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“Love is a familiar; Love is a devil.


There is no evil angel but Love.”


—William Shakespeare




CHAPTER ONE
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ON THE ROAD AGAIN


Late November


Central Iowa


It shone like a beacon. More than a thousand feet of skyscraper, the lights at the top of its antennas blinking through the darkness that blanketed the city. The Willis Tower, one of the tallest buildings in the world, was nestled in downtown Chicago, surrounded by glass and steel and the waters of the Chicago River and Lake Michigan. Its bulk was a reminder of where we’d come from . . . and where we were going.


We’d left Hyde Park, our home turf, and were heading west across the plains toward Nebraska and the Maleficium, an ancient book of magic that my (former?) best friend, Mallory, was evidently intent on stealing.


My nerves on edge, I tightened my grip on the steering wheel of my companion’s sleek Mercedes convertible.


That companion, Ethan Sullivan, smiled at me from the passenger seat. “You needn’t look so morose, Sentinel. Nor should you keep looking at the postcard of the city you’ve taped to the dashboard.”


“I know,” I said, sitting up a little straighter and scanning the freeway before us. We were somewhere in the cornfields of Iowa, about halfway between Chicago and Omaha. It was November and the corn was gone, but the acres of wind turbines arced in the darkness above us.


“It’s just weird to be leaving,” I said. “I haven’t really been out of Chicago since I became a vampire.”


“I think you’ll find life as a vampire is fairly similar regardless of the location. It’s really only the food that’s different.”


“What do you think they have in Nebraska? Corn?”


“And steak, I imagine. And probably most everything else. Although your Mallocakes may be hard to find.”


“That’s why I packed a box in my duffel bag.”


He burst out laughing like I’d told the funniest joke he’d ever heard, but I’d told the absolute truth. Mallocakes were a favorite dessert—chocolate cakes filled with marshmallow cream—and they were exceedingly hard to find. I’d brought some along just in case.


Regardless of my culinary choices, we were on our way, so I smiled and worked on adjusting to the fact that Ethan, the once and future Master of Chicago’s Cadogan House, was sitting in the seat beside me. Less than twenty-four hours ago, he’d been completely and utterly deceased. And now, by a trick of ill-intentioned magic, he was back.


I was still pretty dumbfounded. Thrilled? Sure. Shocked? Absolutely. But mostly dumbfounded.


Ethan chuckled. “And are you aware you keep looking over here like you’re nervous I’m going to disappear?”


“It’s because you’re devastatingly handsome.”


He grinned slyly. “I wasn’t questioning your good taste.”


I rolled my eyes. “Mallory brought you back from ashes,” I reminded him. “If something like that is possible, there’s not much in the world that’s impossible.”


She’d raised Ethan from ashes to make him a magical familiar . . . and to release an ancient evil that had been locked away in a book by sorcerers who thought they were doing the world a favor. They had been, at least until Mallory decided releasing the evil would fix her weird sensitivity to the locked-away dark magic.


Fortunately, her spell had been interrupted, so she hadn’t actually managed to set the evil free or make Ethan a familiar. We assumed that was why she’d escaped her bonds and was chasing down the Maleficium—she wanted another try.


Familiar or not, Ethan was back again: tall, blond, fanged, and handsome.


“How do you feel?” I asked.


“Fine,” he said. “Unnerved that you keep staring at me, and pissed that Mallory has interrupted what should be a very long and involved reunion between me and my House and my vampires.” He paused and looked over at me, his green eyes fire bright. “All of my vampires.”


My cheeks burned crimson, and I quickly turned my gaze on the road again, although my mind was decidedly elsewhere. “I’ll keep that in mind.”


“As well you should.”


“What, exactly, are we going to do if we find Mallory?”


“When we find her,” he corrected. “She wants the Maleficium, and it’s in Nebraska. There’s little doubt our paths will cross. As for the what . . . I’m not entirely sure. Do you think she’d be amenable to bribery?”


“I’m aware of only one thing she wants,” I said. “And she has a head start, which means she’ll probably get there before we do.”


“Assuming she manages to evade the Order,” Ethan said. “Which seems pretty likely.”


The Order was the union of sorcerers that had been overseeing Mallory in rehab and was responsible for keeping the Maleficium safe. All around, they’d done an embarrassingly bad job of both.


“That’s funny, Sullivan. Especially for someone who’s been alive for barely twenty-four hours.”


“Don’t let my youthful good looks confuse you. I now have two lifetimes of experience.”


I made a sarcastic sound but said a silent thank-you. I’d grieved for Ethan, and it was glorious—all the more for being so unexpected—to have him back again.


Unfortunately, my gratitude was matched by the icy gnawing in my stomach. He was here, but Mallory was out there, inviting an ancient leviathan back into our world.


“What’s wrong?” he asked.


“I can’t shake the Mallory funk. I’m furious with her, mad at myself for missing the fact that she was the one trying to destroy Chicago, and irritated that instead of celebrating your return, we have to play supernatural babysitters for a woman who should know better.”


I rued the day Mallory had learned she had magic; things had gone downhill for her—and by extension, her friends and family—since then. But she’d been my friend for a long time. She’d jumped to my defense the first day we’d met, when a thug tried to snatch my backpack on the El, and it was her shoulder I’d cried on when Ethan made me a vampire. I couldn’t abandon her now, even as much as I might have wanted to.


“We’re on our way to find her. I’m not sure what else we can do. And I agree that you should be basking in my glory . . . especially since I took a stake through the heart to save your life.”


I couldn’t help but grin. “And it didn’t even take you twenty-four hours to remind me.”


“One uses the tools at one’s disposal, Sentinel.”


