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      a-Ha, “Take On Me”




      Murray Head, “One Night in Bangkok”




      Pet Shop Boys, “West End Girls”




      Ronn McFarlane, “Greensleeves”




      Janis Joplin, “Kozmic Blues”




      Dexys Midnight Runners, “Come On Eileen” (BBC in Concert version)




      Yoshimoto, “Du What U Du” (Trentemoller Remix)




      Gary Numan, “Down in the Park”




      Hüsker Dü, “It’s Not Funny Anymore”




      Fairport Convention, “John the Gun”




      Adam and the Ants, “Stand and Deliver”




      The Puppini Sisters, “I Will Survive”




      The York Waits, “Watkins Ale”


    


  




  







   




   




   




   




  Chapter 1




   




   




   




   




  THE PREY doesn’t know it’s being hunted. She stays downwind of it and steps slowly, setting each paw quietly

  on the forest floor, keeping her head low, ears and eyes forward. Out of her sight, more of her wolves are circling, closing in while the buck grazes, ignorant.




  They’ve tracked several young males for an hour. Careless, this one has drifted away from the others. Soon, he’ll be cut off, helpless. Its fellows will run, using its misfortune

  as their chance to escape. They won’t even look back.




  The moment of attack happens quickly. Her mate leaps from shadows. He is sleek and tawny, full of muscle and life, his gold eyes shining in the light of the fat moon. The prey bolts, spinning

  on its haunches to escape. But three other wolves are there to block its path. The rest of the deer run, disappearing into the woods. This one is trapped.




  It spins again, toward her this time, and she snaps at its snout. Fearful eyes roll back in its head, showing white, and its nostrils turn red, heaving desperate breaths. The pack closes in,

  a dozen wolves surrounding the meat. Two of the males, warriors, strike at the deer’s haunches and bite, digging in with claws and teeth. Another wolf, jaw open and slavering, aims for the

  throat. The buck puts down its head and slashes with velvety antlers. Possessing only a couple of prongs, it’s inexperienced, but manages to clout his attacker. The wolf yelps and stumbles

  away.




  She and her mate spring forward to take his place. She grabs hold of the prey’s muzzle, closing off its nose, digging with her teeth until blood spills onto her tongue. Her mate bites

  into its throat and uses his weight to twist its neck and bring the meat down. Neither lets go until the convulsions, the last desperate twitching and the last hope to escape, fall still. Even

  then, her mate still hangs on, teeth bared, blood flowing around his snout.




  The sounds of low growls and ripping flesh rise up. She bounces forward, snarling, landing on the deer’s broad flank. The wolves who had been pulling at the meat’s hide flee,

  their ears flattened and tails clamped between their legs, then circle back to linger at the edges of the kill, watching. More wolves emerge from the trees and underbrush, older and weaker pack

  members who had not taken part in the hunt. They would have their chance; they’d feed, too, in their time. Her pack forms a circle around her, waiting for permission. One of them

  limps—the one the deer struck—and she flickers her ears at him, smelling. He licks his lips, bows his head. Bruised, he’ll heal. She turns her attention to the task at

  hand.




  Her mate is chewing at the deer’s underbelly, the softest part of its gut, breaking through to offal and treasure.




  They feed. They all feed.




  I AWOKE to birdsong.




  The sun hadn’t yet risen, but the sky was pale, waiting for the first touch of gold. The air smelled fresh, wet, woody. Overhead, the branches of conifers reached. If I lay still I could

  see the critters flitting among them, cheeping and trilling, full of themselves. Way too manic. I stretched, straightening legs and arms, pulling at too-tight muscles, reminding myself of the shape

  of my human body after a full-moon night of running as a wolf. My furless skin tingled against the morning air.




  The birds weren’t the only ones having fun this morning. My movement woke Ben, who stretched beside me and groaned. Then his arms circled me, his skin warm, flush in contrast to the chill.

  One hand traveled down my hip, the other reached to tangle in my hair, and he pinned me to the ground, pressing against me with his lean body as my arms pulled him closer and I wrapped my legs

  around his.




  Instead of sleeping with the pack, Ben and I had gone off by ourselves, as we did sometimes, to make love, naked in the wild, and keep the world to ourselves for a little while.




