at the view, memorizing every outline, every boulder and crag and curve of trickling water.

			“Perhaps the world isn’t so narrow after all,” he said.

			I nodded, smiling as a warm breeze, the breath of spring, rustled my long, dark bangs. “Maybe not.”

			We stood there together for a long, quiet moment, until our eyes had adjusted to the darkness and our ears to the unusual silence. Chicago wasn’t a quiet city. Even Hyde Park, which was miles away from downtown, had a constant level of noise. Air traffic from Midway, cars, neighbors, dogs, sirens.

			At first, there was nothing. But as our ears grew accustomed, sounds emerged. The slip and fall of water around rocks. Wind rustling through grass, frogs and crickets hiding among the spears of it. The creak of wood as the house settled, as if it, too, was relaxing into the darkness.

			The sudden pealing of the doorbell was an explosion of sound. It rang once, then again, with obvious urgency.

			Ethan cursed, released me, glanced back.

			I instantly went on alert. “Who knows we’re here?”

			“No one in the state, as far as I’m aware, other than Nessa and her husband.”

			Nessa McKenzie was our host, the owner of Ravenswood and its accompanying main house, the leviathan that lurked down the wooded path.

			I followed Ethan to the door, waited beside him as he checked the security peep and pulled it open without a word.

			She stood in the doorway, a vampire in the form of a voluptuous brunette.

			Her hair, a dark mane of curls, pitched forward over one shoulder. Her eyes were big and brown, and streaks of blood stained her hands and her dress.

			“Nessa,” Ethan said, with obvious surprise and concern as he looked her over. “What’s happened?”

			“It’s Taran,” she said, her eyes filling with tears. “He’s dead.”
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			“Come inside,” Ethan said. He took her arm, pulled her gently into the foyer, and closed the door again.

			“Nessa this is Merit, my Sentinel.” Taran is—was—her husband, he silently added, using our telepathic connection.

			Ethan put a supportive hand on her back, the familiar line of worry between his eyes. And although he didn’t speak the words—silently or otherwise—I could read his thoughts well enough: What have we stepped into now?

			“Come,” he said, walking her to the sofa and helping her sit. “Tell us what’s happened.”

			She gripped the couch’s arm, shook her head. “I came home, and Taran was lying on the floor.” She looked down, eyes tracing back and forth, as if she was seeing him there again. “I thought he’d fallen. Tripped. I teased him about it—something about how he’d better get up, the clumsy man—but that’s when I realized . . . He was dead.”

			She sobbed, covered her face with her hands, while Ethan stroked a hand over her back.

			Her grief was obvious, palpable, and a haunting reminder. I’d lost Ethan once upon a very dark time, and even though I’d gotten him back by a miracle of broken magic, I still remembered the all-consuming grief. The pain of it, the frustration, the sense the world would never be right again.

			Ethan met my eyes, acknowledging the pain he must have guessed I’d remembered.

			I’ll get her something to drink, I told him. I went into the kitchen, poured water into a glass from a sealed bottle in the refrigerator, carried it back.

			Ethan reached for it, our fingers brushing as I passed it over. He fitted it between Nessa’s hands, now kneading fists in her lap.

			“Drink,” he said, and she nodded, tipped up the glass with shaky hands.

			Ethan waited until she’d lowered it again. “Have you called the authorities?”

			“The sheriff,” Nessa said with a teary nod. “Tom McKenzie. There are a lot of McKenzies in the valley. He came with a deputy and they started looking around. I went outside to get air, and then I started walking . . .” She looked around the living room as if utterly surprised to have found herself there. “I came here.”

			“Will they be looking for you?” Ethan’s question was quiet, his tone cautious.

			“I don’t know. Probably.” Her eyes filled again, and this time there was fear in them.

			Ethan and I exchanged a glance. “Nessa,” he gently said. “What else?”

			“Taran was a shifter,” she said, the words coming out in an outpouring of sound. I realized too late the faint pepper of magic she carried, shed along with her husband’s blood. “The McKenzies didn’t approve of our marriage.”

			“Because you’re a vampire?” I asked.

			Nessa put the glass on the floor, wiped at her eyes, nodded. “And a member of the Clan.”

			Ethan’s brows lifted, his own magic piercing the air. “There’s a Clan here?”

			Clans were, as far as I remembered from the official vampire Canon, groups of Rogue vampires—those who didn’t reside in a House—living together just as a human family might. Where Rogues generally preferred to live alone, vampires in Clans lived together, like unofficial Houses. Unregulated Houses, so they acted like human families to keep their profile low and rarely revealed their existence.

			“The Marchands,” she said, brushing hair from her face with the back of her hand, the move streaking blood across her pale skin. She didn’t seem to notice it. “We’ve been in the valley nearly as long as the McKenzies. The conflict began not long after we arrived.”

			“Over the land?” Ethan asked.

			“The land, its use and control. The population. Possessions. Love.”

			“There’s a feud,” Ethan concluded.

			“There was a feud,” Nessa said, her despair obvious. “It had been so long—I thought we’d moved past it.” She looked up at Ethan. “I’m so sorry. So sorry that you’re here, now, and this is going on. I thought—”

			“Do not trouble yourself with us,” he said, shaking his head. “Let’s focus on what’s happened.”

			She looked down at her hands, streaked with dark and drying blood, her nails stained with it, her fingers shaking. “They’ve killed him. Punished him for our transgression, for marrying me. They’ll come for me next.”

			Ethan’s body tensed at the hint of trouble to come, of war, before relaxing again with resigned acceptance. “We won’t let that happen.”

			It wasn’t clear she heard him, with her gaze still on her stained hands. “His blood. This is his blood.”

			“Why don’t you wash up?” Ethan suggested. “Call your Clan, let them know where you are. They can send a message to the sheriff that you’re here. He’ll want to question you.”

			He’ll want to know she didn’t run away in guilt, I thought.

			Nessa nodded, rose, and walked to the end of the room, disappeared through a doorway. A moment later came the closing of a door and the sound of running water.

			I kept my voice quiet. “Do you trust her?”

			Ethan frowned. “I have no reason not to trust her.”

			He’d told me before we left Chicago that Nessa had been a friend of two Cadogan vampires, Katherine and Thomas, siblings originally from Kansas City. They’d stayed in touch with her, and she’d visited them in Chicago. That’s how Ethan had met her several decades ago.

			“I’ve known her for many years, Sentinel. And while I’d say we were more acquaintances than close friends, I certainly don’t know anything that suggests she’d have killed her husband.” He brushed fingertips across my cheek. “I wouldn’t have knowingly brought you into danger.”

			I had no doubt of that. And yet, here we were. I looked through the windows to the valley beyond, the moon arcing across the sky. Ethan’s sense of honor and loyalty made it exceedingly unlikely he’d abandon this woman to what might be a very ugly fate at the hands of a mob.

			“I know,” I said, and took his hand. “This isn’t going to be a vacation, is it?”

			“Ah, my Sentinel,” he said, and pressed his lips to my forehead. “It was a nice thought, wasn’t it? That’d we’d find peace in this beautiful country?”

			It was a wonderful thought. But at the second knock at the door—this one an ominous pounding of meaty fist against heavy wood—I realized how far away it was.

			“Villagers with torches?” Ethan said, only partly joking.

			Not villagers, I guessed, given the hot animal magic that began to seep into the house.

			Shifters.

			***

			Half a dozen shifters to be exact, standing in the front yard like a gang of regulators come to mete out justice in the Wild West.

			Ethan and I stood alone on the porch, katanas at the ready. And since we were outnumbered and probably outmagicked, with bluffing skills at the ready. My expression was fierce and determined, even if my heart beat like the wings of a small bird inside my chest.

			A shifter stepped forward, and he cut an imposing figure. Broad-shouldered enough to be a defensive lineman, with a square jaw and deep-set eyes, his hair long, thick, and multi-shaded, threads of brown and blond mixed together. His brows and stubble were darker, his eyes ice blue and swirling with knowledge, with power. I’d have put his age at twenty-eight.

			The rest of the shifters—men in a variety of ages—bore a passing resemblance to him and shared his ferocity. Their magic, animal and raw, vibrated just enough to hint they were fully armed.

			Guns, I silently reported.

			But Ethan wasn’t intimidated by weapons, shifters, or most anyone else. His expression was utterly bland. “And you are?”

			“Rowan McKenzie. We’re here for the bloodsucker.”

			“McKenzie,” Ethan repeated, ignoring the demand and the epithet. “You’re related to Taran?”

			“Rowan is Taran’s cousin,” Nessa said. Ethan kept his gaze on Taran, but I looked back, found her in the doorway behind us. She stepped forward, walked across the porch to stand beside us.

			The contrast between us and them—between cold and pale vampires and sun-kissed and golden-skinned shifters—was undeniable.

			“The rest of them are McKenzies, as well,” she added. “Apparently Rowan believed he needed to bring his crew.”

			“My cousin is dead,” Rowan said, and at that the rest of the shifters slapped their hands against their hearts and screamed to the sky. The sound—full of grief and anger and jagged magic—raised the hair on the back of my neck. And not in a good way.

			“My husband is dead!” Nessa called back. “My lover. My mate. Someone murdered him in our home.”

			“Someone did,” Rowan agreed, his eyes on her. “Tom told us Taran was killed. We know you did it, and we’re here to bring you to justice.”

			“I didn’t kill my husband,” she said, now an edge in her voice as grief transmuted to anger.

			It was the first time she’d said the words outright, but I believed her, as far as that went.

			“I loved him,” she continued, her voice shaking. “You’re the ones who hated him. You hated him for marrying me. For deserting your family. For ignoring the feud. For moving past it. How do I know you aren’t the ones who killed him? That I shouldn’t kill you where you stand to avenge his death?”

			“And now who’s making threats?” Rowan took a step forward, then another, his magic bouncing toward us in waves, vibrating with hatred. “Your husband’s lying dead in his home, and you’re here with strangers, bloodsuckers. There were already far too many vampires in the valley.”

			Ethan arched an imperious eyebrow. “We have no fight with you, McKenzie, or any other shifters. We’re allies of the North American Central Pack.” Colorado was part of the Pack’s territory. We hadn’t anticipated running into any shifters, but we’d given the Apex, Gabriel Keene, a heads-up about our trip as a courtesy.

			Rowan spat on the ground, an obvious insult. “The Packs have no authority here.”

			Ethan’s smile was easy. “I doubt Gabriel Keene would agree. Regardless, he’s aware we’re here, and I’d be happy to let him know you’ve got doubts about his authority. I’m sure he’d have an answer. As for now, since you’ve intruded on Nessa’s grief and are trespassing on her property, what, precisely, do you want?”

			Rowan leered at Nessa and shifted his body weight threateningly. “We want her to answer for her sins.”

			“You have evidence she murdered her husband?”

			“She’s a vampire and a member of the Marchand Clan,” said one of the shifters behind him, who had Rowan’s coloring but less weight, less height, like a leaner and meaner version. “Probably did it for revenge.”

			“Revenge for what?” Ethan flatly asked, putting a hand on Nessa’s arm when she opened her mouth to speak.

			“She’s a Marchand,” Rowan spat, as if that characteristic, that insult, was obviously enough to answer the question.

			Since logic wasn’t going to get him anywhere, Ethan switched tacks. “The sheriff is at the house investigating Taran’s death. If you have a problem with the investigation, take it up with him. In the meantime, I strongly recommend you leave Nessa to her grief and get on with your mourning in a more productive way.”

			Rowan’s lip curled, and the shifters behind him moved incrementally closer. “She’ll come with us, whether we have to go through you or not.”

			Ethan regarded Rowan as if he was a spoiled child. “Are you threatening me now?”

			“Stating a fact. This is our business, our valley, and our fight. You’d be better stepping aside and letting us get on with it.”

			“So you can unilaterally execute her? You’re crazy if you think we’ll even let you near her.”

			Rowan’s lips curved in what might have been a smile, had there been a little less hostility in it. He glanced at his men, shared a laugh, before he turned back to us, challenge in his eyes. “And you’ll stop us? Outnumbered as you are?”

			That was my cue, I thought, and pulled out every bit of vampire bravado in my arsenal.

			“No,” I said, stepping in front of Ethan, even as his magic pulsed with irritation behind me. He—and his alpha sensibilities—hated it when I stepped in front of him. But that was my job, and as his lover, my absolute and undiminished right.

			“But I will.” I unsheathed my katana, handed my scabbard back to Ethan.

			Slowly, Rowan’s gaze dropped to me, lip still curled in disgust. He had me on weight and height, and probably in sheer shifter strength, and it was hard not to ignore my logical and deep-seated urge to turn tail and find a corner to hide in. But these guys were practically vibrating with ego, and they weren’t going to leave without a fight. They’d need incentive, and I was happy to give it to them.

			“Vampires don’t scare me.”

			“Good,” I said, letting my own eyes silver and fangs descend, and twirling the katana in my hand. “That means you’re stupid. It’s been a week since I’ve had a good fight, and stupid’s usually a quick one.”

			Take care, Sentinel, Ethan warned, as he pulled Nessa back.

			It wasn’t often that I blatantly picked a fight. On the other hand . . .

			We set boundaries now on our own turf, I told him, or we wait for them to attack. I like my option better.

			And I wasn’t about to risk Ethan to a surprise attack. Or the crap I’d get from Luc, the captain of his guards, if Ethan was hurt by a shifter while traveling with me.

			Rowan, either loath to fight his own battles, or thinking I was worthy of only a minion, gestured to the lean and ornery-looking shifter. “Niall,” he called.

			Niall grinned, loped forward.

			“Your weapon of choice?” I asked him.

			The shifter snorted. “Use whatever toy you want.”

			Yes, he was a shifter, with more magic than I could accumulate in an eternity. And yes, even though he was skinny, he had at least forty pounds on me. But he was also arrogant. I was well trained, and I was supposed to be relaxing with a bison burger and a book; that I was out here instead just pissed me off.

			As shifters moved around to give us room, I belatedly considered the fact that I wasn’t exactly dressed for a fight in a wrap sweater and ballet flats. But it was too late to worry about that now.

			Niall circled me, light on his feet, his arms corded beneath a short-sleeved T-shirt, flipping his head to keep shaggy hair out of his eyes. “Come on, then,” he said, beckoning me forward. “You’ve got that nice big sword. Show me how you use it.”

			“As you wish,” I sweetly said, and opted for speed and simplicity. My first strike made immediate contact, spilling blood across his arm. The air bloomed with peppery spice. I regretted that I hadn’t eaten on the plane, because the smell of it—the promise of the magic it carried—was nearly intoxicating.

			Niall screamed, more with insult than pain, and launched toward me. I used the katana’s spine to block a punch he aimed at my face. But he was strong, and I nearly hit my knees with the effort of holding him back.

			I huffed out a breath, garnered my strength to push the katana back against him like a lever, trying to reverse our positions. And when he decided to spin—and signaled the move—I used the sword as a brace, flipped over his arm, landed, and spun with just enough time to block his kick. Still, the force of it shuddered through me like an explosion.

			Not that a little pain was going to stop me. I kicked twice, two fast jabs to his side that had him lurching away with gritted teeth. He swung back with an elbow, and I ducked quickly beneath it, swiping the katana horizontally and striping his abdomen with blood.

			He let loose a full-throated scream, eyes swimming with fury and pain, the bright scent of blood flashing in the air again. Niall’s arm was out and moving before I had time to react, the back of his hand connecting with my cheekbone. I flew backward from the impact, hit the ground five feet away with a thud, hard enough to shove the air from my lungs. Panic tightened my chest as I fought to suck in air again.

			Sentinel. There was fear in Ethan’s voice.

			I’m fine, I told him, glad I didn’t have to use precious breath for it. Stay with Nessa.

			My breathing eased, but pain filled the void left by the receding panic. My cheek sang with it, the throbbing strong enough to drown out every other sensation and feeling . . . except for the glorious rush of hot fury. I flipped back, bounced to my feet, pain pulsing with every heartbeat, and stared down Niall.

			He wanted a fight? Fine. He’d have one, and this time, I wouldn’t pull my punches. I pushed down the pain and kicked the katana into the air, snatched it on the descent. I didn’t pause to let him catch up, but sliced diagonally, then again, pushing him backward as he dodged the blows. He hit gravel, stumbled. I swung the sword again and sliced his upper arm, blood welling and scenting the air.

			Three strikes, I thought, and you’re out.

			He stared at me, blood from his wounded arm seeping to the ground with soft plinks. And in his eyes, the energy and power of shifters, their metaphysical connection to the lands they roamed. Jagged mountain peaks. Rushing streams. Dense forests that smelled of dirt and resin. Shifters were part of a world we couldn’t enter, would never understand, their connection to surf and sky as fundamental as the sunrise itself.

			And matched with that connection, equally strong, was Niall’s unswerving belief that Nessa had murdered her husband.

			The sound of a whirring siren broke the spell between us, a car approaching from the direction of the airport. Niall wiped a hand across a cut on his arm, then smeared the blood across his T-shirt like a badge of honor, or a mark of victory.

			“Move out,” Rowan said, and the McKenzies hauled ass to the truck parked near Ethan’s ride. It was a white behemoth, with an extended cab and enormous tires.

			It was the first time I’d noticed the truck. And although it wasn’t flattering to my vampire sensibilities, it was also the first time I realized there was someone else watching. A young woman, maybe nineteen or twenty, sat in the front passenger seat, one arm draped through the open window, staring at us. Her face was thin, her hair the same thick, multihued blond. Shifters were a relatively patriarchal bunch, so it wasn’t unusual that the men had done the fighting while she watched from the vehicle. But her expression was as angry and fierce as the others’.

			“Cormac,” Rowan called out, drawing my attention back to one of the shifters who remained behind.

			Magic vibrated, pulsed, as Cormac drew a gun from the back of his jeans.

			I didn’t think, but reacted, running back to the porch and ensuring Ethan and Nessa were out of the way. The shots weren’t aimed at me, but our escape. Four pops filled the air as he punctured Orangesplosion’s tires, air hissing angrily from the fissures as they deflated.

			“In case you decide to leave before we’re done with you,” Rowan said. They climbed into the truck and sped down the road in the other direction.

			You’re all right? Ethan asked.

			I glanced back at him. I’m fine.

			Assured of it, he nodded. You aren’t especially good at making new friends.

			There wasn’t a chance in hell they’d be friends with vampires like us.

			And yet, you had a moment, Ethan said. Shifter magic?

			Yeah. A reminder of who they are, and what we are. And, at least for Niall, the utter confidence that Nessa killed her husband. He’s convinced he’s right.

			Have you ever met a shifter who wasn’t? Ethan pointed out.

			“That’s what we’re fighting,” Nessa wearily said. “The hatred.”

			“So we see,” Ethan said, handing back my scabbard.

			“Who was the woman in the truck?”

			“Darla. She’s Niall’s sister.”

			As I nodded, the cruiser, white with a blue and yellow seal on the door, pulled into the driveway. A man in a taupe uniform climbed out, glanced at the cloud of dust that hung in the air. I guessed this was Tom McKenzie, the sheriff. While he might have shared a name with the shifters, he was decidedly human. I found myself grateful for that, if confused.

			He walked toward us, hands on the black utility belt at his waist. I wasn’t certain if he took the position out of habit or to remind people of the power he literally wielded.