There was a twinkle in his eye, even as the telltale line of worry appeared between his eyebrows.


“Do you have any idea where we’re actually supposed to go when we get to Nebraska? Where the silo is? It’s a big state.”


“I don’t,” he said. “I’d planned to give Catcher time to get his bearings and then ask for details.”


Catcher was Mallory’s boyfriend. He’d been employed by my grandfather, Chicago’s supernatural Ombudsman until Diane Kowalcyzk, the city’s new mayor, stripped him of the title. Like Mallory, Catcher was a sorcerer, but he’d been on the outs with the Order much longer than she had.


My cell phone rang, a herald of news, good or bad.


Ethan glanced at it, then propped it up on the dashboard between us. “I guess he’s ready to talk.”


“Ethan, Merit,” Catcher said in greeting. His voice was gravelly, his tone even lower than usual. He wasn’t one for displays of emotion, but Mallory’s disappearance had to be wearing on him.


“How are you doing?” I asked.


“The woman I’d planned to spend the rest of my life with is trying her best to open Pandora’s box, and damn the consequences. I have had better days. And weeks.”


I winced sympathetically. “So fill us in. What do we know?”


“She was staying at a facility not far from O’Hare,” Catcher said. “There were armed guards to keep an eye on her and medical staff to make sure she was stable.”


“I thought the Order didn’t have operations in Chicago?” Ethan asked.


“Baumgartner claims it’s not an Order facility. Just an inpatient medical facility where he has friends,” Catcher said. Baumgartner was the head of the Order. From the sound of Catcher’s voice, he wasn’t buying Baumgartner’s excuse.


“So what happened?” Ethan asked.


“She slept for a while, woke up, and started talking about her addiction. She seemed self-aware, remorseful, so they removed her restraints for a med exam.”


“That’s when she attacked the guard?” Ethan asked.


“Yeah. Turns out, she wasn’t groggy. The guard’s still in the hospital, but I understand they’re releasing him today.”


“Where did she go?” I asked.


“Transit authority security cameras have a record of her,” Catcher said. “She caught the El and then took the train to Aurora. She was spotted at a truck stop, catching a ride on an eighteen-wheeler headed to Des Moines. The trail ran cold in Iowa. She hasn’t popped up again since.”


Catcher had been the one to put a stop to Mallory’s familiar spell by knocking her out. Pity he hadn’t knocked her out a little harder.


“So she’s probably headed toward Nebraska,” I guessed. “But how did she know to go there? How did she know the Order would send the Maleficium there instead of to a new guardian?”


“Simon told her about the silo,” Catcher said. “And he and Baumgartner visited and talked about the book being transported when she was supposedly asleep.”


“That’s two more strikes against Simon,” I said.


“Yep,” Catcher said. “He’d be out of the Order if Baumgartner wasn’t afraid of him. Too much knowledge, too little common sense. If he’s still a member, Baumgartner still has some authority.”


“Tough position to be in,” Ethan mused. “Any thoughts on our strategy?”


“First step is to get closer,” he said. “You’ll want to head toward Elliott, Nebraska. It’s about five miles northwest of Omaha. The Order’s archivist lives in a farmhouse outside the silo. I’ll send directions.”


“The archivist?” I asked.


“The recorder of Order history.”


“And will he be the only sorcerer guarding the book?” Ethan asked.


“Her name is Paige Martin. She’s the only sorcerer at the farmstead; she’s also the only sorceress in Nebraska. The Maleficium isn’t always kept there. Since it travels, there’s no need for a full contingent. I’ve asked them to reconsider letting me go,” Catcher quietly added. “I want to be there if things go bad. If worse comes to worst. But they’re afraid I can’t be objective.”


We were all quiet for a moment, probably all imagining just how bad things might go, and the possibilities that we couldn’t save Mallory . . . or that she wouldn’t want to be saved.


“But they’ll allow this archivist to be there?” Ethan asked.


“She doesn’t know Mallory,” Catcher said, “and she’s part of the Order. They think she can handle herself.”


And they probably thought they could handle her, too. Just like they could handle Simon, Mallory, and Catcher, before he was kicked out. The Order had an awful track record for managing its employees.


“You’d think they could spare one or two more soldiers to stop a problem they created in the first place,” Ethan mused.


“Unfortunately,” Catcher said, “this isn’t the world’s only magical crisis, and there aren’t many sorcerers to go around. They’re assigned as they’re available.”


I’d been taught as Sentinel to make do with what I had, but that didn’t mean I had to like a bad set of odds, or the thought of similar crises around the world.


“We’ll chart a course for Elliott,” Ethan said. “Mallory got a head start, so it seems unlikely we’ll reach the book before she does. You might warn the archivist, if you haven’t already.”


“She knows. And there’s something else.” Catcher cleared his throat nervously. At the sound, Ethan shifted uncomfortably in his seat.


“It’s possible you and Mallory aren’t the only ones on the road. Seth Tate was released this morning.”


I swore under my breath. Seth Tate was the former mayor of Chicago, deposed after we’d discovered he’d been running a drug ring.


Tate was also a supernatural with an old, unfamiliar magic, one that had lifted the hairs on my neck more than once. Unfortunately, we knew nothing else about his powers.


“‘This morning’ was hours ago,” Ethan said. “Why are we just learning this?”


“Because we’re just learning it. We aren’t employees anymore, so Kowalcyzk didn’t feel the urge to fill us in. Our new mayor has decided Tate was framed, in part because one of the individuals allegedly killed at his residence was spotted outside Cadogan House earlier tonight.”


“That would be you,” I whispered to Ethan.