  Eventually, the cool morning burned away and the air grew warm. Ben lay pillowed on my chest, arms wrapped around me. I’d been tracing his ear and winding my fingers in his hair. Finally,

  as much as I hated to do it, I patted his shoulder.




  “I think it’s time to get moving.”




  “Hmm, do we have to?” His eyes were still closed, his voice muffled.




  “Theoretically, no,” I said. “But I think I’d like to go home and take a shower.”




  “Maybe next time we can bring the shower out here,” he mumbled.




  I furrowed my brow. “Like a camp shower? I think that’d be more trouble than it’s worth.” When I said shower I meant lots of hot water and a pressure nozzle, not just

  anything that happened to drip water.




  He propped himself upright on one arm, keeping the other on my belly, idly tracing my rib cage, his fingertips leaving a flush behind them. “I’m thinking bigger. We could move out of

  Denver, get a house out here. Go out on the full moon and end up on our doorstep. I think I’m getting a little tired of that condo.”




  Stalked by an unbidden memory, I froze. A house in the foothills, where the pack could gather—the idea brought back old, reflexive trauma.




  “That’s what Carl and Meg did,” I said. When I took over the pack I promised I would never be like them.




  Ben tilted his head to look at me. “We’re not them.” He said it with such simple, declarative finality.




  If I separated myself from the memories, could I imagine walking out of my own front porch to a view like this every day? Yeah, maybe. “You sure you want to take the step away from

  civilization?”




  “Ask yourself this: If you weren’t a werewolf, what would you want? Where would you want to live?”




  I couldn’t trust my answer, because Wolf was always on the edges, nudging, pointing to certain preferences over others. I’d never eaten rare steak before becoming a werewolf; now, it

  was my dinner of choice.




  “I used to want a nice house somewhere,” I said. “Probably in the suburbs. Big yard. Good shopping. But now? A house out of the city sounds awfully nice.”




  “Yeah,” he said. “I grew up in the middle of nowhere, that’s half the reason I moved to Denver in the first place. But I don’t think I want to live in the city

  forever.”




  “So you can see us living in a house out of town? Even without our wolves talking?”




  “Yeah, I can,” he said. His smile was thin and wistful. I brushed his hair back from his face, an excuse to touch that expression, that little bit of his soul. He caught my hand and

  kissed the inside of my wrist.




  “Hey, you guys fall into a ditch or something?” Shaun’s voice carried from the next cluster of trees.




  “If I say yes will he go away?” Ben said.




  We could only avoid the inevitable for so long. I held Ben’s face and kissed him, lips firmly planted against lips that melted against mine.




  “Time to go?” he asked when we finally parted. I nodded.




  Hand in hand we made our way to the den where the rest of the pack bedded down. Human shapes stretched in strangely canine manners, backs arched and limbs straight, or scratched heads of tangled

  hair. Some were far enough along to be pulling on shirts and jeans that had been stashed under trees and shrubs the night before. Already dressed and keeping watch toward the road, where our half

  dozen cars were parked, Shaun waved at me.




  “Tom, you okay?” Ben asked. “You took a pretty good hit there.”




  Tom was in his early thirties, with dark hair that reached his shoulders and a shadowed expression. He seemed to be moving a little slower than the others, sitting up and catching his

  breath.




  “Yeah, I’ll be feeling that for a little while.” Wincing, he rolled his shoulder, where a bruise, splotching purple and gray, colored the skin. It was mostly healed. If

  he’d been a wild wolf, that hit might have killed him, or at least broken bone, which would have been the same thing in the wild.




  “That’ll teach you to look before leaping,” Shaun said, laughing. Some of the others joined in, chuckling and teasing him. Tom blushed and gritted his teeth.




  “Hey, it could have happened to anyone,” I said, and they quieted. Tom ducked his gaze when I glanced at him.




  One big happy wolf family, that was us. And I was Mom. It still weirded me out sometimes.




  The sun was up and the spring chill starting to fade when we divided ourselves among the cars to head back to Denver and its suburbs. A couple members of the pack had to rush home to showers and

  clean clothes before going to jobs and pretending to be human for another day. I thought again about what Ben had said about a shower, a home base—maybe it would make things easier for

  everyone.