			“That Rowan?” he asked, gesturing toward the road.

			Nessa nodded.

			“Everyone all right here?” He glanced at my face, took in what felt like swelling. “I heard the shots.”

			“The car suffered the worst of it,” Ethan said. “There was a scuffle, but they left when they heard the siren. I’m Ethan Sullivan of Cadogan House. My Sentinel, Merit. You’re Sheriff McKenzie?”

			“I am.” He looked us over, then turned his gaze—flat but attentive—to Nessa. “You disappeared.”

			“I started walking, ended up here. I called Vincent. He was going to let you know where I was.”

			“He did, and I’ve found you. We need to talk.”

			Nessa nodded and looked suddenly exhausted by the reminder of her loss. “Let’s go inside, and I’ll tell you what happened.”
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			“I’d been in town,” Nessa began, sitting on the edge of the heavy leather couch, her feet pressed together on the floor, hands worrying between her knees. “I went to the market.”

			“Dunleavy’s?” Tom asked. He stood near the fireplace, one arm propped on the mantel, but his eyes on Nessa.

			Nessa nodded. “Taran wanted steak, and we had nothing in the house. I got what we needed, came home, put the groceries away. I called his name, but he didn’t answer. I thought he was wrapped up in a project.”

			“Project?” Ethan asked.

			“He’s a professor. Was,” she said, squeezing her eyes closed, releasing tears. “Was a professor at Eastern Colorado Tech. He taught history, night classes, and studied exploration in the West—cartography, natural history, Native American societies. He was working on a book.”

			She cleared her throat. “I thought he hadn’t heard me, so I walked into the living room. That’s when I found him. I thought”—she looked up at Tom—“for a moment, before I saw the blood, I thought he’d tripped, that he’d just fallen down and was about to get up again, but he didn’t. He didn’t.” She pressed fingers to her eyes.

			“You touched him?” Tom asked.

			“I shook him, I think. I told him to wake up. ‘Wake up, Taran!’ But he was gone. He was obviously gone. His body—” She looked up at us. “Shifters are warm. So warm. But he was cold. Cold like we are.”

			“How did he die?” Ethan quietly asked, shifting his gaze to Tom.

			“The medical examiner is still looking, but it appears to be trauma,” Tom said. “He was hit on the head. We haven’t found the weapon yet.”

			“What about the house?” I asked. “Was anything disturbed? Anything taken?”

			Tom’s brows lifted with surprise at the question.

			“We assist the Chicago Police Department and Ombudsman’s office with investigations sometimes,” I explained.

			“Her grandfather is the Ombudsman,” Ethan added.

			That seemed to impress the sheriff. “You don’t say. Lot of talk about his office in the law enforcement community, as we’re learning how to deal with supernatural problems.

			“And to answer your question, no. We didn’t notice anything out of place—at least, nothing obvious.” He looked at Nessa. “When we’ve finished, it might be a good idea for you to take a look around. See if anything looks out of place to you.”

			Nessa nodded. “I don’t see what anyone would want from us. Certainly not that they’d kill for.”

			Tom nodded. “Just think about it. Anything else unusual lately? Any trouble with Taran at school or at home?”

			She shook her head. “No. Nothing. It was a very quiet winter. We were grateful.”

			“A quiet winter?” Ethan asked.

			“The feud,” Nessa said. “Like I said, I thought it was over. There hasn’t been an incident, a volley, in over a year.”

			“Closer to two, I think,” Tom said, and Nessa nodded.

			“And before that, how often were there conflicts?” Ethan asked.

			Tom sighed heavily, scratched his temple. “It depends on what they’re reacting to. Both sides enjoy confrontation equally. But they go about it in different ways. The McKenzies are more up front; the vampires are more subtle.” From his tone, it was clear he didn’t consider that a compliment. “There could be days between strikes. Weeks. Months. Tempers are often high, and slights are taken very personally.”

			“You’re a McKenzie, yes?” Ethan said.

			Tom smiled lightly. “By affiliation. I was adopted into the family, grew up with this generation, but on the outside.”

			“They didn’t have qualms about bringing a human into the family?” I asked.

			“Humans aren’t vampires,” Tom said, “and they definitely aren’t Marchands.”

			“Unlike me,” Nessa quietly said.

			“Tell me about the last incident,” Ethan said.

			Nessa nodded. “It was October or November, the year before last. We woke to find blood painted across the door.”

			Ethan frowned, looked between them. “I’m not familiar with the symbolism. Does that mean something here?”

			“It’s an insult to Taran,” she said. “An accusation that he’d been blooded, that he’d given up his true nature to me. But Taran talked to Rowan, and there’d been nothing since then.”

			“Because Rowan was the perpetrator?” I asked.

			“We don’t know,” Nessa said.

			“Likely because Rowan’s the de facto leader of the family,” Tom said.

			“He isn’t very old to be a leader,” Ethan observed.

			“No, he isn’t,” Tom said. “That’s the nature of a war of attrition. The old guard is taken out, leaving the children—relatively speaking—in charge.”

			“You’re the sheriff,” Ethan said, his tone less than subtle. “Isn’t it your job to keep the peace?”

			Tom’s eyes hardened. “I don’t know how things work in Chicago, Mr. Sullivan, but I’m the only human straddling two supernatural communities that have been at war for over a hundred years. If peace was that easy to come by, the wider world would be a very different place. Sups don’t care much for prisons, and politicians in the county seat, which is miles from here, don’t care much about an interspecies dispute that keeps, as they’ve told me before, ‘the herds thinned.’”

			“In other words, there’ve been no human deaths,” Ethan concluded, “so the humans aren’t interested in helping resolve things.”

			Tom nodded. “That would be accurate.”

			I understood bad blood and revenge. But it all seemed so unnecessary. “Why not just leave?”

			Tom glanced at me. “Because they’re stubborn. Because they’ve got connections to the land. Because they’ve raised families here and they know the world is getting smaller, in part because of what happened in Chicago.” There was a bite in his reference to the fact that Chicago, through another House, had been the first place supernaturals—vampires—had come out of the closet.

			“That puts them both here, facing each other down, virtually unfettered.”

			“At least until we kill each other off,” Nessa said.

			“A dire thought,” Ethan said, and there was an edge in his voice that Nessa detected. She glanced up at him.

			“I’m so sorry,” she said. “It had been so long since the last attack. I thought, after Taran’s last talk with Rowan, that we were finally done, finally moving forward. That there would be peace here for all of us, and we could get to the business of living. But it seems the violence, the hatred, is unavoidable. I’m so sorry for bringing you into it.” She looked down at her hands again, grief settling into her shoulders. “I’m so sorry.”

			Ethan put a hand over Nessa’s. “We’re here now, and we’ll do what we can.”

			“Let’s go back to Taran,” Tom said. “Have you or Taran had any unusual visitors? Anything otherwise unusual happen?”

			Nessa shook her head. “Nothing involving me. Like I said, he was absorbed by his work as usual. If he’d been in any trouble or had any problems, he didn’t mention it to me.”

			“What about his family?”

			“I didn’t talk to them,” she said. “But they were still close. Taran was the unofficial family archivist, so they’d talk about the family’s history, the valley.” She sighed deeply, looked up at Tom. “What happens next?”

			Tom didn’t pull the punch. “Taran will be moved to the county morgue and autopsied. The house is being photographed. Once that’s done, we’ll release the house and you can go home. Or, if you prefer, you can go to the Marchands’. Vincent mentioned that he wants to see you and these vampires. In fact, they’re probably waiting for me to leave. I can do that; plenty more to do yet tonight.”

			Tom pushed off the fireplace, adjusted his utility belt, glanced at Nessa. “You need to stay available.”

			“I will.”

			“There can be no reprisals,” he said, looking us over. “We had peace for so long. We should keep it that way.”

			She nodded. “I’ll tell Vincent. I think he wants peace, truly.”

			Tom didn’t look entirely convinced by that, but he nodded, walked to the door.

			I watched through the front window as Tom climbed into the cruiser and drove off in the direction the McKenzies had taken earlier. I guessed it would be their turn for questions.

			***

			The shifters had gone, but the parade of supernaturals continued.

			“They’re here,” Nessa said moments later from the living room. I was prepared to argue; I was standing in front of the window, would have known if we had visitors.

			I glanced back to look, to firm up my position, and found them standing on the porch.

			Three vampires, two men and a woman, all in simple clothing made of homespun linen fabrics. The one in front, who looked like a man in his early forties, had straight, coal black hair that fell to his shoulders from a high widow’s peak that topped a narrow face. He was tall and lean, and his hands were clasped behind his back. His expression was one of utter patience, as if he knew we’d be checking him out and was allowing us the opportunity.

			Nessa rushed to the door, yanked it open. “Vincent!” she said with ringing relief, falling into the arms of the dark-haired man. “Thank God, Vincent.”

			Vincent stroked a hand down her hair. “I’m so sorry for your loss, Nessa. So sorry. Taran was a good man.” He pulled back, looked her over. “You’re all right? You weren’t harmed?”

			Nessa shook her head, wiped at her eyes. “I’m fine.”

			“I’m so glad.” The affection in Vincent’s eyes was obvious and deep, but Nessa seemed oblivious to it.

			Nessa greeted the other two vampires, and we moved aside so she could bring them into the house.

			“Vincent, Astrid, Cyril,” she said, gesturing to them in turn. Cyril had short hair so pale it was nearly translucent, his eyes a watery blue against equally pale skin. Astrid was tall, with dark skin, equally dark eyes, and closely cropped hair.

			“This is Ethan Sullivan, Master of Cadogan House and member of the Assembly, and his Sentinel, Merit.”

			The vampires dropped suddenly and immediately to their knees.

			“Sire,” they said to Ethan in unison, with obvious gravity. The McKenzies might not have cared much for the Pack’s authority, but these vampires were ready and willing to accept Ethan as their leader. They’d apparently heard about the Testing.

			Ethan looked both taken aback and a little dubious. But when he spoke, his voice was all gentility. “Please, rise.”

			The vampires climbed back to their feet, and Vincent stepped forward. “I’m sorry you’ve come all this way to rest, only to be embroiled in our struggle.”

			“Vincent is the founder of the Marchand Clan,” Nessa said.

			Vincent nodded, gestured to the living room. “Perhaps we can sit?”

			“Of course,” Nessa said, chagrined, as if she’d breached some point of Clan etiquette. We followed her into the living room and took seats, Ethan and I on one couch, Nessa and Vincent on the other, Cyril on the floor at Vincent’s feet. I wasn’t sure if that was a seat of honor—at the feet of the Clan’s master—or prostration.

			“I’ll prepare the blood,” Astrid said and, at Nessa’s nod of approval, disappeared into the kitchen.

			“Are there are any developments?” Vincent asked, his roving gaze on Nessa.

			She shook her head. “They’re taking Taran to the morgue for an autopsy. They’re nearly done at the house, but . . .” She looked at Vincent. “I don’t want to go back there. Not now.”

			Vincent smiled, patted her hand. “You’ll come home with us.”

			“I don’t want to impose—,” she began, but he cut her off with a nod.

			“Nonsense. It is your home. Or one of them, at any rate.”

			Nessa nodded, her eyes filling again, and let Vincent wrap her in his arms again. She nestled against him and wept quietly.

			“You have a house?” Ethan asked.

			Vincent’s smile was quick. “Not of the scale or scope of an official House,” he said. “Nothing like your Cadogan. But it is ours, and it is home.”

			Astrid walked back into the room with a tray of six glasses of blood. She walked to Ethan first, bowed to lower the tray to him. “Sire.”

			Ethan took a glass, glanced at Vincent.

			“It is a traditional welcome for our Clan,” he said, gesturing for Ethan to drink.

			I could see that Ethan was hesitant to drink something prepared at the behest of a man he wasn’t certain was a friend or enemy—but he knew diplomacy and took a drink before raising his glass. “Thank you.”

			“Thank you,” Vincent said. “And welcome. It isn’t often that we find Masters in our midst.” He took the next glass Astrid offered, and the remaining glasses were distributed to the rest of us.

			I took a small sip, tasted cinnamon, clove. The kind of blood a vampire might drink warm on a long and cold winter night in the mountains. Odd, but comforting.

			Ethan drained his glass, set it aside. “Very nice,” he said. “Tell us about the feud.”

			“Let me start at the beginning,” Vincent said. “The beginning of the Clan. I was born in Vienne in France. Made in Savannah in 1779.”

			“During the Revolutionary War,” I noted, and Vincent nodded.

			“I lived in Savannah for many years. Drifted, in time, to Atlanta. That’s where I met Christophe. He had come to America after losing his family in Europe, had become a vampire in a very violent encounter. He was searching for something more, something new. I felt similarly. Three of the American Houses had been set up by then, but I did not feel myself in any of them.”

			Cadogan was the fourth House, established in 1883. So he hadn’t yet had an opportunity to be impressed by us.

			“We met a third, Bernard. When Atlanta fell, we decided to travel west, to look for new beginnings.”

			“And you settled here in the valley,” Ethan said.

			Vincent nodded, lifted his gaze to the windows behind us and the valley beyond it. “There were stops along the way, a summer here, a winter there. But when we reached the valley, for all its beauty, we knew we had found our home. It was empty of people. Travel in the winter is difficult,” he explained. “There’s one narrow pass through the mountains, and it’s treacherous enough even in the best of weather. We lived peacefully, here in the quiet, for many years.”

			He hadn’t yet mentioned the shifters who’d presumably also resided here, but I opted to let him tell the story at his own pace.

			“As time passed, we gave shelter to a traveler or two, and word spread. Vampires who, like us, were looking for something different, for a different kind of solidarity, came here. They sought freedom over allegiance,” he said, with a glance at Ethan. A less than subtle dig, I supposed, at Cadogan Novitiates’ expected allegiance to the House.

			“They joined us, took our name as members of the Marchand Clan. And so we grew.”

			“We understand there are no other humans here,” Ethan pointed out. “Or at least other than Sheriff McKenzie. You drank from each other?”

			“Until bagged blood became available,” Vincent said. “And then we switched to it. We’d buy bulk stores and keep them for the winter. If the season ran long, we’d supplement with vampire blood.”

			“And the shifters?” Ethan asked.

			“They were here at the time of our arrival. They lived primitively.” His lip curled in distaste at the term. From his dress, it seemed Vincent preferred a simple kind of life. But I supposed there were limits even for him.

			“Primitively?”

			“They’re mountain lions,” he said with clear disdain. “There were no permanent homesteads, at least of the variety that humans or vampires would recognize. We had no trouble from them at first. We later learned they objected to our settlement and to our growth as a community.”

			“How?” Ethan asked.

			“They killed livestock. Destroyed fences. Ripped shutters from our homes to let in light while we slept.”

			“And that was the origin of the feud?” I asked.

			“Love was the origin of the feud,” he said. “Fiona McKenzie and Christophe Marchand, one of my companions. She, a shifter. He, a vampire. They first met in their ‘human forms,’ I suppose you could say, in 1891. And against the wishes of their respective family and Clan, they fell in love.”

			“You objected?” I asked.

			“I was not comfortable with their relationship but did not formally object. Bernard was far more conservative than me. He objected, and vigorously. He told Christophe he’d be cast from the Clan if he proceeded. The Clan is a democracy, and Bernard won the vote.”

			That was as easy a justification for prejudice as I’d ever heard.

			“And so Christophe was cast out. You may know there are many ‘ghost towns’ in this part of the country. Villages were established for mining, for railroads, and abandoned when lodes ran dry or didn’t materialize. Many were optimistic in that time. Fiona and Christophe found such a place, not far from Elk Valley. Four buildings, abandoned only a few years before. They called it High Creek and made their home there.”

			Vincent’s eyes darkened. “They were happy, as far as I was aware, although neither the Clan nor the family relented. Their door was bloodied.”

			“Like they did to us,” Nessa said, glancing at Ethan.

			He nodded. “And something happened to this couple?”

			“One night, Christophe woke and found Fiona gone, along with some of her possessions and a brooch Christophe had brought from across the ocean. Laurel leaves around a dove, all of it rendered in gems. He’d planned to give it to Fiona, but no trace of her was ever found. Some suspected she’d been a plant by the McKenzies the entire time, had only ever wanted the brooch in payment for our use of the valley. Others suggested Christophe had been violent, that she’d sought escape, had taken the brooch to finance her travels.”

			“And some believe she never left the valley,” Nessa quietly added, and the air in the room seemed to chill. “That she was killed—by Christophe, by another McKenzie, by another Marchand—and never found.”

			“Christophe was mad with grief, insisted he’d never harmed her and that she wouldn’t have left willingly.” Vincent swallowed hard. “He searched for her for three weeks straight, had to be dragged inside at dawn on two occasions because he’d thought he’d been close to finding her. He was convinced she was out there, waiting for him. But he never found her. One night, twenty-two days after she left, he walked into the sun.”

			He’d killed himself, Vincent meant. Willingly turned himself to ash in mourning for his lover.

			“Since then, there have been reprisals?” Ethan asked.

			“Over the intervening decades, too many to count. Bernard blamed the McKenzies for Christophe’s death. He confronted Fiona’s father, and they both died in the ensuing battle. There’ve been eleven deaths since then. Two dozen attacks, a hundred minor acts.”

			Vincent cleared his throat. “Given events, what you’ve fallen into here, I’m sure you’d like to return to Chicago.”

			Vincent’s tone was casual, but there was heat behind the words. Because he wanted Nessa to himself, or because he didn’t want us poking around into the manner of her husband’s death? Either way, Ethan wasn’t having it.

			“Nessa has requested we help her,” Ethan said evenly. “As we are friends, we’ve agreed to do so.”

			Vincent didn’t answer, at least not aloud, but shifted his gaze to Nessa, who nodded.

			“I’d value his help, his perspective. Maybe he can help bring this ugly chapter to a close.”

			“It is not up to the Marchands to bring peace,” Vincent said, a frisson of temper coloring his cheeks. “We didn’t begin the fighting.”

			Ethan crossed one leg over the other, the move apparently casual, but signaling his frustration, the rise in his own temper. “You started the Clan with three—you, Christophe, Bernard. You maintain the first insult was shifter against vampire. That means you, or your people, struck back. Now you are the only founder left alive, and yet the feud has continued.”

			“Christophe and Bernard were casualties in a war. I do not fight the battles, but nor can I control those who do. We are a democracy,” he said, using the word like a shield for his own inaction.

			“And every democracy has its saviors and demagogues.”

			“Are you accusing me of something?”

			“It is your Clan,” Ethan said. “I suspect it’s in your power to stop this war, to wage peace instead. Have you discouraged the hostilities? The retaliations?”

			“Ethan,” Nessa sharply said, reprobation in her voice. But that didn’t seem to affect Ethan. And it didn’t soothe Vincent.

			“I don’t care for your insinuations,” he said, rising suddenly, irritated magic filling the room. “Dawn is coming, and we will take our leave.”

			“Vincent,” Nessa said, but he shook his head.

			“I do not believe he is needed. But if you’re committed to his staying, we will send human comrades to see you safe during the day.”

			Ethan’s brows lifted. “We are committed and appreciate the offer. But, as we noted, we thought Sheriff McKenzie was the only human in the valley.”

			“There are humans in other towns who seek membership in the Clan,” Vincent said. “Those who wish to join us must show their dedication through a period of service. Including guard duty.”