“And no thanks to Tate,” Ethan said. “Do we think he’s looking for the Maleficium, too?”


“We don’t know for sure,” Catcher said. “He was pardoned by Kowalcyzk, so the CPD didn’t feel they had the authority to follow him, even if they had the resources. And we’re short staffed today.”


“Short staffed?” I wondered. There were three unofficial Om-buddies, as I liked to call them, in addition to my grandfather: Catcher; computer wizard Jeff Christopher; and the admin, Marjorie. None seemed like the type to miss work.


“Jeff called in today. Said he had some things to take care of. Which is only fair since he’s not an employee and isn’t actually paid to be here.”


Logical, sure, but it still seemed weird. Jeff was uncommonly reliable, and he was usually planted in front of his very large computer. Of course, if he’d needed our help, he wouldn’t have been shy about asking for it.


“We can’t be sure he’s looking for the book,” I said, “but I wouldn’t be surprised to find him in the middle of the action. After all, he was the one who told me about the Maleficium.” He’d been clearly intrigued by the magic, and it wasn’t hard to imagine he’d cash in on an opportunity to grab it. It was too bad I hadn’t brought along my worry wood, a token of magic from my grandfather that gave me protection from Tate’s more subtle forms of magic.


“No argument there,” Catcher said.


“In the unlikely event Tate causes problems in Chicago, you can call Malik,” Ethan said. “He can rally the rest of the Cadogan guards.”


Malik was the official Master of Cadogan House, Ethan’s second until he’d been killed and still in charge until Ethan was officially Invested as Master again.


“You can also call Jonah,” I offered, but the offer was met with silence. Jonah was captain of the guards of Chicago’s Grey House, and he’d been my substitute partner while Ethan had been gone. Although neither Catcher nor Ethan knew it, Jonah was also my official partner in the Red Guard, a secret organization dedicated to keeping an eye on the vampire Masters and the Greenwich Presidium, the British council that ruled us.


“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,” Catcher said. “For now, I need to wrap this up. I’ll call you if I learn anything else.”


We said our good-byes, and Ethan switched off the phone.


“He seems to be holding up,” Ethan said.


“He doesn’t have much of a choice. He loves her, or I assume he still does, and she’s out there head over heels in danger, and he can’t do a damn thing about it. For the second time.”


“How did he fail to see what she was doing the first time around?” Ethan wondered. “They were living together.”


Mallory had set Chicago ablaze in her attempt to make Ethan a familiar. She’d made the magic in the basement of the Wicker Park brownstone she and Catcher shared.


“I think part of it was denial. He didn’t want to believe she was capable of the mess she put the city through. And she was studying for exams—and taking them, apparently—the entire time. If Simon didn’t suspect anything, why should Catcher?”


“Simon again?”


“Unfortunately. And that’s not the end of it. Catcher thought she and Simon were having an affair. Not a romantic one, maybe, but they were becoming too close for his comfort. He was afraid she was going to take Simon’s side—the Order’s side—against Catcher.”


“Love does strange things to a man,” Ethan said, his voice suddenly distracted. He tapped a finger on the dashboard. “There’s something in the road there. A dog?”


I squinted at the freeway ahead, trying to ferret out what Ethan had spotted. After a moment, I saw it—a dark mass on the centerline a quarter mile ahead. It wasn’t moving. It also definitely wasn’t a dog.


Two arms, two legs, six foot tall, and standing in the middle of the road. It was a person.


“Ethan,” I called out in warning, my first thought that the figure was McKetrick, a Chicago-based vampire hater who’d guessed our route and was ready to launch an attack against the car.


The sudden punch of peppery magic that filled the car—and the cloying scent of sugar and lemons that accompanied it—proved this was a magical problem . . . and a problem I knew all too well.


A cold sweat trickled down my back. “It’s not an animal. It’s Tate.”


We didn’t have time to decide whether to fight or take flight. Before I could speed up or change course, the car began to slow.


Tate had somehow managed to take control of it.


I wrenched the wheel, but it made no difference. We were heading right for him.


Fear and anticipation tightened my chest, my heart fluttering like a frightened bird beneath my ribs. I had no idea what Tate was capable of, or even what he really was. Well, other than an ass-hat.


We slowed to a stop in the middle of the westbound lanes, straddling the centerline. Fortunately, it was late and we were in the middle of Iowa; there wasn’t another car in sight. Since Tate had rendered the car useless and there was no point in wasting gas, I turned off the ignition but left the headlights on.


He stood in the beam in jeans and a black T-shirt, his hair ruffled into dark waves. There was a glint of gold around his neck, and I knew instantly what it was. Every Cadogan vampire wore a small gold disk on a chain, a kind of vampire dog tag, that identified their name and position. I’d bargained mine away to Tate in exchange for information about the Maleficium.


Ethan had given me the medal, and although I’d gotten a replacement, I didn’t like to see Tate wearing it.


“I’m open to any suggestions you might have, Sentinel,” Ethan said, eyes fixed on Tate.


Unfortunately, our sharp and sleek Japanese swords were in the trunk, and I doubted Tate was going to give us time to grab them.


“We face him,” I said. “And in case we need to make a run for it, leave your door open.” Knowing Ethan could maneuver the Mercedes more effectively than me, I handed him the keys, sucked in a breath, and opened the door.




CHAPTER TWO
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HE’S A MAGIC MAN


We stepped outside at the same time, two vampires facing down a magical mystery man on a dark Iowa night. It wasn’t exactly how I preferred to spend an evening, but what other option did I have?


Tate’s eyes darted to Ethan, widening in surprise. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”


“As you orchestrated my death, no, I imagine you didn’t.”


Tate rolled his eyes. “I orchestrated nothing.”