  Shaun called out a question before climbing into his car, “Hey—when are you leaving for London again?”




  “Two weeks,” I said. “They were kind enough to schedule the conference over the new moon ‘to make our lycanthrope guests more comfortable.’ ”




  “Nice of them,” he said. “You know what you’re going to say in your speech yet?”




  I was giving the keynote address for the First International Conference on Paranatural Studies. I figured if I didn’t think about it too much I wouldn’t get nervous. “That

  would be no,” I said, with more of a wince than a smile. Shaun just laughed.




  Ben and I were the last to leave. We made sure everyone else was safe and happy, keeping it together, before we took one last look around our wild refuge, gave each other another kiss, got in

  the car, and headed out to the rest of our day.




  There it was. Full moon over for another month. We traveled back to reality, such as it was.




  A FEW days later found me deeply embroiled in the act of making my living.




  I was trying to do meaty on the show tonight. Meaty was good. And not just rare steaks or fresh kill for the Wolf. Meat—real topical substance—gave me credibility. Sometimes, it even

  gave me answers.




  “All right, we’re back from the break and station ID. This is Kitty Norville and The Midnight Hour coming to you from KNOB in Denver, Colorado. Unlike next week when

  I’ll be prerecording a show for you in London, England, where I’ll be attending the First International Conference on Paranatural Studies. This will be the first time that scientists,

  academics, policy makers, and pundits like me from all over the world will gather to discuss the topics that are so near and dear to my heart: vampires, werewolves, magic, what science has to say

  about it, what’s their place in the world. As you know I’m a werewolf and have a vested interest in some of those answers. I’m hoping to line up some really slam-bang interviews,

  because when else am I going to have this many victims all in one place? In case you haven’t figured it out, I’m very excited about the trip.




  “Now I want to hear from you—once I get these scientists and diplomats where I want them, what questions should I ask? What would you want to learn at the conference? The lines are

  open.” I checked the monitor and hit a line at random. “Hello, you’re on the air.”




  “I want to know if it’s true that vampires are going to lobby for a seat at the United Nations.” The caller was male and enthusiastic, a fast talker.




  “Where did you hear that?” I asked.




  “On the Internet,” he said, with a tone of duh.




  “I’ll certainly keep my highly sensitive ears open for rumors on that topic, but I don’t think it’s a real possibility, because I don’t think vampires have any

  interest in deferring to human authority on anything. They’ve got their own systems of organization and haven’t felt much of a need to take part in ours over the centuries. At least

  that’s my impression. Next call, please. Hello, talk to me.”




  “Hi, Kitty, thanks for taking my call!” The woman sounded bubbly and nice. Maybe she wouldn’t be crazy. “I was wondering, do you think you could give us a sneak preview

  of your keynote address for the conference?”




  Well, no, because I hadn’t written it yet, but I wasn’t going to admit that. “I’m afraid I’m keeping that firmly under wraps until I actually give the speech. More

  fun that way, don’t you think?”




  “Well, I can’t wait to hear it!”




  Neither could I . . . “Thank you. I’m going to take another call now.” I punched another line, glancing at the screener info on the monitor. “Jane from Houston,

  what’s your question?”




  “Hi, Kitty, big fan here, thanks for taking my call. I’ve been listening to you for years and you’ve been talking around these questions that whole time. For all the so-called

  scientists you’ve interviewed and research you’ve talked about, nobody seems to have any answers. I have to tell you, I’m shocked there’s even anything like a conference

  happening. Does that mean there are finally going to be some answers? Have scientists finally been able to figure out where vampires and lycanthropes came from? Are they actually going to tell us

  it’s a mutation or a disease?” She sounded genuinely frustrated.




  I said, “Science isn’t like an Internet search. You don’t just stick a question in one end of a machine and have the answer pop out the other side. I don’t see the

  conference as a sign that scientists have finally found answers so much as it’s proof that there’s now a critical mass of researchers even asking these questions, that they can benefit

  from this kind of gathering.”




  “Or maybe the conference is so they can get their stories straight about the cover-up.”




  “Excuse me?” I said. I heard a new one every show, it seemed like.