			“I see,” Ethan flatly said. He didn’t voice his concerns psychically or otherwise, but they weren’t hard to guess: Here, in a valley in Colorado, was a man building his own kingdom.

			Vincent held out a hand to Nessa, who slipped her fingers into his.

			“Thank you,” she said to Ethan, holding out her other hand to him, and linking them together, through her, for a moment. “We’ll be in touch at dusk.”

			Ethan nodded. “Tom wanted you to look through the house, see if anything was missing. We can go with you.”

			Nessa nodded, and the entourage moved to the door, Vincent and Nessa in front, Astrid and Cyril, who’d spoken not a single word, behind them.

			When they reached the door, Vincent glanced back. “Do be careful here. There are many who are not what they seem.”

			With that final thought, Vincent Marchand and the rest of his crew disappeared into darkness.

			***

			“Thoughts, Sentinel?” Ethan asked, when the door was closed and locked and the Clan was on the other side of it.

			“He’s guarded, manipulative. Played the sycophant when he thought that would work, then switched tactics to aggressive. But he overplays both. He’s either very concerned for the welfare of his vampires or excellent at faking it.”

			Ethan arched an eyebrow. “Your analytical abilities are becoming almost disturbingly acute.”

			“Sentinel hears all, sees all. And right now, I see and hear a strong whiff of cult.”

			Ethan nodded. “A cult leader, if he’s dangerous. A guru, perhaps, if he is not. A strong personality, with equally strong opinions, to whom, in this case, vampires gravitate. Nessa, at least during the time I knew her best, was searching for something more. She enjoyed travel, people, experiencing new things. But she seemed, at heart, discontented. I suppose her search brought her here.”

			“And to Vincent.”

			He nodded. “And, against Vincent’s wishes, to Taran.”

			“Do you think he could have done this? Killed Taran in order to free her, to win her back?”

			“I don’t know. I’ve known many like him in my lifetime—those who use their charisma to enthrall others, and those who believe they have a right to whomever they wish.”

			I suspected he was thinking of Balthasar, his maker, but didn’t want him to dwell on that. “I’m guessing our other likely candidates are Rowan and Nessa. Rowan for revenge, Nessa for—well, who knows—but it sounds like she was the last person to see him alive. And riddle me this, Sullivan.” I gestured to the room. “If Taran studied history, taught night classes, where the hell did they get all this money? What does she do?”

			“Her human family, I understand, had some wealth many, many years ago. She left them as a vampire but still inherited after they died.”

			“And the rest is the miracle of compound interest.” I sighed, glanced at him. “So what do we do now?”

			He smiled. “We call our friends and make our inquiries.”

			That, I could do. “You take Gabriel. I’m going to call the Librarian.”

			Ethan’s brows lifted. “Oh?”

			“The feud,” I said. “It sounds like both sides have been keeping score for a very long time. I’d like to know, before Taran McKenzie, who was ahead.”

			Ethan’s smile was grand, quick, and very pleased. “That’s my girl. Go find your facts, Sentinel. I’ll find us a shifter. And preferably an ally.”

			***

			The bedroom, like the rest of the house, was decorated with an eye toward nature. There was a rock-covered fireplace at one end of the room, a large bed across from it with a brass-legged bench at the end. A chandelier of twined antlers hung from the vaulted ceiling, and a bank of windows provided a view of the valley beyond. I regretted I wouldn’t be spending leisurely evenings enjoying it.

			A landscape, an oil painting crackled with age, hung in a gilded gold frame on the wall across from the door. The greens and blues of sky and valley were lit by shafts of sunlight that seemed to glow from the canvas. So much beauty, apparently wasted on families who lusted instead for revenge.

			When I’d showered in the attached bathroom—also enormous, and dominated by wood and granite—and changed into pajamas, I sat cross-legged on the bed and called up the Librarian.

			I’d been a graduate student in English literature before becoming a vampire, and I’d rued, for a long time, that Ethan had named me Sentinel instead of the head of the House’s two-story and incredibly sexy library. But I’d turned out to be a pretty good Sentinel, and the library already had a very competent commander, if a grouchy one.

			“Marchand and McKenzie?” he asked, confirming as the rustling of turning pages echoed in the background.

			“That’s them. Vampires and shifters, respectively. Elk Valley, Colorado.”

			“I’m scanning the index.”

			“Of what? The Big Book of Inter-Sup Feuds?”

			“No. We don’t have that one. The update subscription’s too expensive. We do carry the Directory of Notable North American Feuds.”

			As he sounded utterly serious—and rarely was anything otherwise—I kept the follow-up question to myself. Namely: How was there a cottage industry in supernatural feud directories?

			“All right, I’ve got it. Fiona McKenzie and Christophe Marchand. She disappeared, and he . . . Oh. Damn,” he said, probably reading about Christophe’s rather depressing end.

			“Yeah,” I said. “Bernard Marchand, we think, was the next one killed. He was one of the Clan’s founders.”

			“Correct. And there were others. Many others. Some arrests, some disappearances, some thefts.”

			I thought about the missing object Vincent had mentioned. “Does it mention the brooch?”

			A pause, then, “Only that the vampires believed Fiona took it. But no sign of it, or her, was ever found.”

			“So where the hell had they gone?” I wondered aloud. Had someone killed her and stolen it? Or had Fiona simply taken the brooch and started over somewhere else?

			“I don’t have the foggiest. But we’re an hour ahead of you, and dawn is on its way. You want me to send you the rest of the file?”

			“Yeah, that’d be great.” Opting to be proactive, I added, “And if you’ve got some kind of general report on the Marchand Clan, could you send that along, too? Ethan’s curious.”

			“Easily done,” he said.

			Thank goodness something was.

			***

			While I waited for Ethan to return, I carefully cleaned my katana blade with oil and rice paper, just as I’d been taught. I’d just resheathed it when Ethan walked into the bedroom. He closed the bedroom door behind him, locked it. Just in case.

			“Gabriel?” I asked.

			“On his way,” he said, kicking off his shoes and pulling his shirt over his head.

			“What did he have to say?”

			“Mostly grunting.” Ethan unbuttoned his trousers and placed them across the bench at the end of the bed. “He was unhappy with the interruption, less so the reason for it. They should be here by dusk tomorrow. And in the meantime, our temporary human guard is outside.”

			“In weird Clan clothes?”

			“Actually, yes,” Ethan said with a nod. “She may not yet be a member, but she’s adopted the dress.”

			As automatic shades began to descend over the windows, a sign that dawn was on its way, Ethan walked to the painting and let his eyes roam over it.

			“It’s a beautiful work,” he said.

			“It’s a beautiful valley. Not entirely peaceful, and I haven’t seen any elk, but quite a spectacle.”

			My phone signaled a new message. I glanced down, found a snippet about the Marchand Clan from the Librarian. Since he’d evidently worked to stay awake past dawn to get us the information—a possible but not entirely pleasant undertaking for a vampire—I gave him props for his dedication.

			“Dossier on the Clan from the House,” I told Ethan. “He’s going to send me details on the feud tomorrow.”

			I scanned the screen as Ethan nodded and sat down beside me.

			“The Clan is currently unregistered,” I read. “I assume that’s a reference to the North American Vampire Registry. Estimated date of establishment is 1875, which matches what Vincent told us. Fifteen current members, down from a previous max of nineteen.”

			“Not a kingdom, then,” Ethan said, turning to put his back against the headboard, stretch legs atop the duvet.

			“Not a kingdom,” I agreed. “Vincent Marchand is listed as the founder. Official symbol is a fleur-de-lis. There’s some very brief background about him, Bernard, Christophe. Nothing controversial there, barely a mention of the feud: ‘Possible hostilities with local supernaturals.’”

			“That seems at least generally accurate,” Ethan said, “if a vast understatement.”

			“Along with the address, contact information, that’s pretty much the gist of it.” I offered the phone. “You want to peruse?”

			He shook his head. “I’ve had more than enough of the Marchand Clan today, Sentinel. Put the phone away, and let’s have a moment of peace before the sun puts us down.”

			I couldn’t argue with that and had only just switched off the lamp when I found myself covered in vampire, his body long and warm and very obviously naked.

			I slid my hands into his hair, golden silk between my fingers. “I think you had on more clothing a moment ago.”

			He trailed kisses along my neck, teased fangs against delicate and sensitive skin. “I was overwhelmed with desire for you, Sentinel.”

			I opened my mouth to protest, to match sarcasm with sarcasm, but then his hand was on my breast, long fingers teasing, inciting.

			“Okay,” was all I managed, as I arched into his touch.

			Ethan stripped me of clothing, and then his mouth found mine, his tongue insistent, demanding response, provoking my desire. And the strength of his arousal between us left little doubt about his own.

			The flame between us sparked quickly, quickening our heartbeats, flushing our skin. When his clever fingers found my core, sound and taste and sensation merged as he urged me on. The fire bloomed like a sudden inferno, flashing heat across my body, and his name fell from my lips. “Ethan.”

			He growled with predatory insistence, chest rumbling above me. “You are exquisite,” he said, moved inside me with power and potency that rid my mind of thought. The feeling was delicious, but the sudden mindlessness, the absence of fear or worry, was utterly glorious. There was no room for dread or disquiet in Ethan’s seduction.

			Heat began to spread through my body again, a fast-blooming flower perched at the edge of spring. I tugged his mouth toward mine, teeth and tongue exploring and inciting. His huffing breaths, the cant of his hips, hinted at his own banked pleasure, at the control he rode so carefully. He was, I realized, waiting for me, pushing me to find that jewel of oblivion.

			I meant to draw it out, to tease him with the rock of my own hips, the scratch of my nails across his skin. But yearning got the best of him.

			“Now,” he said, a word that snapped through my body like an order. I dug fingers into Ethan’s back as pleasure blazed through muscle and across heated skin, blissful shudders rocking my body.

			Ethan stiffened, called my name, the powerful and primal sound sending me flying again. He pressed his hand against my abdomen as if by touch he could quicken life there, fulfill by the strength of his determination alone Gabriel’s promise that we’d have a child. For a moment, we stayed like that, with the promise of the future between us.

			And then Ethan pressed his mouth to mine, breathing still ragged. “That escalated quickly.”

			I couldn’t help my very indelicate snort. Coming from a man who tended to eat pizza with a fork, it was surprisingly funny. “So it did.”

			He turned onto the bed and stretched like a sated predator, but entwined our fingers together, keeping the connection between us. And as the sun breached the horizon, exhaustion draped my languid body like a quilt. My lashes fell.

			“Tomorrow,” Ethan murmured, “we will hunt a killer. But for now, let us be still.”

			Those words—“be still”—had been the first Ethan had spoken to me. They were often the last words on his lips before the sun blazed into the sky, just as, tonight, they were the last I heard before sleep claimed me.

			
		

	
		
			4

			“Mmm,” I said, eyes closed, smiling drowsily, the scent of bacon in the air. “I picked the right vampire.”

			I’d thought I was alone, that Ethan was in the kitchen preparing breakfast. I nearly jumped when I heard his voice.

			“I’m right here, Sentinel.”

			I opened my eyes, found him a few feet away, pulling a belt through jeans, still shirtless.

			“Bacon?” It was a query, an accusation, a wish.

			“I believe the Pack is making you breakfast.”

			That had me sitting up and grabbing clothing to change faster than most things would have.

			“Should I be insulted that you’re so eager to enjoy another man’s pork?”

			I leaned out of the bathroom, toothbrush mid-swipe, and grinned. “Ethan Sullivan, did you just make a joke?”

			He hadn’t, at least from the look on his face. But I wasn’t threatened by the possessiveness in his eyes.

			Because bacon.

			“You’re the only man for me,” I assured Ethan when I’d pulled on my leathers and boots in preparation for a night of investigating. I’d hoped, of course, I wouldn’t need them on our “vacation,” but I’d packed them just in case. Good thing I’d been a little paranoid.

			He scanned his phone as he waited for me to add the final touches, glanced up with moderate amusement. “You say, as you’re putting on lip gloss.”

			“It’s lip balm, because you’ve chapped my mouth with your kisses, sir. And I’m attempting to represent Cadogan House with class and charm.” Which is why it had a pale pink sheen. Or that was my story, anyway.

			Ethan snorted, and when I put the balm on the counter, he whipped an arm around my waist and pulled me toward him. “Use your class and charm, Sentinel, which you have in spades. But don’t forget that you’ll be sleeping in my bed—and only my bed—come morning.”

			He kissed me again, mooting application of said lip balm.

			***

			Nessa’s guesthouse had become a den of wolves. Quite literally.

			Gabriel hadn’t traveled lightly to Colorado. There were at least a dozen brawny NAC shifters milling around the living room, stretched out before the fire in leather jackets and boots. Some of them had dewy beers in their hands; others held playing cards. I guessed their chromed bikes were probably parked in a tidy row outside, or at least the ones who’d been in driving distance.

			And what, I silently asked Ethan, would Nessa think about this?

			I suspect it’s better she doesn’t know.

			I waved at them, followed Ethan to the kitchen, found Gabriel Keene on a stool at the island, beer bottle in hand. He was tall and broad shouldered, as befit the alpha wolf, his hair, not unlike Rowan McKenzie’s, a mix of gold and brown. His eyes were golden, like very expensive whiskey. He wore jeans and a gray V-neck T-shirt, one boot propped on the rung of the stool beside him.

			I didn’t see his usual companions, his wife, Tanya, and young son, Connor. But he had brought a friend. The Pack’s enforcer, Damien Garza, stood in front of the stove, deftly flipping a small sauté pan, the smell of meat wafting deliciously into the air. Damien was tall and lean, with tan skin and dark, deep-set eyes that seemed to take in everything. He wore his black hair to his shoulders, his face unshaven, which added a dangerous appeal to his immaculately carved cheekbones and generous lips.

			I loved Ethan, desired him above all other things, but Damien’s masculinity was powerful enough to have its own gravitational field.

			Plus, not to belabor the point, bacon.

			“Sullivan,” Gabriel said, nodding at Ethan.

			“Keene,” Ethan said.

			Gabe turned his gaze to me, his eyes narrowing on the bruise on my cheekbone that had softened to a pale yellow thanks to speedy vampire healing. “Kitten.” He’d taken to calling me that as a mock insult, and the name had stuck. “You’ve been hurt.”

			“Just a flesh wound,” I promised him, thinking, of course, of Monty Python in a time of crisis. “I can barely feel it.”

			Something flashed in his eyes. “Shifter or vampire?”

			“Shifter. Although I goaded him into it.”

			Gabe made a dubious sound. “This is quite a vacation you’ve planned for your Sentinel, Sullivan.”

			Ethan pulled two bottles of blood from the fridge and popped the caps. “I had other things in mind. But once again, fate has intervened.”

			“Fate’s a stone-cold bitch,” Gabriel said, moving his foot and patting the stool beside him with a wink. I wasn’t about to turn down that offer.

			“I see you’ve made yourself at home,” Ethan said, handing me a bottle.

			“If we’re here to help you, and by extension the Marchands, might as well take advantage of their hospitality.”

			“Can I take advantage of some hospitality?” I asked, taking a drink of blood.

			Damien turned, pushed a perfectly folded omelet onto a plate in front of Gabriel, then glanced at me. “You want ham or bacon in your omelet?”

			It was the question of my dreams.

			“Yes,” I said with a grin.

			I can only hope you answer with the same conviction when I propose to you, Sentinel. Ethan had made his intentions abundantly clear, even if he hadn’t formally done the deed.

			I reached out and patted his hand, smiled mysteriously. We won’t know until you stop fake-proposing and get to the point, will we?

			I enjoyed his responsive growl, then turned back to watch Damien move diced ham from cutting board to pan with a dexterous scoop of his knife. He flipped and sautéed with such adeptness that I wondered if Berna—another shifter who worked in Little Red, the Pack’s official watering hole—had trained him, or vice versa.

			“You’ve got impressive skills,” I said.

			He smiled almost bashfully. “I like to cook.”

			“I can see that. You should try out the Cadogan kitchens sometime. Margot”—she was the House chef—“has a pretty nice setup.”

			“Maybe I will,” he said, but his focus was on the pan in front of him.

			“So,” Gabriel said, drawing the conversation back. “You’ve stepped into the middle of a feud.”

			“Evidently,” Ethan said. “You failed to mention it when I told you we were coming here.”

			Gabriel took a drink, shook his head. “Shifters don’t send newsletters when they fight with vampires. The world would be littered with paper. I’m aware of the McKenzies, that trouble likes to find them. I’m now up to speed on the apparent feud. Where’s Nessa?”

			“With the Marchands.”

			“Is she trustworthy?”

			“I think so,” Ethan said. “What did she have to gain from killing him? To further the feud? She could have simply avoided marrying him in the first place.”

			Damien turned back, put a steaming plate of eggs, meat, and cheese in front of me. I plucked up a forkful, blew to cool it off. “It could be a long con,” I suggested. “She gets close to him, marries him, kills him. Completes the cycle of revenge for the theft and the jilting and everything that’s happened since.”

			Gabriel nodded, crossed his arms. “Sullivan?”

			“As plans go, it has a sense of vampire strategy.”

			“Immortals love a long con?” I asked.

			“Something like that. But it’s not especially efficient. And Taran wasn’t immortal.”

			When the eggs were cool enough not to scour away my taste buds, I took a bite, savored the mix of flavors with closed eyes. “Well done, Damien.”

			“Don’t get a big head, Garza,” Gabe said. “She says that to all the shifters.”

			I opened my eyes, grinned at them. “I don’t—only the ones who cook for me.” I waved the empty fork at them. “What if this wasn’t revenge by the Marchands, but a sacrifice by the McKenzies? What if they killed Taran?”

			Gabe frowned. “Why?”

			I shrugged, stabbed a chunk of ham. “I don’t know. Maybe to put the heat on Nessa? Maybe they want to frame her. Anger makes people do really stupid things, and Rowan McKenzie looked plenty pissed yesterday.”

			Gabriel’s gaze darkened. “Did he give you the bruise?”

			“It was Niall. But I gave as good as I got. He shed blood. We’re even, as far as I’m concerned.”

			“Your sense of fairness is noted and disregarded,” Gabriel flatly said. “Cadogan and the Pack are allies, and he’s Pack. That’s the only important thing.”

			“Technically,” I said, “I drew First Blood.”

			Gabriel snorted. “That’s vampire nonsense. You didn’t come all this way to take down a shifter. They threatened; you defended. That puts this squarely at their feet.”

			“And are they obliged to recognize your authority?”

			Damien and Gabriel froze, turned their gazes toward me, the sizzle of the pan suddenly the only sound in the house.

			I cleared my throat nervously at my apparent breach of etiquette. “I didn’t mean they shouldn’t recognize it. I’m just not certain of your, you know, rules.”

			Gabriel held up a hand, and the cloud of magic that had crept in at my perceived slight dissipated. “There are, as you know, four Packs in the United States. Colorado is within the NAC’s territory, and that makes the McKenzie family, whether they prefer to admit it or not, part of the Pack.”

			“Fair enough. Are you planning to tell them that tonight?”

			“I am. Those are words I prefer to say in person, which is partly why I’m here.” He glanced at Ethan. “And what will the vampires be doing this evening?”

			“The sheriff asked Nessa to walk through the house, see if anything was missing.”