“You set the wheels in motion,” Ethan said. “You put Merit in a room with a drugged vampire who hated her. You had to know I’d look for her and that Celina would react. Since it was her stake that hit me, I think ‘orchestrated’ is rather accurate.”


“We’ll have to agree to disagree, Sullivan.” Tate smiled drowsily at me. “Lovely to see you again, Ballerina.”


I’d danced when I was younger, and Tate had filed that information away. “I can’t say the feeling is mutual.”


“Oh, come now. What’s a little reunion between friends?”


“You aren’t a friend,” I said, and I wasn’t in the mood for a reunion. “How did you get Mayor Kowalcyzk to release you?”


“Easily, as it turns out. There’s no evidence against me.”


That was a lie. They’d found Tate’s fingerprints on the drugs, and his favorite minion, a guy named Paulie, had spilled the rest of the details to the Chicago Police Department.


“Did you tell her your arrest was part of a supernatural conspiracy?” I asked. “Woo her with your tales of oppression by vampires?”


“I’ve found Diane to be a woman who appreciates a reasonable argument.”


“Diane Kowalcyzk couldn’t pick a reasonable argument out of a lineup,” I countered. “What do you want?”


“What do you think I want?” he asked. “I want the book.”


Ethan crossed his arms. “Why?”


“Because our girl made it sound so interesting.” His smile was oily. “Didn’t you?”


“I’m not your girl, and I didn’t tell you about the Maleficium.”


“So my memory isn’t perfect. But I can only assume you enjoyed our visits, or you wouldn’t have visited me twice.”


Beside me, Ethan growled possessively.


“Quit baiting him,” I demanded. “I visited you to get information, which is the only thing I want now. Why do you want the Maleficium?”


“I told you already,” Tate nonchalantly said. “I told you when we sat together in my prison of human making, when I advised you the division of evil and good was unnatural, that ‘evil’ was a human construct. Holding it captive in the Maleficium is unnatural. I have an opportunity to right that wrong, to release it. And I don’t plan to let that chance pass me by.”


There was an intent gleam in his eyes and a shock of chilling magic in the air. There was little doubt he didn’t plan to let us stand in his way.


“We don’t have it,” Ethan told him.


“Given the direction you’re traveling, that’s obvious. But I also assume you’re on your way to retrieve it, perhaps before Ms. Carmichael does something drastic?”


A sickening feeling blossomed in my stomach. “Stay away from her.”


“You know that’s not possible. Not when we’re all racing for the same prize. And besides, she might come in handy.”


I felt the rising tide of magic lift further as my own fury contributed to the swell. “Stay. Away. From her,” I gritted out, “or you will answer to me.”


Tate rolled his eyes. “I could finish you in a minute.” Then he looked at me askance, which was even more frightening. Like he was studying me. “I bet it hurts, doesn’t it, to feel like your best friend has betrayed you? She isn’t so unlike your father in that respect, is she?”


Tate had told me—only moments before Ethan’s death—that my father had offered Ethan money to make me a vampire. But that hadn’t been the entire truth.


“Ethan didn’t take the money, and you know it.”


“But he knew, didn’t he? Ethan knew your father was asking around, and he did nothing.”


“You are a son of a bitch,” Ethan said. Before I could stop him, he strode forward, struck out with a mean right hook, and punched Seth Tate in the mouth.


“Ethan!” I screamed out, equal parts horrified that he’d just punched someone in the face . . . and proud he’d done it. Ethan punched him. Maybe it wasn’t a great decision under the circumstances, but that didn’t mean Tate didn’t deserve it and I didn’t enjoy it.


Tate’s head snapped back, but he didn’t otherwise move except to raise his knuckles to the lip Ethan had split. He glanced down at the blood there before slowly lifting his gaze to Ethan. Magic poured across us as Tate’s anger rose.


“You’ll regret that, Sullivan.”


Ethan’s lip curled, and his gaze narrowed. “Only that I didn’t have a chance to do it sooner. Consider it a down payment on what you’re owed for arranging the deaths of two Master vampires and putting a third vampire through two months of hell.”


Tate shifted his gaze to me. “At least I was able to keep company with you, Ballerina, in his absence.”


Another burst of magic pulsed from Ethan’s direction, and he bared his teeth maliciously. I put a hand flat against Ethan’s chest to keep him from rushing Tate again.


“Stop it,” I gritted out.


They growled at each other like animals.


“If you think you can land another punch,” Tate said, “I invite you to try.”


“I won’t have to try,” Ethan gritted out, taking a step forward. But before he could lash out again, I wrapped an arm around him and hauled him back.


“Ethan! We have enough trouble right now.”


Tate was already in rare form; the last thing we needed was for Ethan to rile him up further—or for Ethan to get riled up any further.


Ethan freed himself from my arms, then straightened his shirt.


The pause didn’t diminish Tate’s indignation. His magic deepened and strengthened. A thick fog began to seep across the freeway toward us, covering the ground like rolling smoke. It took me a second to realize this wasn’t just fog. Filaments of bright blue shot through it, each spark punctuating the air with a sharp, irritating tingle.


Ethan’s gaze didn’t waver. “We won’t let you destroy the world.”


“No one is going to destroy the world. If anything, it will be made better—stronger—by a return to the natural order and the rule of natural laws. To that which existed before.”


The air warmed, and the wind began to swirl around us. Tate stared at me, his body frozen, the energy still growing. Small blue sparks hopped across the fog, like electricity beginning to build toward something big.


This wasn’t weather. It was magic.


Goose bumps peppered my arms, and I glanced back over my shoulder. Behind us, the fog of magic began to rise, one foot at a time, into a shimmering wall of sparks. My hair stood on end.