  “You don’t really think anybody actually wants answers, do you?” my caller said brusquely. Here was someone so wrapped up in her conspiracy-laden worldview that the truth was

  obvious to her. “These ‘researchers’ are only pretending to be researching anything. They can keep putting out half-baked theories forever. In the meantime, anything they discover

  they can keep to themselves and use against the rest of us.”




  “Anything like what?” I said, truly curious.




  “The secrets of mind control, of immortality. The rest is a smoke screen. That’s what they’re looking for, and they’re not going to tell the rest of us when they find it.

  They don’t even care about the real questions, like where we came from.”




  We—she was some brand of lycanthrope, I guessed. Vampires didn’t tend to get this intense about anything—they were used to sitting back and watching events take their course.

  Whatever she was, she was feeling lost and helpless in a world gone out of control. I could understand her position.




  “I know some of these scientists personally,” I said in what I hoped was a soothing voice. “Most of them are more worried about their funding than about taking part in any kind

  of cover-up. But I’ll tell you what—I’ll ask as many people as many questions as I can about the origins of vampires and lycanthropes. I’ll bring the answers back to the

  show. How does that sound?”




  “You say that now, but they’ll rope you in,” she said, as if I’d already personally betrayed her. “They’ll get to you, threaten you or bribe you, and then

  you’ll be in on it, too. Just watch.”




  “So little faith,” I said, put out. If she could act like she’d been betrayed, I could act offended. “You said it yourself, I’ve been doing this for years, and no

  one’s stopped me yet. I don’t see this conference changing that, no matter how weird things get. Moving on.”




  I clicked off Jane’s call and punched up the next. The caller didn’t waste time with so much as a hello.




  “There’s no mystery where you all come from,” said a flat male voice. “It’s not even a question.”




  “Oh? And where do we come from?”




  “The devil! You’re all from the devil!”




  I fielded one of these calls about every fourth show. The fanatics had learned to say what they needed to say to scam the screening process, and when they finally got on the air they’d

  give The Speech—the supernatural was the spawn of Satan and the world was racing toward Armageddon on our backs. Blah blah blah. Sometimes, we’d let the calls through on purpose,

  because the best way to counter these jokers was to let them keep talking.




  “You can dress it up in all that science double-talk, but science is the devil’s tool! This conference is another sign of the End Times, the new world order. There’s a reason

  it’s called the number of the beast. That’s the best thing about this, once you’re there you’ll all be stamped with the number, so the rest of us can see you, and you

  won’t be able to hide anymore.”




  I leaned into the microphone and used my sultry voice. “I wasn’t aware I’d been hiding.”




  “There’s a war coming, a real war! You may sound all nice and sweet, you may have brainwashed thousands of people, but it’s a disguise, a deception, and when the trumpet

  sounds, Lucifer will call his own to him, even you.”




  “I like to think I’ll be judged by my deeds rather than what some crazy person says about me.”




  “All your good deeds are a trick to hide your true nature. I’ve listened to you, I know!”




  “So what does that make you? A media consumer of the beast?”




  The caller hung up before I did, which was a pretty good trick. The game of “who gets the last word” meant that no matter how badly I mocked them, no matter how agitated they got,

  they kept on the line, thinking I’d somehow, eventually, admit that they were right. They always seemed to think that they were different than the last guy I hung up on. Suckers.




  “I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again: if I’m the spawn of Satan someone sure forgot to tell me about it. And I believe we have time for one more call. Hello,

  you’re on.”




  “Uh, hi, Kitty. Thanks.” He was male, laid back. He sounded kind of stoned, actually.




  “You have a question or comment?”




  “Yeah. So, this thing’s in London, right? You’re going to London?”




  “I think that’s what I’ve said about a dozen times over the last hour in a shameless bid for self-promotion.”




  “Right.” He sniggered, like he was suppressing giggles. “So, that’ll make you”—more sniggering—“an American werewolf in—”




  I cut him off. “I’m sorry, I seem to have lost that call. And I’d better not hear any Warren Zevon references, either. Sheesh, people. Let’s break for station

  ID.”




  I had a feeling I was going to be hearing a lot of cracks like that over the next few weeks, I didn’t need to start now.