			“In case this was just a robbery gone bad,” Gabriel suggested, as Damien offered Ethan an omelet.

			Ethan nodded his thanks, bit in. “I wouldn’t have thought the sheriff that naive, but he rules a town that’s seen more than its fair share of violence. His skills are necessarily suspect.”

			“I doubt a man stays in a hidden valley in Colorado in order to advance his career,” Gabriel quipped, sipping beer with a knowing smile. “I’m sure your getting a look at the Clan’s HQ is also on your wishlist?”

			“We’ve gotten the basic details,” Ethan said. “Only fifteen members, but Clans are still to be registered with the NAVR, and this one isn’t. I wouldn’t mind giving it a perusal.”

			Gabriel snorted. “I’m guessing these fangbearers don’t give two shits about your rules or regulations. If they’ve made a family that’s lasted a century without involvement of the NAVR, they most certainly aren’t going to start now.”

			“Be that as it may,” Ethan said. “My job is to manage risks for my House, and manage I shall.” He took another bite, glanced at me. “Wasn’t the Librarian going to send you a file?”

			The seductive scent of bacon had distracted me. I pulled out my phone, skimmed through messages from Luc, my best friend (and sorceress) Mallory, and my grandfather, all of them wishing us a good vacation with varying degrees of sarcasm. And the report from the Librarian.

			I opened it . . . and whistled. He’d sent a timeline of the feud, a two-page bulleted list of strikes and counterstrikes, with designations for whether the incidents had been suspected, documented, or proven in court.

			“What’s the good word, Kitten?”

			“There are a lot of incidents,” I said. I read through the list, then passed the phone to Ethan and Gabriel so they could get a sense of the feud’s scope and the creativity of the groups’ reactions.

			Humans weren’t the only beings who could come up with inventive ways to torture each other. The blood-across-the-door threat was common, as were thefts of objects deemed important to each group. Not to mention the flat-out murder and assault. So many deaths, so much waste, and all because of a woman who might not have done anything wrong in the first place.

			And that’s the part I kept tripping over. “Are they making this too complicated?”

			“What’s that?” Gabriel asked.

			“I guess the feud—all of it. They started fighting because someone decided Fiona’s disappearance was part of a scheme, murder by the vampires or theft by the shifters.” I glanced at Ethan. “We’re always talking about Occam’s razor, right? About how the simplest explanation is usually the right one. A scheme doesn’t exactly fit that.”

			“So what does?” Damien asked, hands braced on the countertop.

			I frowned. “I don’t know. Christophe reportedly woke at dusk, and Fiona was gone. But she was a shifter. She could leave during the day. So what’s the simplest explanation? She went out, meant to come back, but didn’t for some reason. Got lost, got injured, got killed.”

			“They’ve had a century to think that through,” Ethan said. “Surely they’d have looked everywhere—overturned every stone—to find her.”

			“Or would they?” Damien asked. “If they already hated each other, why bother proving the entire situation was an accident? Why not let it lie and use the lie against them?”

			“There’s also the possibility the present murder isn’t feud related,” Gabriel said, and I nodded.

			“Taran studied cartography, exploration,” I said. “Maybe he found something no one wanted publicized.”

			Gabriel glanced at Ethan over my head. “She’s coming along nicely.”

			“All according to plan,” Ethan said, wincing good-naturedly when I slugged him in the arm, since slugging Gabriel didn’t seem the best option.

			Gabriel took a final drink of his beer, sat it on the countertop. “In that case, we should probably get to our respective trips. I’d like Damien to go with you.”

			“Now who wants a look at the Clan?” Ethan asked.

			“Oh, I don’t deny it,” Gabe said, spinning the empty bottle on the countertop. “But my primary concern is the McKenzie family. They’ve shown very little respect for your House or mine. I’m going to assume, until proven otherwise, that they’re stubborn idiots, and take care of you as necessary.”

			“In that case, we appreciate the offer.”

			“Do we have to ride in that orange disaster?” Damien asked.

			“I call it the Orangesplosion,” I told him.

			His lip curled with distaste.

			“It’s a good vehicle,” Gabriel said. “And now it’s got four inflated tires.”

			I gave him a wide grin. “You’re really handy in vampire cult and ancient feud tire emergencies.”

			“It’s a narrow field,” Gabriel said, rising from his stool and towering over me. “But an important one. And watch the flirting. Ethan’s right there.”

			“No worries,” Ethan said, without a hint of irony. “I’ve ruined her for other men.”

			Given the fire in his eyes, I had no plans to test that theory.

			***

			Ethan took the wheel of Orangesplosion, and I took the passenger seat. Damien folded his long frame into the backseat.

			“How’s Boo?” I asked, when we climbed into the car.

			Boo Garza was Damien’s pet, a kitten he’d saved during a previous magical misadventure.

			“He’s good,” Damien said, grabbing the vehicle’s grip handle as we bumped from driveway to road, and bracing his other hand against the ceiling to keep his head from smashing against it. “Smart. Opinionated. Cute as hell.”

			“And how’s Emma?”

			Emma was Tanya Keene’s younger sister, a lovely brunette who obviously had eyes for Damien. I didn’t know either Damien or Emma very well, but the few moments I’d seen them together hinted at something sweet and growing between them.

			Really, Sentinel? Ethan asked, his grin mismatched against intense eyes focused on keeping Orangesplosion on the road in the pitch-black night. Is this the most appropriate venue to quiz the man on his relationship?

			You just told a house full of shifters that you’d ‘ruined me for other men.’ The bar’s pretty low. Also, I was nosey.

			“She’s got a boyfriend,” Damien said. “He keeps her pretty busy.”

			I was glad he was in the backseat and couldn’t see my reaction to that answer. I’d seen Emma’s eyes when she watched Damien. There was more than casual interest there. Lust would have been understandable, but it wasn’t just that. There was respect. Awe. Appreciation. Love, maybe, or at least the beginnings of it, and I’d seen reciprocal emotions in Damien’s eyes. I couldn’t imagine she’d have taken on anyone else.

			“Huh,” was all I could think to say. “And will I get in trouble if I say she’s being dumb?”

			A corner of his mouth lifted, but only slightly, and he kept his gaze on the road through the side window. “Probably.”

			“Can I sit her down and give her a talking-to?”

			His smile widened, with something a little bit bashful at the edges. “No.”

			I humphed but turned back to the front again. “All right. But you decide you’re ready for that heart-to-heart, and I’m all over it.”

			“I’ll keep that in mind.”

			***

			Orangesplosion may have had new tires, but that didn’t make the drive any smoother over the pitted gravel road. Fortunately, the Clan wasn’t far from Ravenswood. I bounced in the seat for ten minutes before we pulled onto a long, paved road that curved through a stand of pole-straight pine trees stretching into the dark sky. We emerged into a flat clearing empty of trees but littered with residual pine needles.

			The clearing held an enormous building in two parts—a circular component, the outside covered in curved wooden planks, and a straight component made of stone that intersected the circle like a spear.

			The wood and stone were heavy and dark, the few pops of color all oranges and ochres. It had a 1970s feel and a UFO vibe.

			“Interesting architecture,” Ethan said, pulling the car to a stop. We climbed out, took a moment to look over the building, the surroundings.

			“Thoughts?” Damien asked, hands on his hips as he surveyed the property with a careful eye.

			“I don’t know much about them,” Ethan said, “so they’re hard to handicap. I suspect Vincent controls them, emotionally or otherwise. They’re vampires, so they’ll act accordingly.”

			“With strategy and manipulation?”

			I bit back a snicker, but even Ethan didn’t disagree. “All things considered, yes.”

			We walked together to the portico situated in the junction between the compound’s circular and linear buildings.

			Astrid opened the door before we reached it, her lean body draped in tented linen that flowed to her ankles. She smiled, opened her mouth to greet us, and then caught sight of Damien. Her eyes silvered immediately, and she bared her fangs and hissed.

			Damien, unflappable, watched the reaction with flat eyes.

			“Astrid Marchand,” Ethan said calmly, “meet Damien Garza, a member of the North American Central Pack. He is here on behalf of Gabriel Keene, the Pack Apex, as an emissary of diplomacy.”

			Astrid, one hand on the doorjamb, was obviously flustered and not entirely sure she should allow a shifter over her threshold. She paused, eyes fixed on Damien for a silent moment, probably seeking permission from Vincent to let us in.

			“Come in,” she finally said, and stepped back.

			“Emissary of diplomacy?” Damien murmured as we stepped inside.

			“It got us in the door,” Ethan pointed out.

			The retreat’s interior was as unique as the exterior. The first room, a large foyer, had a Spanish tile floor, paneled walls in alternating shades of avocado green, orange, butter yellow. The walls bowed in front of us, the sides disappearing from view into hallways to other parts of the building. The rectangular portion of the building was a long lobby space, dotted with potted trees and backless leather benches in primary shapes. A circle and triangle here, a circle and square there.

			“Good evening.”

			We turned back, found Vincent and Nessa walking together down the hallway. Nessa had taken up her friends’ fashion and wore a blousy ivory tank and long, wide-legged trousers in a chalky blue, the same homespun fabric Astrid and Vincent wore. Her dark mane was braided loosely across one shoulder. She looked, I thought, less a vampire than a goddess, but I wondered if goddesses had ever looked so sad.

			“Good evening,” Ethan said, then gestured to the building. “This is an impressive structure.”

			Vincent nodded. “The building was created as a corporate retreat center. The business failed, and we were able to obtain it at minimal cost. Many of our vampires find us because they are escaping unpleasant situations. We try to give them a safe and lovely place.” He gestured toward the linear building, and we followed him toward it.

			“We find living communally, without the presence of humans, gives us a chance to truly be ourselves.” The sound of trickling water blossomed, grew louder. There was a fountain that ran down the middle of the space, a small spout that poured a thick and gleaming stream of water into a narrow canal through the bricks. The canal was lined with cloudy blue-green glass, the water gurgling as it moved through the channel to the other end.

			“Very nice,” Ethan commented, clearly sensing that Vincent was seeking compliments. “And how many residents?”

			“Thirteen of our fifteen present members.”

			When they began to discuss potentially applicable NAVR regulations, I glanced around the building, caught familiar streaks of blue and green in a painting on the opposite wall.

			I walked toward it, squinted at the long and straight brushstrokes, the light gleam of varnish, the aged cracking of oil paints used to render a luminous valley landscape. Although the angle was slightly different, it was the same scooped valley, the same familiar crags of mountain on either side.

			I glanced back at Nessa, smiled. “This looks familiar.”

			Nessa nodded, pleased I’d realized it. “It’s a Barrymore—the same artist as the painting at the guesthouse. He traveled through Colorado in the 1890s, did nearly one hundred landscapes, including these two of Elk Valley.”

			“You’re a collector?” Ethan asked, joining us.

			Nessa looked back at him, sadness pulling at her eyes. “Actually, no. They were Christophe’s paintings. He had a great love of art, and he’d bought them in the hope he and Fiona would be able to build a larger home. We had them restored, Taran and I.”

			Ethan nodded, and his voice softened. “Are you ready to return to the house?”

			Nessa nodded shakily. “Yes. I mean, no, of course I don’t want to see where he—where Taran—was killed. I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to live there again. But if my going back can help . . .”

			Vincent touched her hand. “If it’s too soon—”

			Nessa smiled politely but firmly. I guessed she and Vincent had had this conversation before. “It’s necessary. But thank you, Vincent.”

			We were walking toward the front door when magic prickled my neck. Since Damien and I both stopped short in the hallway, I guessed he felt it, too.

			There were guns, sure. But their magic was dwarfed beneath a bigger and heavier magic, like an ocean of deep blue water resting on grains of sand.

			Damien and I exchanged a glance, nodded.

			“Everyone else stay here,” I said, and used a pointing finger to warn them into place while we jogged back to the circular part of the building, where windows flanked the front door.

			Sentinel?

			Shifters, I told Ethan, glancing through glass to see Niall and a few of his closest friends. Men and women this time, most of them young, with lean bodies and eyes hungry for violence.

			Ethan ignored the request to stay back and stormed forward, magic rolling off him like boiling water. “Gabriel was supposed to handle this.”

			“He will,” Damien said without hesitation. “They must have been on their way before Gabriel left.”

			“Or he’s meeting with Rowan, and Niall wasn’t happy about it.” I gestured through the window. “Rowan’s not out there.”

			“So we have Rowan talk to him, and they walk back into the woods. I’ll call Gabe, make that happen.” But when Damien pulled out his phone, he swore. “There’s no signal out here. We’re too far away from anything.”

			Ethan looked at Vincent, who’d joined us. Vincent shook his head.

			“We don’t have a phone line. We normally find it unnecessary.”

			I was beginning to find Vincent unnecessary, much like the rest of the Marchands and McKenzies.

			“Fine,” Ethan said, hand on the door. “We go outside, and we talk to them. We remind them there’s a law enforcement investigation under way. Me, Merit, Damien. Everyone else stay here.”

			“I’m going with you.”

			Ethan looked hard at Nessa.

			“I’m not going to cower in that house while they accuse me of murder.”

			Ethan glanced at Damien, who shrugged.

			“Fine,” Ethan said, and looked at Vincent. “Stay here and keep the rest of your people calm.”

			Vincent didn’t argue and seemed to have no qualms about staying inside.

			Ethan opened the door and slowly walked onto the stone patio beyond it, Damien and I behind him, Nessa at the rear. I rued the fact that I’d left my sword in the car. But then again, this was just supposed to be a pickup.

			Ethan crossed his arms, kept his stare bland. “Didn’t we just do this yesterday?”

			“Nessa killed our cousin,” Niall spat. “We have evidence.” Without taking his eyes off us, he gestured behind him. “Come here, Darla.”

			Darla walked forward. Jeans hugged her very thin legs, and a black T-shirt seemed almost blousy on her thin frame. Her hair was pulled into a ponytail, and her eyes were bright and held that same predatory gleam as Niall’s.

			She pulled a sheaf of papers from her pocket, extended them to Ethan.

			“What is this?” Ethan asked, unfurling and perusing them.

			“A divorce petition,” she said, narrowing her gaze at Nessa. “She was filing for divorce. She was going to leave him.”

			Divorce papers, Ethan silently confirmed to me, before handing the papers to Nessa with an obvious question in his eyes.

			“Where did you get these?” Nessa demanded, but Darla ignored her, casting back an ugly sneer. “You’re not denying it?”

			Nessa swallowed, gaze flicking from the papers to Ethan. “It was months ago. We had a rough patch. I couldn’t get him to talk to me; he was so absorbed in his work. I was frustrated, and I talked to a lawyer. But we got through it. We started talking again. Prioritizing our relationship. Things were getting better, so I didn’t pursue it. I focused on fixing my marriage.”

			Darla looked entirely unconvinced. “That doesn’t explain the fight you had with him at school three weeks ago.” She looked at Ethan, clearly believing he was the one she needed to convince. “She screamed at him, right in front of the library.”

			Whatever Ethan thought about the admission, his expression stayed neutral. He glanced at Nessa, whose eyes had gone very, very wide.

			Her gaze flew to Ethan, pleading in her eyes. “It didn’t mean anything. It was just an argument. Just a stupid disagreement. I swear to you—things were getting better.”

			Darla either wasn’t convinced or didn’t care. “You’re not one of us. You never were, and you never will be. He could have done so much better than you, and we all know it. You couldn’t even give him children.”

			I winced at the shot, and the bolt of magic—horrified and grief stricken—that burst from Nessa. She jolted forward, and Damien wrapped an arm around her waist to keep her from launching off the patio toward the shifters.

			“You little bitch. I didn’t murder my husband! I loved him, and he loved me.”

			“He was one of us!” Niall said. “He should have stayed with us. This is precisely what happens when shifters stray from their kind.”

			“He’s dead, and now there are even more bloodsuckers in the valley,” Darla said, looking at me and Ethan. “Taran didn’t want you here, you know. He didn’t want her to let you stay here.”

			“That’s not true,” Nessa said, but the expression on her face said it was at least a little bit true. “He was just busy and tired. He didn’t want to deal with company.” Tears streamed down her face. “I thought it would be fun to have you stay—that we could all go out together, just like a normal goddamned couple.” She sobbed in Damien’s arms, looking utterly miserable . . . and to my mind, utterly innocent.

			Ethan looked at his weeping friend—a vampire being comforted by an honorable shifter—and then back at Niall and Darla.

			“I don’t pretend to know what was between Nessa and Taran. Their relationship was their business and their concern, and certainly none of yours. You’ve brought nothing here today that suggests this woman killed her husband. You’re eager for a fight—that’s clear enough—but you’re looking in the wrong place. We’re on our way to talk to Sheriff McKenzie. If you’ve got evidence you think he needs to have, you’re welcome to bring it up with him.”

			Niall made a dubious sound. “You know where talking gets you? Nowhere fast. We’ve talked and talked and talked some more”—he made talking motions with a hand—“and we’ve lost good people along the way.” His eyes hardened. “Talking does nothing. Trials do nothing. Jail does nothing. It’s time to put an end to it.”

			“I notice Rowan isn’t here,” Ethan said. “Does he disagree with your approach?”

			“Rowan is kissing Gabriel Keene’s ass. Neither one of them has anything to do with this.”

			“Oh, I suspect Gabriel would disagree, but we’ll let him tell you that.”

			“Enough fucking talk.” Niall pulled a handgun, aimed it at Ethan. “You give her over, and the rest of you can go.”

			Even that was an obvious lie. He won’t let us go, I quietly said. He wants blood on the ground.

			Ethan kept his gaze steady on Niall. “I’m afraid we can’t do that.”

			“Then suffer the fucking consequences.”

			Shifters, a dozen more, emerged from the perimeter of trees, filling the air with the buzz of magic and anger. Half were in human form, with very large automatic weapons. AK-47s, if I remembered Luc’s weapons training accurately. A single bullet wouldn’t kill a vampire, but the sheer firepower in all those magazines would do some pretty serious damage.

			The other half dozen shifters were their own weapons—they were in animal form, large, sleek mountain lions, golden ears flat against their heads, fangs bared in warning. They padded forward on feet big enough to knock me down, strong enough to keep me there.

			I felt a pulse of magic from Damien as he stared them down. He was a wolf and ready to change, ready to play dog-versus-cat with these war-loving shifters.

			But Niall’s crew had other ideas. At his signal, they raised their weapons.

			“Bullets versus immortality,” he said. “Let’s see which wins.”
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			We opted not to be shot. With blurring speed, even as we heard the first explosions of bullets rushing through barrels, we moved back inside, sought safety behind the stone as shots pummeled the front door, ripping fist-sized holes in the wood and sprinkling bullets across the floor.

			Ethan glared at Vincent, who stood across the room, shock clear on his face. But Ethan had no more patience for shock. “Is this what you’ve sowed over the course of a century here? Hatred and violence?”

			“They’re shooting at us!”

			“Because they were taught loathing and war,” Ethan’s voice wavered with fury. “Damn you all for poisoning these children.”

			Vincent swallowed hard, the feud’s undeniable cost now shredding the door.

			And then a new light began to flicker through the gaps in the wood, the narrow windows around it. I risked a glance, sucked in a breath.