I looked back at Tate, whose arms were crossed as he glared at me. He stared back at me with unconcealed malice.


“What are you going to do?” I asked.


“What needs to be done. What must be done. You seek to interrupt that which should happen—and should have happened long ago. The emptying of the Maleficium. Sorcerers split magic asunder, Merit, and it’s time to bring the pieces back together. I won’t allow you to stop that. I cannot allow you to stop it.”


Whoever Tate had been before—reformer, politician, romancer of women—he’d changed. He meant to stop us, whatever it took.


“Get in the car, Merit.”


My gaze was glued to Tate’s, so it took a moment for my brain to register what Ethan was saying. I looked back at him. “What?”


“Get in the car. Now.” Ethan still had the keys, so he pushed me toward the passenger side as he ran for the driver’s.


We both yanked open the doors and hustled inside, and he started the car and punched the accelerator, zooming around Tate and farther away from the wall of magic behind us. Whatever Tate’s origin, he must have been pouring his power into the magical cloud; I assumed that was the only reason he wasn’t controlling the car again.


I yanked on my seat belt as the speedometer climbed. Sixty miles an hour. Seventy. Eighty. We were gaining speed, but when I turned around to check the back window, the wall—now shimmering with blue filaments—was moving ever closer. It was gaining speed even faster than we did, its acceleration exponentially faster than ours.


And that wasn’t even the worst part. It was growing.


It spread left to right across the median and both strips of the freeway, and it didn’t spare anything it touched. The asphalt buckled and split like crushed-up crackers, chunks of debris flying through the air. Trees split and fell with thunderous cracks. A reflective green mileage sign folded in half as if made of construction paper instead of construction-grade steel.


And the distance between us and the wall of destruction kept shrinking.


“It’s going to catch us,” I yelled out over the howling wind.


“We’ll make it,” Ethan said, knuckles white on the wheel as he worked to keep the car on the road. Another sign flew past us, barely missing the Mercedes and skittering across the road and into a field on the other side.


The back of the car began to rattle as the wall grew closer, and the world outside went white as fog and mist surrounded us.


“Oh, God,” I muttered, grabbing the door handle with one hand and the shoulder strap of my seat belt with the other. Immortal or not, life felt suddenly fragile.


The wheel jerked to the right, and Ethan swore out a curse as he tried to maintain control. “I can’t hold it, Merit. Brace yourself.”


He’d only gotten out the words when we ran out of time. It felt like we’d been nailed from behind by a locomotive—in this case, a completely impossible, out-of-nowhere magical storm of a locomotive driven by a would-be book thief with no apparent qualms about killing those who got in his way.


The back of the car lifted and sent us into a spin, passenger side first, toward the road’s shoulder—and the guardrail that separated the car from the shallow ditch below.


“Guardrail!” I yelled out.


“I’m trying!” Ethan yelled out. He pulled the wheel back to the left, but his effort was for naught. Winds swirling around us, the car made a complete circle as it skidded across the road.


We hit the metal guardrail with a head-thudding jolt, but not even steel could stop the momentum of a Mercedes pushed along by magic. The car screeched along the rail with all the subtlety of nails on a chalkboard, before another burst of wind or magic or both tipped the driver’s side into the air.


I screamed. Ethan grabbed my hand, and over we went, the car rolling sideways over the guardrail and down the hill, somersaulting into the gulley that separated the road from the neighboring land.


Our fall couldn’t have taken more than three or four seconds, but I remembered a lifetime, from childhood with my parents to college to the night Ethan made me a vampire, and from his death to his rebirth. . . . Had I gotten him back again only to lose him again at Tate’s hand?


With a final bounce, we landed upside down in the gulley.


The car rocked ominously on its hood, the metal creaking, both of us hanging from our seat belts.


There was a moment of silence, followed by the hiss of steam from the engine and the slow squeak of a spinning tire.


“Merit, are you okay?” His voice was frantic. He put a hand on my face, pushing my hair back, checking my eyes.


It took me a moment to answer. I was alive but completely disoriented. I waited until the roaring in my ears subsided and I could feel the parts of my body again. There was an ache in my side and scrapes along my arms, but everything seemed to be in place.


“I’m okay,” I finally said. “But I really hate that guy.”


He closed his eyes in obvious relief, but blood from a cut on his forehead seeped into his eye.


“The feeling is entirely mutual,” he said. “I’m going to get out; then I’ll come help you. Stay there.”


I wasn’t in much of a position to argue.


Ethan braced himself and unclipped his seat belt, then scampered out. A second later, his hand appeared at my window. I unclipped my belt, and he helped me climb out of the car and onto the ground, then wrapped me in his arms.


“Thank God,” he said. “I thought that might be the end of both of us.”


I nodded and put my head on his shoulder. The grass was wet, and mud seeped through the knees of my jeans, but I was grateful to be on solid ground again. I sat there for a moment, waiting for my stomach and head to stop spinning. But my panic only swirled faster. Tate apparently wanted us dead. What if he was still up there?


“We have to get out of here,” I told Ethan. “He could come back.”


Ethan wiped the blood from his head and cast a glance up toward the road, body tensed like an animal scouting his territory. “I don’t feel any magic. I think he’s gone.”


“Why go to the trouble of pushing us off the road without checking to make sure he’d really done us in?”


“He’s in a hurry to get to the book,” Ethan said. “Maybe he only wanted to get there before we did.”


He offered me a hand. I stood up and looked back at the car, covering my mouth with a hand. Ethan’s car—his beautiful, sleek Mercedes—was a wreck. It lay upside down in the ditch, two of its wheels still turning impotently. It was undeniably totaled.