  THE BIGGEST issue about me attending the conference wasn’t time, expense, or inclination. It certainly wasn’t whether or not the conference

  wanted me there—they’d invited me, after all. The problem was whether or not Ben and I, as werewolves prone to a bit of claustrophobia, could reasonably survive the flight to London,

  sealed in a metal tube with a few hundred people our lupine selves classified as prey, and no escape route. My longest flight since becoming a werewolf had been to Montana, an hour or so away. Ben

  hadn’t been on an airplane at all since becoming a werewolf.




  I called a friend for advice.




  The last time I’d talked with Joseph Tyler, formerly of the U.S. Army, he’d become part of the Seattle werewolf pack and was rooming with a couple of the other bachelor werewolves. I

  liked the idea of him having people to look after him—he suffered from post-traumatic stress related to his service in Afghanistan in addition to being a relatively new werewolf.




  So I was a little surprised when a woman answered his phone. “Hello?”




  “Um, hi. May I speak to Joseph Tyler?”




  “Yeah, just a minute,” she said, and a rustling signaled her handing over the phone.




  “Yeah?” came Tyler’s familiar, curt voice.




  “Hey, it’s Kitty.” His enthusiastic greeting followed. “So who’s the girl?” I asked.




  I could almost see him blushing over the phone line. “Um, yeah . . . that’s Susan. She’s . . . I guess she’s my girlfriend.” He said it wonderingly, like he was

  amazed by the situation.




  “Is she a werewolf?”




  “Yeah—I met her just a little while after I moved here. And, well, we hit it off. She . . . she’s been really good for me.”




  I grinned like a mad thing. “That’s so cool. I’m really happy for you—and her.”




  “Thanks.”




  “Not to distract from the much more interesting topic of your relationship status, but I have a question for you. Really long trans-Atlantic flights—how do you do it without going

  crazy?”




  He chuckled. “I’m about to find out—I’m headed to London for the Paranatural Conference, too. Dr. Shumacher asked me to be there for her presentation on werewolves in the

  military.”




  The conference was sounding better and better. “Oh, that’s great! But wait a minute, you flew to Afghanistan—”




  “On military transports, with no civilians around.”




  “I don’t think I can get a military transport to London,” I said, frowning. “I don’t suppose it’s realistic for us to see about chartering a private jet, just

  for werewolves?”




  “Shumacher’s springing for first-class tickets,” he said. “That and a sleeping pill to take the edge off should do it.”




  First-class tickets—what an elegant solution. More space and free cocktails. I wondered who I could convince to spring for first-class tickets of my very own. “You’re sure

  it’ll work? It’d suck getting a couple of hours into the flight and finding out the sleeping pills don’t work.”




  “I don’t expect them to work—it takes a lot of drugs to knock one of us out. But it should help. It’s like you’re always saying—you just work on keeping it

  together. I really want to go to London. This’ll work.”




  If Tyler could do it, we had to try. I thanked him for the advice and congratulated him again on Susan. I wanted pictures. I wanted to fawn over them. It was adorable.




  Then I called my producer, Ozzie, to ask how we could foot the bill for a first-class upgrade.




  







   




   




   




   




  Chapter 2




   




   




   




   




  I DIDN’T KNOW that some organizations offered grants for people like me to travel to

  scientific conferences. On the other hand, Ozzie did, and as a result we—Ben, Cormac, and I were all going—got first-class tickets to London. Ozzie sold me as “a socially

  conscious journalist breaking new ground in the emergent arena of paranatural research.” He made me sound good. I told him this, and he grumbled, “That’s my job.

  Somebody has to do it.”




  We had a week of hectic preparation getting ready for the trip—checking passports, reassuring Shaun and the pack, squaring away Ben’s law practice, packing, and wrapping up my own

  work. I still hadn’t written my keynote speech for the conference. I could get a start on it on the flight. Maybe it would distract me. Ben kept having to reassure me, tell me that everything

  would be fine, that we weren’t going to have any trouble. Cormac looked at us like we were crazy.




  Then I had to deal with my mother. My endearing, chatty, cancer survivor mother was incredibly hard to say no to. She was just so darned enthusiastic. She called me every day of the week leading

  up to the trip. She usually only called on Sunday.




  “Take lots of pictures. You got that link I sent you about the walking tours, right? They’re supposed to be really good—”




  “Mom, I’m just not sure how much time I’m going to have for sightseeing.”