			The shifters hadn’t brought just guns—they’d brought torches, and they were lighting them in a daisy chain that moved from one shifter to another, creating a circle of fire. The shifters in feline form prowled around them impatiently, eager for action. One of them screamed, a high-pitched sound so much like a human’s cry it raised goose bumps on my arms.

			“Jesus,” Vincent said, taking a step back.

			“You want to kill our kind?” Niall called out. “But you’re too cowardly to face us? Fine. You can die as you deserve—by fire!”

			“Jesus,” Astrid said. “They mean to burn us out.”

			“And salt the earth afterward,” I said, glancing at Vincent. “Tell me there’s a back door here. A way out.”

			Vincent stared at the shifting shadows on the floor, cast by the threatening firelight. “There’s—I can’t just let them take our home.”

			“They aren’t here for shits and giggles,” Damien said, looking back at us. “There’s a time to fight and a time to retreat. This would be the latter.” He looked at Vincent. “How do we get out?”

			Silence for a moment, and then, “The basement. There’s access to one of the mine shafts from the basement. We can follow it out and up.”

			Astrid’s eyes were huge and dark. “You want us to travel through a mine shaft?”

			“Have you got a better idea?” Vincent shot back.

			“Our options aren’t many,” Ethan pointed out. Sentinel?

			I’d rather fight, I admitted, then glanced through the window, watched shifters lay torches against the circle’s wooden exterior, waiting for the spark to take. But we’re outnumbered and outweaponed, and I don’t think the Marchands would be much help.

			Agreed, Ethan said, exchanged a nod with Damien, and looked at Vincent. “Let’s go to ground and hope the earth lets us out again.”

			***

			Vincent called out the remaining vampires in the building, and we climbed single file down a narrow staircase to the basement. Vincent hurried to the back of the room. With Damien’s help, he pulled furniture and plywood away from the back wall.

			“This is all my fault,” Nessa murmured, wrapping arms around herself. “This is all my fault.” She looked at Ethan. “I could turn myself in. Confess. Stop this.”

			“Did you kill Taran?”

			“No!” her answer was quick, sharp. “Of course not.”

			“If you didn’t kill him, this isn’t your fault. Turning yourself in wouldn’t assuage their hatred; it would likely get you killed, and it would preclude the sheriff from finding the real killer. I cannot imagine the pain you’re going through, but do not waste emotion that should be spent on Taran”—he pointed toward the stairs—“on assholes like that.”

			I’m mentally applauding you, I told him.

			I’m glad someone is. This may get worse before it gets better.

			I’d been a vampire long enough to know that was nearly inevitable. The feeling didn’t diminish when Damien and Vincent revealed a dark hole that sloped downward into darkness, a cannula into the bowels of the earth.

			I didn’t care for the metaphor or the reality.

			“Flashlight,” Astrid said, and I glanced over, took the flashlight she’d extended.

			“Thanks,” I said, flicking it on and off to ensure it worked and I wouldn’t be stuck in the ground without light.

			Damien peered into the hole. “You got a map?”

			“Just memory,” Vincent said, a flush rising on his pale cheeks. “I was fascinated by mining when I was human and found—as a vampire—I enjoyed the peacefulness. I used to walk through them for the darkness, the quiet.”

			Something large and heavy boomed above us, shaking the basement and sending a puff of smoke down through the stairwell.

			“Let’s go,” Ethan said.

			One by one, the beams of our flashlights bobbing in front of us, we moved into darkness.

			The passageway was roughly square, beams pressed into the ceilings and walls at intervals to keep the tunnel—made variously of stone, packed earth, and loose rock—from caving in and burying us all. The air was cool and smelled of moist and metallic earth. It sloped gently downward and occasionally split off into other directions. It was just high enough to walk in, but we all had to duck to avoid striking our heads on the overhead beams.

			It was unnerving enough that we were descending farther and farther into the earth, that each step layered more rock and dirt above us; I shouldn’t have considered the consequences of Vincent making even a single wrong turn, of our becoming lost and hopeless together in an eternal darkness. But we couldn’t go back, so we had to hope he’d find the proper way forward.

			I brushed dangling spiderwebs away from my face, became fairly certain I could feel all the tunnel’s spiders running across my shoulders, had to consciously force myself not to obsess about the possibility.

			Think of it this way, Sentinel. You’re getting a very unique tour of Colorado.

			I’m going to need a vacation from my vacation. Don’t you have a place in Scotland? I’m going there. For a week. Alone.

			He touched my back in solidarity. Forward progress, Sentinel. That’s all you have to do.

			Sometimes, even that felt overwhelming.

			***

			We walked for nearly an hour, following Vincent down one passage, then another. We stopped descending, had begun to move slightly uphill, which gave me hope we’d eventually find the surface of the earth again.

			The darkness, the similarity, of each yard of tunnel was discombobulating. I’d lost my sense of direction five minutes into the trip and, but for the slope in the floor, would have had no idea of our bearing. Our nervous magic accumulated in the damp darkness, so it felt as if we traveled in a cloud of anxiety.

			There was a low rumble above us, around us, behind us. Dirt fell from the ceiling like confetti, and Damien held up a hand to halt our progress. We froze, just as we had the first two times bits of the tunnel’s roof had sprinkled down like rain.

			But this time, the rumbling didn’t stop. It seemed to grow louder, gathering momentum like a ghost train bearing down upon us.

			I caught sight of Damien, looking up, then back. “Move!” he boomed, and we all surged forward.

			“Go!” I said, gently pushing the vampires ahead. “Run! Keep moving!”

			Behind me, Nessa screamed, and I turned back just in time to see her go down, clutching her ankle.

			“Nessa!” Ethan called, and dodged back to help her, dropping to one knee to get her onto her feet again.

			And then the ceiling simply opened.

			A monsoon of dirt and stone poured through as though the planet itself was collapsing inward. The force of it knocked me back and away, and filled the air with dust and rock. I covered my face with the hem of my shirt to filter out some of the debris, but still coughed in long, racking spasms.

			It took an eternity for the air to clear again. And when the beams of our flashlights finally penetrated the darkness, they illuminated a passage blocked by an enormous spill of rocks and dirt.

			Ethan and Nessa were gone.

			Panic twisted in my gut, and I scrambled over pillow-sized rocks and hillocks of dirt toward the barrier, toward them. “Ethan! Ethan! Answer me!”

			I called his name aloud, screamed it over and over again, repeated it in my mind.

			But for all that, he didn’t answer.

			He’s a vampire, I reminded myself, trying to keep terror from shutting down my body, my mind. He’s immortal.

			Until he isn’t, said the competing voice with the mocking tone of a mean-tempered child.

			Maybe the rocks were just too thick for psychic communication to travel through, said the nicer voice. Maybe they’re heavy in iron or something and it interferes with the transmission.

			“It doesn’t matter,” I murmured to myself, probably sounding as hysterical as I felt. “It doesn’t matter.”

			The only thing that mattered was getting him out. I moved to the pile, began kicking away rocks on the ground to make a clear place to stand. And a clear place to dig.

			“We should come back for him,” Cyril said, gesturing to the open end of the shaft. “The entire tunnel could collapse, and then where would we be? Nessa’s a killer anyway.”

			I froze, slowly lifted my gaze to him. That, I decided, was the last straw. The final insult in a trip that had become an unmitigated disaster. How many times had we been threatened because we’d offered to help these people, and they didn’t have the courage to do the same?

			“Oh, fuck that,” I spat out.

			All heads turned to me, and I had a slender moment of enjoyment when Damien’s eyes widened like dinner plates with pleasure. “You have quite a mouth on you,” he murmured.

			“Just wait,” I muttered, and leveled my gaze at Cyril.

			“You wanna know where I’d like to be right now? Enjoying a glass of wine with my boyfriend on a terrace. But I’m not, am I? No. I’m down here in a goddamned den of spiders big enough to have college degrees and pensions because your community can’t grow the fuck up.”

			When Cyril opened his mouth to object, I leaned in, stuck a pointed finger in his face. “No. You don’t get to talk. You’re an immortal who’d leave a man behind. Nothing you have to say is valid. Now, shut up and get to work, or get the fuck out of the way.”

			For a moment, magic and tension joined the dust and dirt in the air. And then, wordlessly, Vincent moved beside me, looked over the rock fall, pointed.

			“Smaller rocks on this side, boulders there. I say we work on the smaller, leave the larger; they’ll add stability, reduce the chance of another fall.”

			I nodded, my relief so sharp I nearly burst into tears. “That sounds reasonable to me.”

			We formed a bucket line. Vincent and I pulled rocks from the pile, passed them off to vampires from his crew. Cyril stood some feet away, an arm around ribs that may very well have been hurting, and looked at me with anger layered over insult.

			His feelings didn’t much matter to me. But the fact that he was more than willing to accuse Nessa, one of his Clan members, of being the killer and leave her festering underground for the rest of eternity moved him right up my suspect list.

			If she was dead, the blame could be easily tossed her way, and who’d be the wiser?

			Vincent, on the other hand, I hadn’t given enough credit. We moved rocks for an hour, and he worked without so much as an irritated grunt despite air that was far from fresh, disconcerting rumbling above and around us, and fingers raw and bleeding from digging through jagged rocks.

			“You love her,” I quietly said, breaking companionable silence.

			Vincent’s smile was melancholy given form. “She loves another. That’s my particular cross to bear.”

			Had it been? I wondered. Or had it been Taran McKenzie’s?

			“Perhaps,” he said after a moment, “you’re thinking that would give me ample motivation to kill Taran.”

			I looked back at him with surprise. “Actually, yeah.”

			Vincent lifted a rock flat as a pancake and half as big as a microwave, handed it to the vampire behind him. His burden lifted, he put one hand on his waist, wiped the sleeve of his other across his forehead. “I think you’d be right about that. But you’d be missing the crucial part.”

			“Which is?”

			“This,” he said, gesturing at the rocks and dirt. “The fact that we’re running from Taran’s people. We are in the midst of a feud. Suspicion for Taran’s death would fall immediately on us, including Nessa. Especially Nessa, since she was closest to him. I’m a vampire, Merit. I am capable of murder. But killing Taran would hurt her, so I wouldn’t do it.”

			“And it’s that simple.”

			Vincent nodded. “For me, it is.” He leaned forward, plucked out a rock, then another, tossed them away. “For me, it is,” he repeated, quieter now.

			I moved one more rock, and a shaft of light and dirt shone through a slit in the cave-in. Fingers—amazingly, miraculously—forced their way through.

			“Ethan!” I said, reaching out, touching them, squeezing them. “You’re all right? Is Nessa okay?”

			The half second it took him to answer felt like an eternity.

			I am here, Sentinel. A bit worse for wear, but here. And I’m going to Scotland with you.

			I hiccupped a half sob, half laugh, that was one hundred percent relieved.

			***

			We dug through the rest of the rock, careful to create an opening only just wide enough for Nessa and Ethan to squeeze through. The more stone that remained, the more stable the structure would be. Or so we told ourselves.

			Ethan helped Nessa through the tunnel, then followed her through. He was filthy when he emerged into the beams of our flashlights. Blood dripped from a cut at his temple, and he held his left arm carefully. But he was whole, and he was alive.

			“A mild concussion,” Damien diagnosed as he looked Ethan over. “Broken arm. Two broken ribs. Plenty of contusions. You’ll heal soon enough; faster if I could make you shift.”

			“Why would that matter?” Vincent asked, the question as remarkable as it was sad. It was telling that a man engaged in a centuries-old feud knew so little about those he feuded against.

			“Shifting heals shifters,” I said. A shifter’s transformation from human to animal form—a magical whirlwind I’d been lucky enough to witness—had the side benefit of healing any wounds suffered in human form. The reverse, oddly, wasn’t true.

			“Thank you,” Ethan said. “Perhaps,” he said, nodding toward the darkness on the other end of the shaft, “we should focus on the present and get the hell out of here?”

			“That,” Damien said, “is my kind of plan.”

			***

			Another fifteen minutes of moving and the shaft took a sharp upward turn. It was tough going, but we kept walking, with quiet footsteps and occasional grunts when we slipped in dirt or tripped on unseen rocks.

			Slowly, gradually, the tunnel ahead of us began to softly glow.

			“Moonlight,” Ethan said quietly said, his relief obvious at seeing something so familiar. “That’s moonlight.”

			Seconds later, we burst into the world, as if the earth had found us lacking and spit us out again.

			We emerged onto a small plateau scooped from a hill at the head of Elk Valley. The view was nearly worth the trouble. Moonlight poured into the valley’s basin, collected there, illuminating meadows and trees and the silver ribbon of the stream.

			“It’s a beautiful place to be so full of hatred,” Damien said.

			Vincent nodded. “It is,” he said, his words grim. I hoped he was taking stock, considering whether more drama, more deaths, more close calls, were worth whatever Pyrrhic victory the McKenzies and Marchands had hoped for.

			Ethan sighed heavily, put a hand at my back. “If cats have nine lives,” he quietly asked, “how many do vampires get?”

			“That’s a question for the ages,” I agreed, glancing at him. “How’s your arm?”

			He gently lifted it up and down, winced at the action. “Sore, but no longer as sensitive. I suspect the bone is knitting.”

			“You need blood,” I said, equally relieved and disturbed that I was giving the instruction, not receiving it.

			“What do we do now?” Nessa quietly asked.

			“On it,” Damien said. He pulled out his phone, must have had some success getting reception. With military precision, he put in the request.

			“Gabe, use my GPS ping and send the vehicles. We need an evac.”

			***

			By the time we trekked down the hill to the nearest road, the vehicles were waiting—several trucks and several shifters.

			Gabriel leaned against one of them, arms crossed. He kicked off as we approached, looked us up and down, taking in the dirt, the mud, the scrapes and blood.

			Ethan took several determined steps toward him, magic filling the air with an astringent buzz. He was pissed, and all his frustration, fear, pain, and fury were spilling now.

			“I thought you intended to get your people under control,” he spat.

			Gabriel uncrossed his arms, and his shifters’ expressions turned wary. “My people? You’re going to want to watch your tone, Sullivan.”

			“Your people shot at us and, when that didn’t work, attempted to burn us out of the Marchands’ retreat because they believe Nessa killed Taran. We had to resort to a decrepit mine shaft for escape, were nearly killed in a cave-in. They’re members of your Pack. That makes their actions, their attempts at murder, your responsibility.”

			Magic flashed across us and swirled in Gabriel’s eyes. “You wanna take a shot at me, Sullivan? You think you can land one?”

			Ethan’s eyes flashed silver. He leaned forward. “Never, ever forget who we are, or take that for granted. You are an Apex. I am a Master. We may be allies, but I am not a member of your Pack. You are not my alpha.”

			For a long moment, they stared at each other, two prime predators facing down, bodies stiff and alert, fists clenched and ready for battle.

			They could have gone for it. They could have thrown down then and there, pummeled each other into the dirt to prove their superiority.

			But wasn’t that precisely the problem in Elk Valley? That both shifter and vampire, convinced they were in the right, had refused to communicate, to discuss what had happened to Fiona and Christophe—had probably refused to cooperate in finding her—and the anger and fear had festered over generations. They’d been too entrenched in their own positions, too convinced the other was the enemy, to consider any other possibility. That’s precisely why we stood on a gravel road in the Rocky Mountains, tired and dirty and screaming at each other.

			Gabriel seemed to realize that truth, and his dawning grin broke through the tension. “Thank sweet Christ Chicago’s vampires never cause trouble, Sullivan. Oh, wait—isn’t that why you needed a vacation in the first place?”

			The tension faded from Ethan’s face immediately. He might have been pissed, but Gabe had a solid point. “Fuck you, Keene.”

			Gabe’s smile widened, and he clapped Ethan on his broken arm. “Fuck you, too, Sullivan.”

			I believe that’s what most called a compromise.

			***

			The shifters drove us back to the guesthouse where Orangesplosion waited, now slightly less orange than she had been. The Pack had gone back to the retreat, found the McKenzies gone—replaced by volunteer firemen—and Orangesplosion intact. Her paint was singed from proximity to the flames, but our katanas were safe inside.

			We took turns in the shower while Nessa found suitable clothes for the other Marchands, ensured they had blood and food.

			I was one of the last to shower, and I scrubbed hair and skin until I was certain I’d gotten rid of any arachnid trespassers. But I guessed I’d probably feel the creeping of tiny feet over my back for a few nights yet.

			When I was clean and I’d shaken out my leather jacket half a dozen times to unburden it of any final creatures, I found the living room full of shifters and vampires. They didn’t speak to each other, but they weren’t at each other’s throats, either, which was something.

			I walked into the kitchen, found the leaders of the various cabals in there.

			“You look cleaner, Kitten.” Gabriel and Ethan sat on stools, blood and beer in front of them.

			“I may never feel truly clean again,” I admitted. “I am, however, ready to get the hell out of Dodge.” I glanced at Ethan. “Are we ready to go to the house?”

			“We are, and I share your sentiment exactly.”

			Gabriel rose. “I’ll go with you this time. Damien, babysit the children, will you?”

			Damien grunted but knew when to hold his peace.

			***

			The main house was apparently far enough away to necessitate vehicles. So we walked outside and climbed back into the trucks—Gabriel, Ethan, and I in one; Vincent, Nessa, and two more NAC shifters in the other. The rest of the vampires and shifters stayed at the guesthouse. There was no point in having all of us contaminate the crime scene.

			After a drive through bumpy darkness, Gabriel pulled into a long, sweeping drive, the main house situated perfectly at the end, so guests could watch it grow larger as they flew down the driveway.

			It was an obvious parent of the guesthouse—the same mix of steeply pitched roofs and heavy logs, of stone and glass, but on a substantially larger footprint. If the guesthouse would have made a lovely home for a big family, the main house was undoubtedly a mansion. Nessa and Taran had plenty of money.

			The cruiser was parked in front of the house, Tom and a deputy reviewing paperwork as they waited. We pulled up beside it and climbed out into the night again.

			“Hello,” Tom said, voice careful as he looked over Gabriel.

			“Gabriel Keene,” Ethan said. “Apex of the North American Central Pack. Gabriel, this is Tom McKenzie, the sheriff.”

			Tom nodded. “Of course. Good to meet you.”

			There was no apparent recognition of Gabriel’s authority in his voice. Just a little uncertainty, as if he wasn’t entirely sure of his steps.

			Gabriel inclined his head, and there was plenty of chastisement in his eyes.

			“Well,” Tom said, looking at the rest of us, “glad to see you’re all in one piece. We saw the smoke, got the call when the fire department hauled out.”

			Ethan didn’t pull his punch. “Considering the McKenzies attempted to burn us out, yes.”

			Tom just stared at him. “Burn you out? The department didn’t say anything about arson.”

			“They brought torches,” Ethan blandly said. “You may find Niall and Darla are surprised we’re alive.”

			Tom blinked. “Niall and Darla? She’s just a wisp of a thing.”

			“She’s strong enough,” Ethan assured him.

			“They think I killed him,” Nessa said. “They learned I’d had divorce papers drafted, and she saw a fight Taran and I had at the college. She thinks I killed him in anger.”

			Tom’s eyes darkened. “You were going to file for divorce?”

			“We were working it out,” she said, and sounded as exhausted as I felt.

			“What was the fight about?”