“Oh, Ethan. Your car . . .”


“Just thank God it’s November and we had the top on,” he said. “We’d be in a world of trouble otherwise. Come here. Let’s see if we can get our things out of the trunk.”


The trunk had popped halfway open in the fall, so we maneuvered and tugged until we could wedge our bags and swords out of it.


“You didn’t hear me,” he suddenly said.


“Didn’t hear what?”


“Before he threw us off the road, I called you. You didn’t hear me?”


I shook my head. Vampires had the ability to communicate telepathically, that power usually, but not always, limited to Masters and the vampires they’d made. Ethan and I had talked silently since he’d officially Commended me into Cadogan House as its Sentinel.


“I didn’t hear you,” I said. “Maybe that’s a side effect of your coming back? Because Mallory’s spell got interrupted?”


“Perhaps,” he said.


We’d only just pulled our swords out when a shout echoed down from the road. We looked up. A woman in a fluffy down coat waved at us. “I saw that twister throw you off the road. Came out of nowhere, didn’t it? Are you okay? Do you need help?”


“We’re fine,” Ethan said, not correcting her about the twister comment, but casting one final glance back at his former pride and joy. “But I think we’re going to need a ride.”


Her name was Audrey McLarety. She was a retired legal secretary from Omaha with a brood of four children and thirteen grandchildren scattered across Iowa, Nebraska, and South Dakota. All the grandchildren were in soccer, dance class, or peewee baseball, and Audrey was on her way back to town after watching a dance recital for three of the girls near Des Moines. Late as it was, it hadn’t occurred to her to spend the night with her children afterward.


“They have their families to attend to,” she said, “and I have mine.” She meant her husband, Howard, and their four terriers.


As much as we appreciated the ride, Audrey was a talker.


We drove toward Omaha through pitch-black darkness, past more empty fields and the occasional factory, its lights and steam pulsing across the flat plains like a sleeping monster of metal and concrete.


As we neared the city, the horizon began to grow orange from the glow of streetlights. Fortunately, Audrey had grown up near Elliott and agreed to drive us all the way to the farmhouse. Doubly fortunate, actually, because the sun would be rising soon, and we needed a place to bed down.


We crossed the Missouri River and drove north through Omaha’s compact downtown, passing a pedestrian-heavy plaza with a lot of old brick buildings and a hilly string of skyscrapers before popping back into a residential neighborhood. Older houses and fast-food joints eventually gave way to flat fields and farmland, and we ended up on a long, bone white stretch of gravel road.


The road was long and straight, and it divided fields now stripped of their crops as winter approached. Dust rose in our wake, and in the darkness I couldn’t see much behind us. That made me nervous. Tate could be hiding there, waiting for us. Ready to strike again, ready to throw us off the road—and on his second try, we might not be so lucky. And we’d have dragged an innocent human into it.


We passed farms that all followed the same form—a main house and a few outbuildings behind a wall of trees, which I assumed was protection against the wind. The houses glowed under the shine of bright floodlights, and I wondered how their inhabitants slept with the glare . . . or how they slept at all. Something about the idea of sleeping under the flood of a spotlight in the middle of an otherwise dark plain made me nervous. I’d feel too vulnerable, like I was on display.


After fifteen minutes of driving, we reached the address Catcher had given us, large steel numbers hammered into a post that stood sentinel at the end of a long gravel driveway. A farmhouse much like the others sat at the end of it, a few hundred yards back from the road, glowing under its security light. Its wooden clapboards were dark red, and it was accessorized with white awnings and wooden gingerbread in the corners of the small front porch. It had a pitched roof, with one gable over a large picture window. I had a Little House on the Prairie–esque image of a girl in a gingham dress sitting behind that glass, spending long winter days staring out at endless winter snow.


Audrey pulled to a stop, and we grabbed our swords and bags, offered prolific thank-yous, and watched the cloud of dust whisk her back toward Omaha.


“She’ll be fine,” Ethan said.


I nodded, and we walked down the driveway, the world silent except for our footsteps and an owl that hooted from the windbreak. I had a sudden mental image of great, black wings swooping down to pluck me up off the driveway and deposit me in the hayloft of an ancient barn. I shivered and walked a little faster.


“Not much of a farm girl?”


“I don’t mind being in the country. And I love woods—lots of places to hide.”


“It appeals to the predator in you?”


“Precisely. But out here, I don’t know. It’s a weird mix of being isolated and completely on display. It’s not my bag. Give me a high-rise in the city, please.”


“Even with parking permits?”


I smiled. “And the 90 bumper-to-bumper during rush hour.” I looked around. Beyond the halo of the floodlight, the world was dark, and I wondered what might be hunkering around out there. Watching.


Waiting.


The owl hooted again, sending goose bumps up my arms. “This place gives me the creeps. Let’s get inside.”


“I don’t think owls feed on vampires, Sentinel.”


“I’m not in the mood to take chances,” I said. “And we’re not long for sunrise.” I gave Ethan a gentle push toward the house. “Let’s go in, sunshine.”




CHAPTER THREE


[image: images]


AN ORDERLY HOME


The worn wooden porch steps creaked as we took them, and the doorbell sounded with a long, old-fashioned chime.


A moment later, a woman opened the door in a pale silk robe she’d pulled tight around her chest. It looked old-fashioned, something a woman might have worn in the 1950s. Her hair was a tousled bob of brilliant red waves, and her eyes were shockingly green—emeralds against her alabaster skin. In a word, she was gorgeous.