  “I looked at the map and you’ll practically be right in the middle of London, surely you could pop out and see something.”




  “I’ll try. You’ve done all this planning on my behalf—when are you and Dad going to London?”




  “Oh, we’re talking about it . . . You’ll have such an amazing time, Kitty. And be careful.”




  Yeah, that was Mom.




  FINALLY, THE day of the trip arrived.




  We solved part of the problem of the long flight by stopping for a night-long layover in Washington, D.C. I wanted to visit with Alette, the vampire Mistress of the city.




  The living room—parlor, rather—in her Georgetown town house was filled with Victorian elegance. Lush carpets, perfectly kept antique furniture, curio cabinets, shelves full of books,

  polished silver tea service on display on the mantel. Heavy velvet drapes were drawn over the windows overlooking the street.




  Alette herself waited in a wingback chair by the fireplace. She wore a tailored suit jacket with a calf-length skirt, a cream-colored blouse, and ankle boots, an outfit that recalled a bygone

  style without seeming old fashioned. An ebony clasp held back her chestnut hair, and a single pearl on a chain around her neck was her only decoration.




  When we arrived, she rose and reached for my hand, clasping it. Her skin was cool. She spoke in a crisp British accent. “Kitty, it’s very good to see you.”




  “How are you, Alette?”




  “Enduring,” she said with more than a little pride. I wondered if that was a vampire inside joke. Her apparent age was around thirty—no longer girlish, her beauty came from her

  dignity, her haughtiness. She stood with her chin up, gazing at us appraisingly.




  “I know you met them briefly before. But, well—this is my husband, Ben O’Farrell, and our friend Cormac Bennett.” Ben came forward to shake her offered hand; Cormac did

  not, moving instead to the back of the room, away from us. In fact, he was wearing his sunglasses, at night and indoors. Not like that was real obvious. But Cormac was Cormac. Alette only glanced

  at him, her smile wry.




  She had tea brought for us, and gestured for us to sit on the sofa across from her. Tom, who’d driven us from the airport, stood at attention at the doorway. Smartly turned out in a

  tailored suit and tie, he might have served the role of butler, waiting for a command from Alette. But he was more than that—he kept most of his attention turned toward Cormac rather than

  Alette. Tom was as much bodyguard as butler.




  Alette kept above it all and said conversationally, “You weren’t a lycanthrope the last time you visited my city, Mr. O’Farrell. I don’t suppose you had anything to do

  with that, Kitty—”




  “God, no!” I said.




  “It was an attack,” Ben added, more sedately. “By someone else.”




  “Ah, I see. So much for my romantic notions, then. If you don’t mind my asking, how are you managing?”




  “I have a lot of help,” he said.




  “I have no doubt on that score,” she said, giving us both a sly, knowing look. She glanced to the back of the room. “Mr. Bennett, are you all right?”




  Cormac was pacing along the front of the room, like a wolf looking for an exit from a cage. On each pass, he twitched the curtains back an inch and peered out.




  He paused. “Fine,” he said flatly. He eyed Tom, whose gaze remained blank, disinterested.




  “I remember you’re not particularly comfortable around vampires,” she said.




  “It’s fine,” he muttered again. Cormac was a bounty hunter specializing in supernatural targets—including vampires. At least he had been before serving a prison sentence

  for manslaughter. He was still adjusting to his changed circumstances—but vampires would always make him nervous.




  I wondered what Tom would do if Cormac drew one of the stakes he no doubt had stashed in a jacket pocket.




  “He’s quite the friend, to follow you into this,” Alette said.




  “Yes, he is.”




  “Now, what did you want to discuss?”




  “I’m hoping for your opinion. How much do you know about Dux Bellorum? Roman?”




  Her gaze narrowed. “You’ve been turning over all kinds of stones, haven’t you? I can’t say I know very much at all. He’s a vampire, quite old by most accounts.

  He’s also a shadow. A myth, even. The Master of masters, all knowing, all seeing, all powerful. I’ve heard enough about him to believe that he’s real. He’s manipulative,

  driven, obsessed with some arcane plan of his own. But I know little else. I’ve never met him myself. Tell me, Kitty—what do you know of Dux Bellorum?”