			Nessa crossed her arms and looked away, the breeze ruffling her tousled hair. “We were supposed to go into town for a date night. He was at the library, lost track of time, and stood me up. I wasn’t happy about that, and I confronted him about it. It was not our proudest moment. He wasn’t perfect,” she said, pushing fresh tears from her cheeks. “But we were working on it.”

			“And Darla saw the fight?” Tom asked.

			“I suppose. She’s a student; I wasn’t exactly discreet.”

			That explained part of what Darla had known, but not the rest of it. “How did she manage to get a copy of the divorce papers?”

			Nessa looked at me, blinked. “What?”

			Tom frowned. “She had a copy of the papers? I thought you said you didn’t file them.”

			“I didn’t.” Realization apparently struck Nessa. She’d thought about Darla’s divorce revelation, but not how Darla had found out about it in the first place. “She had my copy—I remember seeing my name across the top. That copy came from my attorney.”

			“Where was it?” I asked. “Your copy.”

			“In my office.” Her expression changed, from grief to horror. “They were in my office. They were in my house.”

			We looked back at it, the front door marked prophetically by a yellow X of police tape.

			“No one was in the house today,” Tom said. “It’s been under guard. It would have been before the murder.”

			Or, I grimly thought, during it.

			“Why don’t we go inside and take a look?” Ethan suggested.

			Tom pulled away the tape, crumpled it into a ball before pushing the door open.

			“Ethan, Merit, Gabriel, Nessa,” Tom said, gesturing us inside. “Everyone else stay out here, please.”

			No one objected to the instructions.

			Considering the circumstances, I tried not to goggle as we walked inside but found it difficult. The house was enormous and opened into a gigantic living area with a kitchen and dining room along one side. The entire back half consisted of unshaded windows that overlooked the valley. The light was necessary for the palm tree that grew in the middle of the living room, set into the Spanish tile floor and surrounded by a small fountain of water.

			Any blood that might have been spilled was gone, any sign of Taran’s death erased, except in Nessa’s mind. She stood silently, stoically, staring at a spot on the floor where she’d last seen her husband.

			“I’m going to take Nessa into her office,” Tom quietly said. “We’ll start there. Why don’t you start in his office?” He gestured to the left.

			The house might have been enormous, but the office was cramped, crowded, and utterly charming. To the left, a tall bookshelf, each shelf stacked with books, papers, tchotchkes. In front of it was a small desk, and on the right was a small and well-worn love seat of teal velvet that probably served as the site of afternoon naps.

			Shifter or not, from the piles of paper, the assortment of globes, the collection of hats that hung on pegs on the wall, I figured Taran for the smart and quirky type. My bread and butter, at least before Ethan. I felt a pang of sympathy for his death, but pushed it down. The only way to help him now was to find the truth.

			“Gentlemen,” I said, when I was sure my voice would be steady, “we’ve reached the office of an academician. You’re going to want to let me handle this.”

			I could all but hear their eyes rolling behind me, but I ignored them, walked inside, and took a look around.

			I started at the shelves. The books were primarily about exploration in the western and midwestern United States. A complete set of Lewis and Clark’s journals. A set of Prince Maximilian’s journals. Countless books of flora and fauna. Histories of mining in Colorado.

			I moved to the desk, trying to ferret out his organizational system, finally realized each pile was a category. Papers that needed grading were in one pile, already graded papers in another. There was a stack of research on Arapaho settlements, another on the Mormon Trail. And a third of brittle and yellowed paper.

			They were notes, each page dated at the top and scratched with “CM” at the bottom.

			Christophe Marchand, I thought, blood beginning to race.

			I grabbed a pencil to flip the sheet, careful not to touch the paper. The notes spanned several weeks. Most tracked the domestic details of his life with Fiona. Chickens fed. Ground cleared for a garden. A shelter improved for their donkey, Fred. Christophe loved art, and he noted that he’d brought to Colorado a book of famous pieces. He and Fiona would peruse it by candlelight, discussing the paintings, imagining the fantasy worlds. That, apparently, had inspired her.

			Fiona is painting, read one of Christophe’s entries. She isn’t very good yet, but she is trying very diligently. I told her we must visit Paris and see the wonders there.

			His love for her was obvious, his enthusiasm for Elk Valley clear. I could have happily spent hours reading through his notes. But I had an assignment, so I made myself resituate the papers before I got sucked in any further.

			I sat down in a squeaky and threadbare chair, pulled open the bottom desk drawer. There were folders of research, article drafts, published articles, copies of Taran’s curriculum vitae printed on thick stock.

			I reached in and felt the back of the drawer for anything that might have been taped or secured there—I’d watched my share of criminal investigation shows. There weren’t any secret packets, but I did find a folder that had slipped down behind the others.

			I pulled it out. Threats, was written in his tidy script across the tab, and so they were. There were nasty emails from students, rude letters from overbearing parents, an accusation—unfounded, according to Taran’s notes—that he’d plagiarized a twenty-year-old unpublished conference paper. Many of the papers were yellow with age. But there was one at the very back that was still white, still crisp.

			I pulled it out, my heart accelerating as I realized what I’d found. It was an e-mail to Taran dated a week ago.

			Taran:

			I know you don’t want to talk about the Trust anymore but you have to understand. You will destroy everything we have built just because of her. That is how this valley fell apart in the first place and we cannot go back to that. Do the right thing here or what happens after will be your fault.

			—Rowan

			I wasn’t sure what the “trust” was, but I read a thinly veiled threat from Rowan over it. I put away the folder, carried the paper into the hallway, found Ethan, Gabriel, and Tom already there.

			“Find anything?” I asked.

			“Nessa doesn’t think they took anything else out of her office. She wanted a few minutes to herself.”

			I nodded. “I might have found something,” I said, and handed Tom the paper. “What trust is he talking about?”

			Tom frowned, handed the paper to Ethan. “Probably the land trust.”

			“What land trust?” Ethan asked.

			“From what I understand, Taran’s plot—the property on which the house and guesthouse sit—is held in a revocable trust in Taran’s name.”

			“If Nessa and Taran are married,” I said, “why is it in Taran’s name?”

			“The land has always been in the McKenzies’ names. They filed homesteading claims before the Marchands got to it. That’s one of the reasons for tension in the valley. The shifters have the land; the vampires have the money.”

			“Compound interest,” Ethan and I simultaneously said.

			Tom nodded. “And there’s the practical issue—Taran couldn’t have put the trust documents in Nessa’s name—not when she’d never age. It would have been too obvious she was different.”

			“And put her in danger,” Ethan said.

			Tom nodded.

			“So what was Rowan afraid of?” I asked. “What was he afraid Taran was going to do?”

			“I believe,” Tom said, “it’s time to ask him just that.”

			***

			In comparison to Nessa’s houses, the shifters’ home was humble. Several buildings on a small, fenced acreage, with a dozen cars parked here and there across what would have been lawn. Chickens pecked in the dirt, and weeds and vines scrambled over a chain-link fence on the edges of the property.

			Was that part of the animosity? Jealousy, that the vampires had so much and the shifters had so little? Or did their connection to the earth make the material elements of their existence irrelevant?

			Rowan walked outside, Niall and Darla behind him. Niall and Darla looked surprised—and disappointed—to see us alive.

			“Sheriff,” Rowan said, his gaze slipping warily to us. “Gabriel. Is there a problem here?”

			Tom paused, looked at Gabriel, who nodded his permission to proceed. I guess Tom had decided his alpha had authority enough.

			“First things first—are you aware Niall and some of his friends shot at these vampires, burned down the Marchands’ compound, and attempted to burn them out? One of your people also stole some legal papers from Nessa’s house, decided they proved she’d killed her husband.”

			Rowan’s expression stayed blank but for a twitch in his jaw. His gaze found Gabriel’s. “That was not approved by me.”

			“We’ll discuss that later,” Tom said. “In a calm and reasonable fashion, with the Marchands and the McKenzies at the table, we’ll discuss whether reparations are appropriate.”

			Niall opened his mouth to speak, but Rowan silenced him with a hand.

			A surprisingly reasonable approach, Ethan silently snarked. I had to agree.

			“Then why you are here?”

			“Because of this.” Tom walked forward, handed Rowan the paper, now enclosed in an evidence bag.

			Rowan looked at it suspiciously, but his body stiffened with each scan of his eyes across the page.

			“I didn’t write this.”

			Tom wasn’t buying it. “It’s got your name on it. It’s from your e-mail address.”

			Rowan offered the paper back to Tom. “Be that as it may, I didn’t write it.”

			“You talked to Taran about the trust?”

			Rowan’s eyes flashed with something. “Yes.”

			“What about it?”

			His jaw worked. He was clearly unhappy about the subject of their talk—or revealing it here. After a moment, with magic settling in the air like dust, he fixed his gaze on Nessa.

			“They were working on their relationship. He thought things were getting better. He was going to change the trust. He wanted to put it in her name, make a gift of it to her. It was supposed to be a promise for their marriage.”

			Nessa’s lips parted with obvious shock, with fresh grief. I guessed she hadn’t been aware of Taran’s plan.

			Ethan’s eyes narrowed. “Has that happened before? Property in the valley held by a vampire?”

			“No,” Rowan said, and he left little doubt that he’d have preferred it stay that way.

			“So what did you plan to do about it?” Tom asked.

			“It’s his land, not mine. What could I do?”

			“That’s magnanimous.”

			“It’s practical,” Rowan countered. “The trust is in his name. Not mine, not hers. It should have stayed that way. But it wasn’t my call to make, legally or otherwise.”

			“Killing him would ensure he couldn’t change the trust,” I said, and silence fell heavily.

			“I didn’t kill my cousin,” Rowan flatly said. This time, he said it to Gabriel.

			“Who else has access to your e-mail account?” Tom asked.

			“Nobody.”

			“So you sent the e-mail yourself?”

			“I’m telling you, I didn’t send the damn e-mail. I didn’t even have my laptop. I let Darla use it for school.”

			It wasn’t until Rowan got the words out that he realized the implication. He stiffened and very slowly glanced back at Darla, who stood silently behind him, her chin lifted defiantly.

			“You used my account?”

			She didn’t respond.

			“Answer me!” he demanded, magic pouring across the yard with a hornets’ nest of buzzing anger.

			“I heard him tell you about changing the trust. That’s wrong. Bloodsuckers don’t belong here. They’ve never belonged here. The land belongs to the McKenzies. We were here first, and he had no right to give it away. I tried to talk to him, but he wouldn’t listen.”

			When she paused, Rowan glared at her. “Finish it. Do the honorable thing and finish it.”

			Darla stared at him for a moment, before carefully shifting her gaze to Gabriel, looking for a sympathetic ear. But Gabriel’s expression was filled with as much rancor as Rowan’s, and that was apparently enough to convince her.

			“I sent the e-mail from your account,” she confirmed. “He ignored it, so I went to the house to talk to him. He told me it wasn’t my business, that he was doing the right thing for his family. He turned around—turned his back on me. On the McKenzies. I couldn’t let him do that. Not after all that we’ve been through since Fiona. So I picked up a paperweight—it was the closest thing I could find . . . And I hit him with it.”

			“Oh, Taran,” Nessa quietly said, covering her mouth with a hand as she choked back tears.

			“I ran out the door so no one would see me,” Darla said. “I dropped the paperweight somewhere along the road, and I went home.”

			“You’ve killed one of our own,” Rowan said, face wan with shock. “You’ve killed us.”

			Tom stepped forward, pulling handcuffs from his belt. He fixed Darla’s hands behind her back, snapped on the cuffs.

			“Darla McKenzie, you’re under arrest for the murder of Taran McKenzie.” He recited her rights and handed her over to the deputy, who shuffled her into the car.

			Niall ran forward, eager to protect his sister. “You can’t take her! She hasn’t done anything! This is the vampires’ fault! It’s the vampires’ fault!”

			Two McKenzie shifters intercepted him, put out hands to stop his progress.

			“Rowan, this has got to stop,” Tom said, obviously tired. “No more reprisals. No more fear. No more hatred. I’ve let it go on too long, and that’s on me. But now it’s on all of us. If you won’t sit down together and talk, I’ll call the governor and ask for the National Guard, and we’ll see how far black helicopters get us.”

			For a long moment, Vincent and Rowan simply looked at each other.

			“I have no objection to a discussion,” Vincent said.

			Rowan nodded. “We’ll sit with you.”

			That, I hoped, would be the beginning of something new.

			***

			The guesthouse smelled gloriously like pasta, tomatoes, rich garlic, and spicy meat.

			Damien, thank God, had been busy.

			He’d already piled food on the dining room table—bowls of pasta and sauce, freshly grated Parmesan, steaming meatballs, and crusty bread for dipping.

			I stared at the table and sighed with sensual approval.

			“You’d better propose to her quickly, Sullivan,” Gabriel warned, taking a seat at the table. “Before she proposes to Damien or the food.”

			Ethan made a sardonic sound, pulled out a chair for me. I sat down and began to stuff my face.

			I didn’t stop until I’d had thirds, until I’d eaten enough to pooch out my stomach like I’d swallowed a volleyball. A delicious volleyball.

			That’s when all the blood rushed to my stomach and my eyes began to close.

			Gabriel pressed a napkin to his mouth, then tossed it onto the table. “You’d better get to bed before you fall into your food, Kitten. We’ll keep watch today.”

			“You’re sure?” Ethan asked.

			He nodded. “You’ve done your part to help us. Least we can do is return the favor. We’ll head out at dusk when you’re awake. I presume you’re going back tomorrow?”

			Ethan nodded. “The jet will be waiting at dusk.”

			“Perfect timing,” Gabriel said.

			“Do you ever sleep?” I groggily wondered. Most supernaturals didn’t have vampires’ sensitivity to the sun but slept during the day, anyway. I’d assumed they wanted to be awake for the action—or the havoc.

			“Not as much as you do,” Gabriel said, grinning. “We prefer cat naps.”

			I smiled back, covered a yawn with the back of my hand. “Of course you do.”

			“Get to bed.”

			I didn’t argue with him. While Ethan cleaned up, I hit the bed in my clothes and was out before he returned.
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			I woke with a start, my body jolting upright. I blinked, oriented myself, realized I was very naked.

			My clothes hung neatly on a bedside chair. Ethan must have taken them off before the sun rose.

			The room was dark, shutters still over the windows, the sun’s journey though the sky not yet complete. Ethan slept soundly beside me, and the rest of the guesthouse was utterly silent, utterly still.

			I rarely stirred before Ethan, and it was odd to experience twilight’s quiet while he slept soundly. The question was—why? I threw back the covers, scrubbed hands over my face, tried to remember the dream I’d been having or the noise that had stirred me.

			I rose, walked into the bathroom, splashed freezing water on my face until my brain began to function, then walked back into the bedroom, looked around. My gaze kept shifting back to the Barrymore landscape, to the representation of the valley on canvas.

			And then I thought of Christophe’s journal entry: Fiona is painting. She isn’t very good yet, but she is trying very diligently.

			My heart began to pound. “Could it be that simple?” I asked, eyes widening.

			“Sentinel?”

			Ethan’s voice was groggy. When I looked back, he sat up, fingers combing through his hair, sheet pooled at his abdomen. “What’s wrong?”

			I looked back at the painting. “I think I know what happened to Fiona McKenzie.”

			***

			We asked the pilot to hold the jet and gathered together on a rugged hill at the head of the valley, the same hill we’d emerged onto the night before. Tom, Rowan, and a few of his trusted shifters. Vincent and Nessa. Me and Ethan.

			“Well, Merit,” Tom said. “This is your party. Go right ahead.”

			I nodded, glanced at Vincent. “You said some of Fiona’s possessions were missing, so they believed she was dead. What was missing?”

			Vincent frowned. “I don’t see how that would—”

			“Just humor me,” I gently said.

			“I don’t recall precisely. A sweater. The brooch. Her good boots.”

			“What about art supplies—paints or sketchbooks?”

			“Not that I recall,” Vincent said, frowning. “But she wasn’t an artist.”

			“Actually, that’s not true,” I said. “Fiona was learning to paint. Taran had some of Christophe’s old papers, and Christophe mentioned it. Fiona knew how much Christophe loved the valley and the Barrymore paintings, and she knew that he planned to give her the brooch. She wanted to give him something in return. Something he’d appreciate.”

			I paused, let that sink in for a moment. “I think she decided to give him the landscape that he loved. Both of the paintings—the big one and the little one—were of the valley and from this hill, slightly different angles. I think Fiona got up before Christophe and came out here with her good boots, her sweater, maybe the brooch because she thought it would be hers one day. Maybe for inspiration. She settled in to paint, and something happened.”

			“What?” Vincent asked, obviously intrigued.

			“I don’t know. But that’s what we’re here for.”

			Very well done, Sentinel, Ethan said.

			Thanks. Let’s see if we can do some “well done” for Fiona.

			Tom looked at me, and everyone else looked at Tom, waiting for his verdict.

			“You heard the lady,” Tom finally said. “Get out your flashlights, and let’s have our search party.”

			***

			We searched for an hour and found nothing. We’d picked carefully across the rugged terrain, across loose gravel, jagged rocks, and warrens of rabbits and foxes that had made the valley their home. We’d identified two more entrances to the mineshaft, the bones of what we believed was an elk, and very little else.

			That is, until I literally stumbled onto it.

			I mistook a rock for a shadow, my toe catching beneath the overhang. I fell forward and hit the ground on my hands, sending sharp pain radiating as tender skin met ragged gravel . . . and realized the rock was a long sheet of granite that partially sheltered a hole in the ground.

			I scrambled for the flashlight I’d dropped, shined the light into the opening.

			It was narrow, but eight or ten feet deep, covered by the granite shelf. And in the bottom lay the remains of a body, a simple dress in pale pink fabric with tiny green leaves, leather boots, and a small leather satchel. By the look of it, both of her legs had been broken.

			A century had passed since her death, and dirt had fallen over her bones and dress like snow. But so many years later, she was still Fiona.

			I stood up, whistled, and let the rest of them find me.

			“What is it?” Tom quietly asked. Wordlessly, I shined my flashlight into the hole. There were gasps, curses, prayers.

			“You found her,” Nessa said, reaching out to squeeze my hand. “You found her.”

			“I think she broke her legs in the fall,” I said, using the flashlight to point.

			“The space must have been too small for her to shift,” Ethan quietly said.

			“So she couldn’t heal herself,” Vincent said, remembering what I’d told him.

			I nodded. “She wouldn’t have been able to climb out, and the overhang would have made it nearly impossible to see her. I didn’t see her until I hit the ground. And there’s something else,” I said, pointing my flashlight at the glimmer on the lapel of her dress—at the gold and gems of the laurel brooch. She’d been wearing it when she fell.

			“Did she run away?” Rowan asked. “Did he kill her? Did he put her here?”

			Rowan was not, among other things, an optimist.

			Tom looked into the hole again, sighed. “We’ll get the forensics team up here, and we’ll see what Ms. McKenzie has to tell us.”

			***

			We waited while the scientists were called, the lights prepared, plastic sheeting arranged so her body could be carefully extracted.

			After taking copious pictures, they used long tongs to bring up her remains and her effects, including a canvas bag of her art supplies: nibs and holders, some colored chalks, a small bottle of ink. It also held several sheets thick, folded paper that had miraculously survived. I crouched by the plastic, used a stick to carefully unfold the first page.

			Some of the ink was faded to invisibility, but the visible words were enough to get the point across.