Still muddy and bruised from the rollover, I felt mousy and awkward. She gave me, then Ethan, an appraising look. “Can I help you?” she asked, but then filled in the blank. “You’re the vampires.”


“I’m Ethan Sullivan,” he said, “and this is Merit.”


“I’m Paige,” she said. “Please, come in.” The required invitation offered, Paige turned and padded down the hallway in bare feet, the door open behind her.


I glanced at Ethan, intent on letting him go first, but his gaze was on the woman disappearing down the hallway.


“Ethan Sullivan,” I said, jealousy fluttering in my chest.


“I’m not looking at her, Sentinel,” he admonished with a wink, “although I’m not blind.” He pointed at the hallway.


My cheeks warming, I looked back again. The walls were filled with vertical stacks of books, one beside another, packed so tightly together there was scarcely room between them. And these weren’t just discount-table paperbacks. These were the old-school, leather-bound type—the kind you might see in the house of an Order archivist . . . or on the basement table of a rebellious sorceress. As much as I loved books, that made me nervous to step into a space full of magical tomes.


I followed Ethan to the sitting room at the end of the hall. It was small but comfortable, with vintage fabrics and cottagey decor. A small fireplace put the smell of woodsmoke in the air, which mingled with the scents of ancient paper and fragrant tea.


Paige curled up on a couch and picked up a teacup from a small end table. “Sorry I’m a bit of a mess. She hasn’t shown up yet, and I wanted a few minutes of peace and quiet. Have a seat,” she said, pointing at a facing couch with a delicate teacup and saucer dotted with small pink flowers. “Would you like some tea?”


“No, thank you,” Ethan said. We took seats on the couch, bags and swords at our feet.


“You have a lot of books,” he said.


“I’m an archivist,” she said. “It’s what I do.”


“Read?” I asked.


“Learn and catalogue,” she said. “I compile the history of what came before, and I record the history as it happens. And, frankly, I have a lot of time to read out here.”


“This isn’t quite the frontier,” Ethan said.


“For humans, no. But magically? It’s basically a vacuum. Isolated, both from magic makers and supernatural populations. That makes it a great place to house the Maleficium, when it’s our turn to keep it, but not much else.”


“Is it here?” Ethan asked.


“Safe and sound in the silo,” she said. “So, officially, welcome to the repository for the Maleficium. At least for now. When they found out Mallory escaped again, they started making arrangements for a new location.”


“Shouldn’t they have picked it up by now?” I wondered.


She smirked. “You’re assuming they’re eager to carry it around. That is not the case. Baumgartner’s having to call in substantial favors just to get potential transporters to consider it. Too much risk. When someone finally volunteers, it will be a blind drop to protect their identity. Or supposedly.” Paige narrowed her gaze at Ethan. “The Order wasn’t thrilled when it was taken from Cadogan House. We all expected it would be safe there.”


“At the risk of being insensitive to your concerns,” Ethan said, “I was dead when the book was stolen. And it was stolen by one of your own, not a vampire. Who then tried to make me into her familiar.”


She tilted her head. “You don’t much look like anyone’s familiar.”


“I’m not, so far as we can tell. Her spell was interrupted before she finished it.”


But not before the skies were roiling and Midway Plaisance was aflame, I thought.


Paige scanned him with magical interest. “She got just far enough to bring you back, but not quite far enough to make you a slathering minion. Good for you. On the other hand, that really doesn’t say much for Simon.”


“Not that I disagree with the sentiment,” I said, “but how so?”


Paige shrugged. “She tried to create a familiar, and Simon didn’t notice. That’s complicated magic. A lot of bits and pieces. Ingredients, mechanisms, props, and, in this case, the Maleficium. Before Baumgartner told me about that part of it, I was going to give Simon the benefit of the doubt about missing what she was doing, but . . .”


“Now not so much?” Ethan finished.


Paige shrugged. “A little spell, a minor charm, a sorceress only has to say a few words. Those bits of magic are more akin to sleight of hand than true enchantments. They’re all but illusions, and they don’t take long—or much—to manage. It wouldn’t have surprised me if Simon had missed those. But making a familiar? That’s the real deal. Complicated, picky, and heavy-duty. There would have been signs, not just in her workspace, but on her.”


“Working black magic chaps her hands,” I said.


“Signs,” Paige said with a nod. “And Simon’s less of a sorcerer for failing to notice them . . . and failing to stop her.”


“And Catcher?” Ethan wondered.


Paige’s expression shuttered. “He’s not a member of the Order, so it’s not my place to discuss him.”


She deferred, but the narrowing of her gaze and acerbic breeze of magic said plenty enough: It had been an all-around bad week for Chicago sorcerers. It made me feel better that vampires weren’t, for once, the ones causing the problems.


Paige looked at me. “I understand you were friends with Mallory. Has she made any contact with you?”


She said we “were” friends, like Mallory and I had gotten a divorce and gone our separate ways. That thought didn’t exactly sit well.


I shook my head. “No contact. Last time I saw her, she was being taken away by the Order.”


“And now she wants another shot at the Maleficium,” Ethan said. “She failed to achieve her goal, and she wants to try again.”


“She was trying to put dark and light magic back together,” I explained. “Good and evil. Her magic makes her uncomfortable—physically ill—and she thinks releasing the evil in the Maleficium will make her feel better. From what I understand, the familiar spell was her means to that end. She thought by working dark magic, she’d tilt the balance of good and evil in the world, and that imbalance would force the evil out of the Maleficium.”


Paige winced. “That’s an ungainly method. It might have gotten the job done, had she been able to finish the spell, but it’s not exactly elegant. A spell that awkward is the mark of a young sorceress. Inexperienced,” she added. “Do we know if she took books or supplies or anything before she left?”