  “He’s the chief player in the Long Game,” I said, as if I knew what I was talking about, as if the very concept didn’t terrify me. “He’s collecting allies,

  and I—I have a grudge against him.” From my pocket I drew a pendant on a leather cord. It had once been a bronze Roman coin, but the image on it had been smashed, so that the blackened

  layer of verdigris was flattened and mangled beyond definition. “Have you ever seen one of these?”




  I lay the coin across her hand and she studied it, rubbing a thumb across it. “I haven’t. What is it?”




  “Roman gives these to his followers,” I said. “Maybe you haven’t met him, but I’m betting you know a few vampires who have one of these.”




  “They have some kind of magic attached to them,” Cormac said from his place by the window. “Binding, identification.”




  She frowned at the coin before giving it back to me. “Extraordinary. I had no idea. Roman—Dux Bellorum—has always kept his cards so close, revealing so little. But now

  he’s letting spells get away from him.”




  “He’s showing his hand,” I said. “I think he’s getting ready to make a move.”




  She leaned back against the chair, her gaze pursed, studious. “And the world gathers in London. The vampires are gathering in London as well, you know. This conference of yours will be a

  tempting target for him.”




  “I’m afraid so,” I said. “I can’t say I’m looking forward to it.”




  “Then it’s good you’re staying with Ned. He’ll do well by you. You can depend upon him and Emma to protect you.”




  Ned was the Master vampire of London and an old friend of Alette’s. Very old, I imagined, though she wouldn’t give me details. Emma was her own protégé, a young vampire

  as well as a biological great—lots of greats—granddaughter. They’d offered me and mine a place to stay in London. It was Emma who convinced me to accept that offer.




  “We don’t need that kind of protection,” Cormac said curtly. Tom actually took a step forward at that, and he and Cormac finally met gazes. Tom stepped back and stood at ease

  quickly enough that I wondered if he’d even moved. They both had too much self-control to want to be the one to start something. Alette’s lips pressed together, as if she was hiding a

  smile, amused at their behavior.




  “Can we trust them? Really?” Ben said. He’d gone tense, and I rested a calming hand on his knee.




  “You’re right not to trust vampires,” Alette said, not appearing the least bit offended. “Especially in the Old World. I had many reasons for leaving Europe—the

  Masters there are a big one. I find them . . . frustrating.”




  “But Ned’s not like that?” I asked.




  “Ned is, as you like to say, one of the good guys. But he’s a character—don’t let him charm you.”




  Ben’s expression had turned sour—he generally had the same attitude about vampires that Cormac did. And yet, they kept listening to me when I insisted on calling them my friends.




  “We’ll be careful,” I said. I always said that, and yet, I could only keep an eye out for the dangers I knew about. What would the conference throw at me that I couldn’t

  possibly expect?




  Alette asked, “Do you know, will Dr. Flemming be at the conference? This seems exactly his milieu.”




  “He wouldn’t dare show his face,” I said. “He’s notorious.” Dr. Paul Flemming had once headed up the Center for the Study of Paranatural Biology. If this

  conference had happened a few years ago, he would have been one of the people running it. Then his predilection for experimenting on unwilling human subjects came to light. The last time I saw him

  was the night he locked me in a cell during the full moon and trained a camera on me to broadcast my transformation live to the world. The video had five million views on YouTube, baby. He’d

  skipped town rather than face kidnapping charges. If the two of us ever ended up in a room together, I might get violent.




  She said, “But it wouldn’t surprise you if he did make an appearance, would it?”




  “No. I’m afraid not.”




  The night and conversation wore on after midnight, until Alette agreed that we ought to sleep, in preparation for the flight tomorrow. I took her up on her offer of guest rooms, and a ride to

  the airport bright and early.




  Before we went upstairs, she took hold of both my hands and beamed. “Kitty, you’ve come so far since I first met you. I thought then that you might do well, but you have exceeded my

  expectations.”




  “Thanks, I think. I just hope . . .” I thought a moment, then shook my head. “I just hope it all works out.”




  “Oh, my dear, you live as long as I have you realize it never all works out. You’re giving the keynote address at the conference, aren’t you? Do you know what

  you’ll be speaking about?”