			Christophe, my love, I have done——. I have disappeared into “—— warrens” of this beautiful—— wild land. I’ve—— myself—— stuck, without room to change or——. For that, above all——, I—— sorry.

			I aimed to sketch our valley, to—— reveal it—— pigment as well as—— Mr. Barrymore. It—— my gift—— you. I try to—— amusement,——, in how easily our plans are torn—— by fate. And six days later—— I am.

			I fear this is my final——, that immortality is not a—— I—— receive. If you—— not find——,—— pray that your mind will be soothed, as mine——, that—— passed so many months together.—— weep for me in sadness, but in joy, in—— of all that we have seen of—— world. Seek solace—— family; let them comfort and console—— not fear for me. I am not afraid—— for the darkness comes for all of us.

			—— love, and—— eternally, Fiona

			“Six days,” Rowan said, when he’d taken his turn reading the words, his voice choked with emotion. “She was here for six days.”

			Hot tears fell from my cheeks like coins of tribute. Fiona hadn’t run away, and Christophe hadn’t killed her. She’d taken a hike, intent on drawing a picture of the valley for Christophe, had fallen and been injured, and hadn’t been able to make her way out again.

			Christophe couldn’t weep for Fiona anymore, couldn’t experience the dual joy and despair of having found her. So I wept for him, for her, and for all those who’d come after them, locked in a battle no one had ever intended to fight.

			“Let’s give her a moment of silence,” Tom said, and every person on the hill stopped moving as we counted down a minute in silence. Tom sniffed when the minute was up, wiped dampness from his eyes, as well.

			“I’d like to say some words,” Rowan said.

			Tom nodded, and we moved aside to give him space.

			Shifters were romantics in the classical sense, their connection to the natural world deep and profound. I’d heard Gabriel recite Yeats, invoking a poem from his In the Seven Woods, so it shouldn’t have surprised me that Rowan chose another Yeats verse.

			“‘And then you came with those red mournful lips,’” he began, voice clear and ringing. “‘And with you came the whole of the world’s tears, / And all the sorrows of her labouring ships, / And all the burden of her myriad years.’”

			Rowan paused, teeth gritted while he made an obviously heroic effort to hold back his emotions. A quick shake of the head, a drawing of his hand across his jaw, a haggard intake of breath. When he was sure of his control, he clasped his hands in front of him, began again.

			“‘And now the sparrows warring in the eaves, / The curd-pale moon, the white stars in the sky, / And the loud chanting of the unquiet leaves—’”

			Despite his efforts, his eyes welled, and he sniffed angrily, as if his body had betrayed his emotions. “‘Are shaken with earth’s old and weary cry.’”

			That was his implicit signal, and his shifters howled their mourning dirges, their voices unified and so utterly sad.

			When they finished, I wiped the tears from my eyes. “Christophe’s ashes,” I quietly said, breaching the silence and looking at Vincent. “Where are they?”

			It took him a moment to answer. “In our tomb, in the graveyard at the other end of the valley.”

			“He should be with her now.” I glanced back at him, at Rowan. “After all this time, after all this misery, they should be together, in love.”

			For a long and quiet moment, Rowan and Vincent looked at each other. The air was heavy with the weight of their anger, their regret, their fear, both of them waiting for the other to give ground.

			To my relief and surprise, Rowan spoke first. “She should be in the ground, among the trees, so the cycle of her life can continue. Maybe . . . we can find a place that would work for both of them.”

			One of the younger shifters opened his mouth to protest, but Rowan put up a stifling hand, and he was bright enough to quiet down.

			“I would be happy to discuss it,” Vincent said.

			It was a start.

			***

			We started back to the road, walked silently through darkness, grief still thick in the air.

			“Look up,” Ethan said, and I tipped back my head.

			The clouds had broken and revealed a masterpiece: the midnight blue of the universe, streaked by the scattering of diamonds that made up the Milky Way. Stars twinkled like brilliant stones in the darkness, as we flew through the universe on our blue and green globe.

			“Beautiful,” I said, tears nearly blooming for the second time.

			Beautiful, but sad. This had been a battleground and was a place of war and loss, where hatred had rooted, been sown, for generations.

			I glanced back. Vincent and Rowan, vampire and shifter, stood side by side, their gazes on the glowing spectacle above us.

			I wasn’t naive enough to think resolving the mystery of Fiona McKenzie’s whereabouts and solving Taran McKenzie’s murder would be enough to erase all the history that had happened here. There’d simply been too much strife, too much sadness, too much violence, and sups weren’t much for turning the other cheek. History couldn’t be rewritten.

			But it could be accepted, acknowledged. It could serve as the foundation for something new. Something better. We’d done what we could here. The rest would be up to them.

			And as for us . . . I thought of Catcher and Mallory, Luc and Lindsey. Of our apartments in Cadogan House, of the Hancock building and the Ferris wheel at Navy Pier, the reflection of streetlights in the Chicago River.

			Chicago wasn’t perfect. There was strife and violence that had proven difficult to overcome. But those trials and tribulations were mine to share, and mine to help heal.

			I slipped my hand into Ethan’s. “That’s enough vacation for me. Let’s go home.”
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			Chapter One

			Clever Girl

			Early April

			Chicago, Illinois

			There were two seasons in Chicago: winter and construction. If it wasn’t snowing, orange cones narrowed the Dan Ryan or lower Wacker was closed. Snow and traffic defined our lives as Chicagoans.

			Nested within those seasons were the other activities that defined life for many in Chicago. During baseball season, it was Cubs versus Sox. During tourist season, you served them, you screamed at them, or if you worked at Billy Goat’s, both. During summer, the beaches were open. And for a few spare weeks, the water of Lake Michigan was even warm enough for a dip.

			Not that I’d had much occasion to sunbathe or swim recently. They didn’t make sunscreen strong enough for vampires.

			But when spring rolled around and construction cones popped onto asphalt like neon flowers, even vampires shook off winter. We exchanged quilted jackets, electric blankets, heavy boots, and balaclavas for tanks, sandals, and nights in the warm spring air.

			Tonight, we sat on a blanket on the grass at Milton Lee Olive Park, an expanse of green and fountains near Navy Pier honoring a soldier who’d given his life to save others, and won a Medal of Honor for his sacrifice. A burst of spring air had warmed the city, and we’d taken advantage, finding a quiet spot for a picnic to celebrate the end of a long, cold winter. At two o’clock in the morning, the park was definitely quiet.

			Ethan Sullivan, Master of Cadogan House and now one of twelve members of the newly established Assembly of American Masters, sat beside me on a piecework quilt, one knee bent, one leg extended, his hand at the small of my back, rubbing small circles as we watched the lights of Chicago blink across the skyline in front of us.

			He had a tall and rangy body of hard planes and sculpted muscle, and golden blond hair that just reached his shoulders and surrounded honed cheekbones, a straight nose, deep-set green eyes, and imperious eyebrows. I was his Novitiate and the Cadogan’s Sentinel, and I was utterly relieved that winter had finally weakened its grip on the city.

			“This is not a bad way to spend an evening,” said the girl on the blanket beside ours, her striking blue hair drawn in a complicated braid that lay across her shoulder. Her Cupid’s bow mouth was drawn into a smile, her hand clasped in the long fingers of her boyfriend’s. He was well built and shaved-headed, with piercing green eyes and a generous mouth. And like her, he was a sorcerer. He had a thing for snarky T-shirts, and tonight’s gem was black with KEEP CALM AND FIREBALL in clean white text across the front.

			Mallory Carmichael was my oldest friend, and Catcher Bell was her live-in beau. Catcher worked for my grandfather, Chuck Merit, the city’s supernatural Ombudsman.

			“No, it’s not,” I agreed. “This was a very good idea.” I sipped from a bottle of “Sweet Summer” Blood4You, a blend of blood and lemonade that I enjoyed against my own better judgment. The drink was good, and the air was sweet with spring and the scent of white flowers that drifted down from the trees like snow, forming constellations on the new grass. Ethan’s hand warmed the skin on my back. This was as close to a day at the beach as I was ever likely to get again. And it was a pretty good substitute.

			“I thought some fresh air could do us good,” Mallory said. “It’s been a long winter.”

			That was the understatement of all understatements. There’d been murder, magic, mayhem, and too much mourning to go around, including episodes that had put Mallory in the hands of a serial killer and nearly cost Ethan his life. He was fine and she was recovering, and the incident had seemed to bring her and Catcher even closer together.

			Even the vacation Ethan and I had just taken—a trip to the Rocky Mountains of Colorado that should have been filled with relaxation, elk watching, and plenty of sex—had been interrupted by a century-old feud between vampires and shape-shifters.

			We’d needed a break from our break, so we’d sipped and snacked with Mallory and Catcher on the goodies Margot, the House chef, had packed. Grapes, cheese (both regular and almost preternaturally stinky), thin crackers, small cookies coated in lemony powdered sugar with just the right balance of sweet and pucker.

			“You’ve been eyeing that last lemon cookie for seven minutes.”

			I glanced back at Ethan, gave him a dour look. “I have not.”

			“Seven minutes and forty-three seconds,” Catcher said, glancing at his watch. “I’d grab it for you, but I’m afraid I’ll lose a finger.”

			“Stop torturing her,” Mallory said, carefully picking up the cookie, handing it gingerly to me, then dusting powdered sugar from her hands. “She can’t help her obsession.”

			I started to argue, but by then my mouth was full of cookie. “Not an obsession,” I said when I was done. “Fast metabolism and rigorous training schedule. Luc has us on two-a-days now that Ethan’s been upgraded.”

			“Ooh, Ethan 2.0,” Mallory said.

			“I think technically we’re now at Ethan 4.0,” Catcher pointed out. “Human, vampire, resurrected vampire, AAM member.”

			Ethan snorted, but even he didn’t argue with the timeline. “I prefer to think of it as a promotion.”

			“You get a raise out of it?” Catcher asked.

			“In a manner of speaking. I’ll nearly be able to afford to keep Merit in the culinary style to which she’d like to become accustomed.”

			“You’re the one with the expensive taste.” I gestured to the bottle of wine. “Do I even want to know how much that costs?”

			Ethan opened his mouth, closed it again. “Likely not.”

			“And there you go.”

			“A vampire cannot survive on Italian hot beefs and Mallocakes alone.”

			“Speak for yourself, fancy pants.”

			“I’m not fancy,” Ethan said imperiously. “I’m particular. Which is actually a compliment to you.”

			“He did pick you after four hundred years of wild-oat sowing,” Catcher pointed out, and earned an elbow from Mallory. He grunted, but he was smiling when he lay back on the blanket, hands crossed behind his head.

			“You make it sound like Ethan picked her up at a farmers’ market,” Mallory complained.

			“That would require Merit to eat vegetables,” Ethan said, grinning at me. “Could you differentiate between a rutabaga and rhubarb?”

			“Yes, but only because my grandmother made the best strawberry-rhubarb pie you’ve ever tasted.”

			“I don’t think that counts.”

			“Oh, it counts,” I said with a nod. “That pie was sublime. I’ve got solid culinary chops.”

			“My culinarily chopped vampire missed a spot of powdered sugar,” Ethan said, leaning forward, swiping his thumb across my lips, and just slowly enough to heat my blood.

			“Get a room,” Catcher groused. He was grouchy but loyal, and had followed Mallory through her stint as a Maleficent wannabe and through to the other side. He was also unfailingly dedicated to my much-beloved grandfather, which gave him points in my book.

			But I still gave him the much-deserved stink eye. “Do you know how many times I’ve seen you naked? You and Mallory considered the entire house your personal love shack.” Mallory and I had been roommates once upon a time, before Catcher had moved into the town house we’d shared, and I’d moved into Cadogan House to escape the nudity.

			“Your”—I waved my hand at his body—“rod and tackle touched pretty much everything in the place.”

			“My body is a wonderland,” was his only response.

			“Be that as it may,” Ethan said, “Merit is not your Alice. I’ll thank you to keep your rod and tackle away from her.”

			“Nowhere near my agenda,” Catcher assured him.

			Ethan’s phone beeped, and he pulled it out quickly, checked the screen. “Just a media inquiry,” he said, tucking it away again.

			Every phone call put us on high alert, because a ghost—or someone pretending to be—had staked a claim in our lives. That ghost was Balthasar, the vampire who’d made Ethan immortal on a battlefield nearly four hundred years ago, and nearly turned him into a monster in his own image. Ethan had escaped his maker, made a new life for himself, and believed Balthasar had died shortly after Ethan had escaped. He hadn’t yet told me the details, but he hadn’t indicated any doubts about Balthasar’s death.

			And yet, three weeks ago, a note had been left in our top-floor apartments in Cadogan House. A note purporting to be from Balthasar, who was alive and excited to see Ethan again.

			A note . . . and then nothing.

			He’d made no contact since then, and we’d found no evidence he was alive, much less in Chicago and waiting for an opportunity to wreak havoc, to wage war, to exert control over Ethan once again.

			So we waited. Every phone call could be the call, the one that would change the life we’d begun to make together. And there were so many more calls these days. The AAM was still working out the operational details, but that hadn’t kept vampires from lining up outside Cadogan House like vassals, seeking protection, requesting Ethan’s intervention in some city dispute, or offering fealty.

			And vampires weren’t the only ones interested. Chicago was home to twenty-five percent of the country’s AAM members, and humans’ fascination with Ethan, Scott Grey, and Morgan Greer, who headed Grey House and Navarre House, had ballooned again.

			It was a strange new world.

			“So, not to interrupt the mirth-making,” Mallory said, “but there’s actually a reason we asked you guys to come out tonight.”

			“Who says ‘mirth-making’?” Catcher asked.

			“I do, Sarcastasaurus.” She elbowed him with a grin. “And we’re here for a reason?”

			“Okay, okay,” he said. “But I’m going to need that on a T-shirt.”

			“I was just thinking that,” I said. “And you’re making me nervous. What’s going on?”

			Catcher nodded. “Well, as it turns out—”

			As it turned out, Catcher was interrupted by an explosion of noise, our phones beeping wildly in obvious warning.

			I got to mine first, saw Luc’s number, switched it to speaker. “Merit.”

			Luc’s nose loomed on the screen. “Sorry to interrupt date night.”

			I grimaced at the image. “Step back from the camera. We don’t need to see your sinuses.”

			“Sorry,” he said, leaning back so his nose moved back into proper perspective, right in the middle of his very charming face, which was surrounded by tousled blond-brown curls. “You’re alone?”

			“We’re with Catcher and Mallory,” I said, then glanced around to ensure that no curious humans were eavesdropping. “We can talk. What’s going on?”

			“Media vans at the House. Four of them. Mess of reporters, all gathered at the gate, ready and waiting.” Luc’s pause, matched with his drawn expression, made me nervous. “They’re asking questions about Balthasar.”

			We went quiet enough to hear the strains of a lone saxophone player near the pier, probably selling a song for tourists’ cash.

			“What questions?” Ethan asked.

			“They’re asking about a supposed reunion,” Luc said. The answer made T. S. Eliot echo alarmingly in my head. This is the way the world ends.

			Ethan’s reaction was as hot and fast as Luc’s had been cautious.

			“Double the guards on the gate,” Ethan said. “We’re on our way.”

			I wanted to argue with him, to tell him he’d be safer staying put than running toward whatever reunion this “Balthasar” had planned. But Ethan was a stubborn and careful man. He wouldn’t leave the House to face danger without him, and certainly not when the danger was a monster from Ethan’s own past. Ethan still hadn’t forgotten the things he’d done when he was with Balthasar, or forgiven himself for his own complicity. He was still looking for redemption. And he’d meet that opportunity head-on.

			We said our good-byes, and I tucked the phone into my pocket again, tried to mentally prepare myself for what we might face—what Ethan might have to face, and the emotional storm that might rip through both of us.

			And then I looked at Mallory and Catcher, remembering they’d been on the verge of making their own announcement.

			“Go,” Catcher said, even as Mallory began stuffing food back into the picnic basket. She was playing the trouper, but I could see the frustration in her eyes. “You want us with you?”

			Ethan shook his head. “There’s no point in dragging you into this debacle. Balthasar is dead; this is someone else’s ploy for attention.”

			Catcher nodded. “I’ll tell Chuck, put him on alert just in case.”

			“Be careful,” Mallory said, and squeezed me into a hug.

			“I will,” I said, searching her gaze for answers, and finding none. “You’re okay?”

			“I’m fine. We can talk about this later. Take care of your House first. Go,” she said when I hadn’t moved, and turned me toward the street.

			We went, jogging back toward Grand and the tall man with blond hair who waited for us in front of a glossy black Range Rover with a CADOGAN license plate. He wore a trim black suit and a sleek black tie, hands clasped in front of him.

			“Sire,” he said, bowing his head. Brody was a Cadogan House guard who’d been appointed Ethan’s official driver. Luc had outfitted Ethan with all the necessary perks, including the car, which was equipped with a complete security system, a small arsenal, and a comm center.

			“Luc called,” Brody said, pivoting smoothly to open the door, one hand on his tie as he waited for Ethan and me to climb into the backseat. He closed the door with a solid thud, then rounded the car and slid inside the driver’s seat.

			The car was comfortable, and I appreciated that Ethan had extra security, but I missed Moneypenny, my vintage Mercedes convertible. She was currently parked in the basement of Cadogan House, weeping from neglect. I missed the freedom, the quiet, the solitude of a good long drive—as most drives anywhere in Chicago tended to be.

			Unless Brody was driving.

			“May I?” he asked, meeting Ethan’s gaze in the rearview mirror, not doing a very good job of fighting back a smile. Brody had been a new guard, and he was still pink around the edges. But he did have one particularly enviable skill.

			The boy could handle a car.

			He was Chicago’s version of the Transporter—master of the smooth ride, but equally adept at weaving and dodging through Chicago’s gnarly traffic. Luc had given Brody a dressing-down the first time he rode with him. But when the time came to assign Ethan a driver, he turned to Brody first.

			“If you can get us there in one piece,” Ethan said, and managed not to flinch when Brody dashed into traffic like a cheetah in pursuit.

			Brody just avoided nicking a cab, then slipped smoothly into a gap in the other lane.

			I’m not sure when I’m going to get used to this, Ethan said silently, using the telepathic connection between us.

			You’re just irritated you aren’t the one driving.

			I have a Ferrari for just such occasions. And speaking of occasions, what was Mallory’s and Catcher’s production about? She looked upset.

			I’m not sure, I admitted. But if it was really bad news, I don’t think she’d have arranged a picnic. There were plenty of milestones that might merit a picnic, but I wasn’t sure they’d put that look on her face.

			I’ll call her, I promised, and ferret out the truth. But for now, let’s deal with vampires.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Dead Spin

			Fifteen minutes later, miraculous timing for Chicago, Brody turned off Woodlawn, tires squealing as he veered toward the House, its white stone glowing beneath heavy moonlight.

			Media vans clustered outside the tall iron fence that bounded the House’s large grounds, their antennas extended, reporters and cameramen on the sidewalk with equipment in hand.

			The gate in the fence was closed—something I’d rarely seen—the black-clad human guards we hired out to protect the House staring down the reporters with open malice that made me appreciate them even more.

			Our wealthy Hyde Park neighbors stood on their stoops or porches and stared grimly at the activity, probably already composing their letters to the editor—or to Ethan—protesting late-night vampiric shenanigans.