Ethan shook his head. “We don’t know, but it doesn’t sound like she stopped for anything. She just left.”


“Maybe she had a backup plan ready,” Paige suggested, “or she’s confident enough that she thinks she can come up with one on the fly.”


“So where is she now, do you think?” Ethan asked Paige.


“Nearby and planning, I imagine,” Paige said. “If she’s still using the same method, she’s debating which spell to use and trying to figure out a way to break in here, best me, and be off with the Maleficium.”


“You’re very nonchalant about the fact that a sorceress is planning to come to break in, best you, and be off with the Maleficium,” Ethan said.


Paige sipped her tea for a moment, as if carefully choosing her words. “I know you’re friends of hers, and that she’s a big magical deal in Chicago . . .”


“I assume there’s a ‘but’ on its way?” Ethan asked.


“But,” Paige said, “while Mallory definitely has some mojo, she’s really just small change.”


“She tried to destroy Chicago,” Ethan said, a curious tilt to his head.


“By using the ashes of a powerful Master vampire. That’s not exactly like she’d willed the destruction herself, is it?” Paige shrugged. “I’m sure the light show was big, but that’s precisely why you want a familiar who has a lot of power—so that you can use their power to beef up yours.


“Look,” Paige said. “I’m not trying to be rude, and I’m not trying to make light of the chaos Chicago was facing. But I’m a magical realist, and I don’t play favorites. Controlling the universe isn’t about pretty lights and colors and irritating humans. It’s about controlling the universe. And if we’re going by the book, what she did barely ranks at all.”


“Any thoughts about what spell she might attempt this time?” Ethan asked.


Paige shook her head. “I honestly don’t know. I’ve never actually read the Maleficium. Not for lack of curiosity on my part, but it’s part of the oath I have to take to serve here. No peeking equals no temptation.”


“A sound policy,” Ethan flatly said. “Pity no one advised Mallory.”


“Could she try another familiar spell?” Paige asked.


Ethan shook his head. “That seems unlikely. The only other vampire ashes in Chicago were Celina’s. Suffice it to say they are no longer in Chicago.”


Paige nodded. “She could always go the familiar route with something—or someone—else. Beyond that, there are millions of spells in the world, all of them somewhere on the scale between good and evil. She could pick any number of spells on the evil end of that spectrum.”


“Speaking of evil,” Ethan said, “Mallory isn’t the only one who’s after the Maleficium.”


Ethan filled Paige in on our pit stop with Tate and his own goal of unleashing evil. By the time he was done, Paige had abandoned her teacup and was leaning back on the couch, arms crossed, gaze glued to Ethan.


“And this Tate is what kind of creature, exactly?”


“We were hoping you might know,” I said.


Frowning, she rose from the couch, moved to the hallway of books, and began to scan the spines. “Unfortunately, there are lots of options, and we don’t have enough information to do a fair diagnosis. Demigod? Djinn? Fairy?” She pulled out one book, flipped through it, then slid it back onto its shelf. “Maybe an incubus?”


“I don’t know about the others,” I said, “but he’s not a fairy.”


“We work with them,” Ethan explained, as mercenary fairies guarded the gates of Cadogan House. But that’s not what I’d meant.


“I’ve also met Claudia, the queen.”


Paige’s eyes widened. “You met the queen of the fairies?”


I nodded, thinking of the tall, curvaceous, strawberry blond woman. “During Ethan’s unfortunate demise. We were looking for the cause of the sky turning red. They’re known as the sky masters, so we paid them a visit. They gave us a little information, I nearly bit one of them, and yadda yadda yadda, we learned they had nothing to do with the color change.”


“You can’t yadda yadda yadda nearly biting a fairy,” Paige said.


“You can if the fairy queen baits you into it by shedding fairy blood. Tip for the future: Fairy blood is rather alluring for vampires.”


“Noted,” Paige said, selecting another book and bringing it back to the couch.


“While we’re on the subject of Tate,” I said, “I think . . . something about him has changed recently.”


“How do you mean?” Paige asked.


“He’s not the man he used to be. For years he was campaigning for antipoverty measures and pushing his ‘Tate for a New Chicago’ agenda, and all of a sudden he’s flipping drugs to vampires?” I shook my head. “That seems odd.”


“He’s an actor,” Ethan pointed out. “And a magical one. The entirety of it was an act.”


“For ten years?”


“Ten years could barely be a drop of time for him, for all we know. And he did destroy my car, you’ll recall. I’m not exactly feeling friendly toward Seth Tate right now.”


“I know. And I’m not, either. If it wasn’t for him, you and Celina . . .”


Tightness clutched at my chest at the memory of that look in Ethan’s eyes—just as the stake hit him, and just before he disappeared. “Anyway, I’m not suddenly a Tate fan. I just think there was a transition.”


Silence, until Paige slapped the book closed and placed it on the floor again. “Enough with the doom and gloom. The sun’s nearly up, and I know you need to avoid that. How about I show you to your rooms, and tomorrow night we can take a look at the silo?”


“Is it a good idea for all of us to sleep?” I wondered. Tate and Mallory didn’t seem like the types to hunt for the Maleficium in broad daylight, but who knew?


“I’ll set the house alarms,” she said. “They’ll alert us if there’s magic in the vicinity. Well, they’re supposed to.” She cast a wary glance at the front door. “Maybe I’ll just turn on the regular alarm, too.”


“I don’t suppose you have any blood?” Ethan asked. “Our stock was in the car, and it didn’t survive the trip.”


My appetite suddenly perked up.


Paige nodded. “I thought you might need it, especially if things got complicated with Mallory. I’ll grab some.”
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