			I sent Luc a message, advising him we’d reached our destination, as Brody pulled the car to a stop beside the nearest van.

			Ethan was out of the car before we could stop him. As I followed him, scabbarded katana in hand, a red bus with VAMPIRE TOURS OF CHICAGO in white letters across the side rolled slowly down the street, tourists gawking out of windows, the driver’s narration ringing through the darkness.

			“. . . Cadogan House, the city’s second oldest House behind Navarre. And, ladies and gentlemen, grab your cameras, because that’s Ethan Sullivan and Merit right there on the street!”

			I waved politely for the camera flashes and shouts from tourists—no point in making things worse—but muttered a curse as soon as my back was turned. “Keep the bus moving,” I told Brody, when he met me on the sidewalk. “Let’s not drag the tourists into whatever this is.”

			Brody nodded, jogged toward the bus, and directed it down the street.

			The reporters ignored the onlookers—they were too busy with Ethan. Like sharks in the water, they’d scented blood, begun to circle.

			“Ethan! Ethan! Who is Balthasar? What’s he to you?”

			“Is he in Chicago to cause trouble? Is Cadogan House in danger? Or Hyde Park?”

			“Tell us about the reunion he has planned!”

			Ethan, eyes silver with emotion, focused his dangerous gaze on the reporter closest to him. There was nothing kind in his expression, and very little that was human. “What did you say?”

			I had to give the reporter credit. The smell of his fear soured the air, but he kept his knees locked and his eyes on Ethan, and didn’t step back even beneath Ethan’s withering glare. And what’s worse, he must have seem something in Ethan’s eyes, some hint of dismay that triggered his own instincts. His lips turned up in a hungry smile.

			“Who is Balthasar?”

			“Why do you ask?”

			“Why are you avoiding the question?”

			Ethan took another step forward, magic rising in an invisible cloud behind him. Dread settled low in my belly, both at the fiasco someone had arranged, and Ethan’s potentially explosive reaction to it.

			I positioned myself behind Ethan.

			I caught sight of movement to my left, found Brody, Luc, and Lindsey (Luc’s girlfriend, one of the House’s guards, and my best House buddy) moving cautiously toward us.

			“I am not avoiding the question,” Ethan said quietly, every word bathed in rage. “I’m wondering why so many members of the media have come to my home and are disrupting the neighborhood with inquiries about a vampire who’s been dead for centuries.”

			“Dead?” the reporter asked, his gaze searching Ethan’s as if for weak spots. “That’s not the information we’ve received.”

			Ethan’s lip curled, and I took a careful step forward, just in case I needed to haul him back.

			“Balthasar is dead. Any information you received to the contrary is mistaken.”

			All heads turned when a sleek black limousine raced up the street and pulled to a stop outside the House. While the reporters redirected their cameras, a liveried driver climbed out and opened the back door.

			As I unsheathed my katana, a vampire stepped out.

			Ethan had kept a miniature portrait in a drawer in his office, an oval painting barely two inches across, its frame delicately gilded. The man in the frame had straight dark hair, pale skin, almost preternaturally symmetrical features. Straight, long nose, dark eyes, lips pulled into a near smirk.

			Then the man in the portrait had worn a white cravat and a vest and coat in regal crimson, and his hair had been straight and dark, pulled into a queue at the back of his neck.

			Now his hair was different—shorter around the sides and back, longer in front, so dark locks fell dramatically across his face. He’d exchanged the period clothing for black pants and a long coat, and there were scars across his neck, a web of crisscrossing lines that rose just above the coat’s mandarin collar and told of something harsh and ugly . . . but something he’d clearly survived.

			He was attractive, undeniably so, with the look and bearing of a dark prince, a man used to having the attention of men and women, and reveling in it. And he was undeniably the same vampire as the one in Ethan’s portrait.

			The entire crowd around us—reporters, cameramen, guards, vampires—went eerily silent as he stepped onto the sidewalk in front of Ethan. A mourning dove cooed from a nearby rooftop—once, twice, three times, as if calling a warning. A cold sweat inched down my spine, despite the chill in the new spring air.

			The vampire let his gaze drift from Luc, to me, before settling on Ethan. There was much in his expression—anger, regret, fear. All of that tempered with hope.

			For a long moment, they stared at each other, evaluating, watching, preparing.

			I took cautious steps forward, one after another, until I stood beside Ethan with my katana extended, ready to strike.

			The vampire’s eyes suddenly changed. They narrowed, darkness peeking through them like a demon at the door. The color turned, blue darkening and shifting to swimming quicksilver.

			And then his magic—warm, heady, and spicy; whiskey spiked with cloves—burst through the air like lightning. He bared his fangs, longer than any I’d seen, thin and dangerous as needles, and that trickle of sweat became a cold slick that matched the wave that rolled through my abdomen.

			Ethan’s eyes widened with amazement, with horror.

			My first instinct was to move, to protect. But magic had thickened the air like molasses; merely lifting a hand through it brought beads of sweat to my brow. I glanced around, found the other vampires around us similarly still.

			Once upon a time, vampire glamour had been a crucial skill for luring and seducing humans. Master vampires also used the psychic skill to call the vampires they’d turned, to psychically pull them to the Master’s side. By stroke of luck, or the unusual circumstances of my turning, I could feel glamour, but I was largely immune to the effects. So why was this magic affecting me?

			Hold, Ethan said silently, the word heavy and lumbering as if he’d had to force it out through a syrup of magic.

			And then Ethan uttered one word aloud. A word that would change everything.

			“Balthasar.”

			Ethan said the name with utter conviction, equal to his previous certainty that Balthasar had been dead. I wanted to demand this vampire produce his bona fides. But Ethan seemed to need no further convincing.

			The word was like a charm, a key that unlocked the viscous magic. In the space of a blink, it dissipated, pouring across us like a northern wind. And just as quickly, now freed of our magical bonds, the world erupted with movement, with noise. Reporters, apparently unaware of the delay, rushed forward, shouted questions, microphones and cameras pointed like weapons.

			Ethan took a step backward, shock etched in his face, in his eyes.

			I lifted my sword, moved between them, putting my body and blade between Ethan and the vampire he now stared at. The vampire he apparently believed was the one who had made him.

			Luc, Brody, and Lindsey moved behind us, katanas drawn, a steel shield against the horde of reporters.

			Balthasar cast a mild glance at me and my sword before shifting his gaze to Ethan again.

			“It has been a long time,” he said, his accent faintly French, his words softly lyrical. But that demon still lurked behind his eyes. He was a Master from a different time, a man who demanded loyalty, who defined the world for his vampires.

			Ethan’s internal struggle was clear on his face—he was torn between biological loyalty to the vampire who’d made him and hatred of the monster he’d been and tried to make of Ethan.

			“A very long time,” Ethan cautiously agreed.

			“There is much to say.”

			“So it appears,” Ethan said. He gestured toward the reporters around him. “You arranged all this?”

			“I believed it was the only way to secure an audience with you.”

			“For what purpose?”

			“To give voice to long-unspoken things. To make amends. There is . . .” Balthasar paused, obviously selecting his words carefully. ”. . . a void when one of your children is separated from you, as we have been for so long. At this time in my life, I find that void more painful.”

			Ethan just watched him, as one predator might watch another, with careful consideration. “We have been apart for a very long time. I believed you were dead.”

			“And there is a very long story to tell.” He let his gaze slip back to the House. “Perhaps we can discuss it?”

			Another long moment passed as Ethan looked at Balthasar, his expression blank but his energy suddenly hot, as if centuries of anger and frustration had finally ignited.

			Step back, Merit. Ethan’s order was contrary to my mission. But before I could argue, he repeated it again.

			Step back, Sentinel.

			The second I moved, Ethan’s fist was up. With a sickening crunch of cartilage, he slammed it into Balthasar’s face, and the scent of blood filled the air.

			The crowd erupted again, magic flaring from the Cadogan vampires. I stepped closer to Ethan, and Luc did the same, both of us ready to move should Balthasar attempt a response.

			Slowly, he shifted his gaze back to Ethan, pressed the back of a hand to his nose. His eyes sparked with obvious shock that someone would dare to challenge him, much less a vampire to whom he’d gifted immortality.

			“Comme tu as changé, mon ami.”

			“Oui c’est vrai. La vie m’a changé,” Ethan said, in perfect French I hadn’t known he spoke. His voice was low and threatening, and utterly Masterly.

			Balthasar pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and dabbing genteelly at the cut. “Ça va. Je comprends.”

			“And let us be clear,” Ethan continued in English. “I am no longer a human, nor a boy, nor the child you once knew. Don’t ever call me again.”

			Luc stepped forward, put a hand on Ethan’s arm. “Perhaps we should take this inside, away from the paparazzi? I think we’ve given them enough for one night.”

			Is it safe to let him in the House? I asked Ethan silently.

			And where else would we put him, Sentinel? I’d rather have him under watch than roaming the city.

			“Get everyone inside,” Ethan said as camera shutters winked open and closed around us. “Take him to my office.”

			I knew Ethan was right, but couldn’t help thinking of the fox in our proverbial henhouse.

			Luc nodded, gestured Balthasar toward the House. Balthasar nodded regally, as if he were being shown to the king’s own chambers, and stepped forward as the guards opened the gate.

			I slid my katana back in its scabbard and stood quietly with Ethan in the rain of flashes.

			He sighed, ran his hands through his hair. “Of all the gin joints in all the world.”

			“And he walks into yours,” I finished for him.

			Ethan glanced back at me, and I saw the dread in his eyes. He’d confessed to me some of the things he’d done, the way he and Balthasar had worked their way across Europe, the women and blood they’d taken, until Balthasar had finally gone too far. But it had taken time for him to tell me. He’d been concerned my feelings would change if I knew who he’d been and what he’d done.

			But didn’t that make him more? The fact that he could have continued to follow Balthasar, to debauch his way across Europe, and hadn’t. That he’d worked to free himself from a vampire whose psychic powers were undeniably strong. That he’d become a different kind of vampire, a true Master.

			I couldn’t change the fact that Balthasar waited inside the House. But I could give him comfort. A reminder. So as cameras flashed around us, I took his hand.

			He is your past, I said silently, and nodded toward the House that glowed warmly beyond the gate. We are your present and future. Face him on your territory, and let the reckoning take place there. And if he gets out of line, use that right cross and lay him out.

			Ethan smiled with obvious reluctance. “It may get ugly. Likely will before all is said and done.”

			I squeezed his hand. “Unfortunately, I think that’s guaranteed. But if things get too ugly, I’ll lay you both out.”

			***

			Ethan’s office was spacious and as beautifully decorated as the rest of the House. There was a desk on one side, a sitting area across from it, and a conference table that spanned the back wall.

			Balthasar stood in the middle of the room, taking in the furniture, décor, mementos of Ethan’s life. Was he evaluating what he’d lost in Ethan’s revolution, or what he stood to gain if he could bring Ethan into the fold once again?

			Luc stood in the sitting area, arms crossed and expression suspicious, beside Malik, Ethan’s second-in-command.

			Malik was tall and lean, with thoughtful pale green eyes that set off dark skin. His stance mirrored Luc’s, and he was the only one in the room who wore the official Cadogan House uniform—slim-cut black suit, white button-down shirt. A silver teardrop, the Cadogan House medal, was suspended at the base of his throat.

			Malik was protective of Ethan and the House, and his gaze drilled into Balthasar, eyes tracking across Balthasar’s face as if committing his visage to memory. All the better for Malik to double-check his bona fides later, I thought.

			As I closed the door, Malik shifted his attention to Ethan, to gauge his mood, his magic, and his emotion as only a confidant and colleague could do.

			When he was satisfied, he looked at me, a question in his eyes—Was this man who he seemed to be?

			I gave Malik a quick nod, shifting my gaze to Ethan. He seemed to believe, and that was the only thing that mattered now. But that only created more questions: How had Ethan been wrong about Balthasar’s death? Where had he been in the intervening years? And most important, what did he want from Ethan?

			Balthasar dabbed at his mouth and, when he was satisfied the wound had closed—the benefits of vampire healing—tucked the handkerchief away again. “You have a lovely home, mon ami.”

			Ethan ignored the compliment and the intimacy, walked to the sitting area, took a seat on the leather sofa, and spread his arms across the back, staking his position, his authority. I stood at attention beside him, ready to jump forward should the need arise.

			“We enjoy it. You should begin.”

			Balthasar quirked an eyebrow at the order—I wondered if Ethan had unconsciously picked up the affectation from him. “I will tell you my story, and you will reach your own conclusions.”

			“Tell your tale,” Ethan said. “And we’ll see what comes next.”

			***

			Balthasar took a seat across from Ethan, fingers steepled in his lap.

			“I was in London,” he began. “Three men walked into the house with crosses and stakes. They were the relatives of some girl or other, convinced I was evil, the devil incarnate.”

			Not just some girl, Ethan said to me, his irritation obvious even telepathically. Persephone.

			Ethan had loved her. Balthasar knew that, and had seduced and killed her in order to taunt Ethan. That selfish and violent act had been Balthasar’s final blow, prompting Ethan’s separation.

			These men had been members of her family? I asked.

			Yes, was all Ethan said.

			“I was the only one in the house,” Balthasar continued. “You’d just left, and I’d sent Nicole, as you call her now, on an errand.”

			“To find me and bring me back,” Ethan said flatly, and Balthasar lifted his gaze to Ethan again, amusement in his eyes.

			“Alive, if that was an option,” Balthasar agreed. “And if it was not . . . well. It was a different time.”

			“She did not find me,” Ethan said. “But I went back anyway.” A shadow crossed his eyes, as if he watched a memory play back. After a moment, he refocused on Balthasar.

			“I heard about the mob. I went back, and saw you through the window. Bloodied. Almost decapitated.”

			That explained why Ethan had believed Balthasar dead. A vampire could heal most wounds, but once the head was severed, the game was up. That was too much for even vampire genetics to mend. And the fact that Balthasar hadn’t contacted Ethan in the interim would only have reinforced what Ethan had seen. Still . . . there was doubt in Ethan’s voice now, put there by the vampire now sitting across from us.

			I inched closer to the sofa, just enough for my hip to brush Ethan’s shoulder, a quick brush of contact I hoped would remind him that I was there. Balthasar saw the gesture, his gaze snapping like a cobra’s hood to notice the intimacy. There was something old and icy in his eyes. The utter absence of empathy, as if I were nothing more than a few brushstrokes on the canvas of his very long life.

			I wanted to shrink away, but I forced my shoulders back, my chin up. I was Sentinel, and this was my House.

			“Nearly decapitated,” Balthasar clarified, shifting his gaze to Ethan again. “The men initially decided to do away with me, and the gang of them, at least a dozen, made a very good first effort. That, I suspect, is what you saw. They’d decided burning at the stake would serve as a proper warning to those who would dare defile their daughters, and they left to prepare the bonfire. But that was not to be. One of the men, who had his own peculiar interests, decided he could use me for his own purposes. He was a member of a cult; they called themselves the Memento Mori.”

			Remember, you will die, I translated roughly, trying to remember my Latin.

			“They believed vampires had the power to unlock the secrets of omnipotence and immortality, that we could traverse the gap between life and death. The man took me from the house before my torturers came back, bandaged me. Let me heal. And then began his work.” Balthasar gestured to the scars along his neck. “He believed having a piece of me, quite literally, would give him strength. They kept me alive, if one could call it that. Weakened, chained, and dosed with extract of aspen enough to keep me only just conscious.”

			I felt the sharp flash of Ethan’s magic. Peter Cadogan had died from the same substance—from his slow poisoning by a romantic rival.

			Balthasar must have sensed the magic, and he nodded. “A small enough dose results in lethargy in the extreme. Docilité. It also impairs the ability to heal.”

			“I wasn’t aware,” Ethan said quietly.

			“Nor was I,” Balthasar said. “But I learned quickly. They held me in Spitalfields, in London. Questions were not asked about screams, about blood, about midnight activities. Not when need was great, and happiness was in short supply.”

			“You escaped?” Ethan asked.

			Balthasar laughed, the sound like rough whiskey. “Nothing as romantic as that. The humans and their ancestors grew tired of caring for me, and they discarded me at an abbey in Walford. They either were gracious enough not to kill me, or believed I was nearly dead and the trouble would have been wasted.

			“The abbey was a fortunate choice. The abbot was a kind man, and he’d sheltered supernaturals before. He helped me heal, to begin to function. And when it became clear I wasn’t aging, he helped me find new lodging to avoid the obvious questions. I moved from one safe house to another. I was in northern Europe. In Aberdeen for many years. The custodians didn’t know who I was, only that I needed refuge. And when anyone became suspicious, they moved me again. I ended up in Chalet Rouge. The safe house in Geneva.”

			“I know it,” Ethan said with a nod.

			“I improved slowly,” Balthasar continued. “Recuperated as the extracts slowly—too slowly—left my system. It took decades before my memories began to return. And they came one at a time, like cards being dealt. A memory of you, of Paris, of Nicole. I eventually remembered who you were. And I discovered who you’d become.”

			Silence fell. Ethan watched Balthasar carefully. “And you’ve not contacted us in all that time? Or the GP?”

			A lesser vampire might have squirmed under Ethan’s stare, but Balthasar seemed mildly amused by it. “Our separation was less than pleasant. You had feelings toward me, as I did toward you. Strong feelings. You left without permission.”

			“You would not have granted it. You treated humans and vampires alike as if they were disposable. I grew tired of the depravity. Rémy took over the group when you were gone, and his behavior was no better. I did not go back.”

			Balthasar’s eyebrows lifted. “It seems we are being frank. But it was a different time. I’ll not apologize for what I was, nor will I request your apology.”

			Ethan’s gaze darkened. “I owe you no apologies.”

			“Perhaps you do, perhaps you do not.” Hands still linked between his knees, Balthasar leaned forward. “But do you owe me thanks? You owe your immortality, and all the benefits it has brought you, to me.”

			I felt the quick rise in Ethan’s magic. “And why are you here now?”

			“I’d say to make amends, but that sounds equally naive and pretentious. Let’s say I became . . . unassailably curious.”

			“Because I have power?”

			Balthasar dipped his chin a bit, managed a wicked smile that edged toward creepy and malevolent. “Because you’ve become so interesting. As have your . . . accoutrements.”

			“Careful,” Ethan warned. “Or you will quickly wear out your welcome.”

			Balthasar made a vague sound of disagreement, then stood. He walked toward the bookshelf, long fingers lingering on the back of the chair. Before I could blink, he stood before the tall shelves, fingers now trailing across the mementos Ethan had collected over the centuries.

			I’d barely seen him move.

			God, but he was fast. Faster than any vampire I’d seen. He wasn’t just a relic or an anachronism of an older age, but a powerful predator. And he was showing off.

			In consideration of the threat, I straightened beside Ethan, felt his answering attentiveness.

			Balthasar picked up a small crystal globe, let it glide across his fingers.

			“I’ll warn you again,” Ethan said, “and for the last time. Use care.”

			“Care?” Balthasar asked. “The same care that you would show me?”

			The world began to vibrate beneath my feet, as if the House had been suddenly perched on the edge of a machine large enough to spin the world on its tilting axis. It tilted around me—the entire room—while I stayed upright.

			Me . . . and Balthasar.
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