  I wasn’t able to suppress a groan. “I wish people would stop asking me that. I’m going to work on it on the flight over.” I had to change the subject before she offered

  me suggestions. “How is Emma?”




  “You’ll hardly recognize her. Give her a kiss for me, won’t you?”




  “I will. Thanks, for everything.”




  







   




   




   




   




  Chapter 3




   




   




   




   




  IN THE end, the trans-Atlantic flight wasn’t nearly as bad as I was expecting. We just had to grit our teeth and

  settle in for a few hours. Like Tyler said, you had to not concentrate on being locked in a metal tube flying at an insane height and speed—you focused on going to London. I ate, slept,

  watched movies, slept some more.




  Then night fell, and I was in London. We gathered our things and stumbled off the plane.




  I hardly knew what to think. I was euphoric, exhausted, glassy-eyed all at the same time. I’d never been out of the U.S. before. I’d just flown across the Atlantic. I was in

  England. I’d just spent eight hours surrounded by people in a little metal box and wanted to run as far and fast as I could. I wanted to see a castle. I wanted to sleep.




  Once off the plane, a wide corridor filtered us toward immigration. The crowd filed along like cows being herded to the slaughterhouse, making me twitch. Heathrow’s international terminal,

  a modernist structure of glass and girders, gave a deceptive impression of space, light, and freedom, until we reached the side room with a maze of barriers separating the lines of people into

  different areas, signage directing the lines, and a general air of resignation. The place smelled antiseptic and tired, wholly unnatural. Wolf tensed.




  My new goal in life was to become wealthy enough to own a private jet and never have to travel like this again. What were the odds? Just another hour and maybe I could have a nice soft bed. A

  hot meal and a bed. A hot meal, shower, and bed. No, a drive around Trafalgar Square first, then a hot meal, shower, a cuddle with Ben—I’d never had sex in a foreign country

  before—and bed . . .




  Ben was actually paying attention and directed us to the sign labeled NON EU COUNTRIES, but before we could join the line, a uniformed official, a stout man in his late

  thirties, round face and serious expression, approached. Shaking myself awake, I tried to seem calm and collected rather than defensive.




  He glanced at a sheet of paper before addressing me. “Are you Katherine Norville?”




  But we hadn’t done anything wrong, we had all our ducks in a row, we’d worked so hard making sure we had the paperwork, that Cormac wouldn’t be held at the border for his

  felony conviction—and how did they know, we hadn’t even had our passports checked yet.




  I wet my mouth and tried to think through the fog of jet lag that said it was seven in the morning rather than seven in the evening. “Yes. Is there a problem?”




  “And Benjamin O’Farrell? Cormac Bennett?” He looked at each of us.




  He could see we were, he had our pictures on the page in front of him. I caught Ben’s gaze, trying to ask him what this was about. Hold on, wait and see, he seemed to reassure

  me.




  The official gestured toward a closed door labeled RESTRICTED at the back of the room. “If you’d come with me, please? Right this way.”




  He was so agonizingly polite, and yet his manner invited no argument. My stomach flipped; I didn’t want to have to deal with this, not now.




  “I’m sorry, but what’s this about? Is something wrong?”




  “Just step along, please. It will only take a moment.” His expression hardly changed—just a guy doing his job.




  “Ben—” I murmured.




  “Wait,” he said. “If we were in trouble there’d be more than one of them.”




  Him and his logic. Sullen, I followed the immigration officer. Rumpled and glassy-eyed people in line stared after us, radiating curiosity and schadenfreude. This trip couldn’t have gone

  completely smoothly, could it? But for heaven’s sake I’d hoped to at least get out of the airport without any trouble.




  The officer held the door open for us and we filed inside. The tile-floored room held a table and chairs, for interviews. None of us sat. I turned on the officer, questions ready to burst, when

  the door on the opposite side of the room opened and Emma stepped in.




  We’d taken a flight that arrived after dark; of course she’d come to the airport to meet us.




  The last time I’d seen Emma she’d been cute—a ponytailed college student in jeans and a sweatshirt, her whole life ahead of her. She’d worked as a part-time housekeeper

  for Alette to pay tuition. Then Emma had been turned, and it had been the end of that world. She hadn’t wanted it, had even considered opening the curtains at dawn on herself. But that would

  have been an even bigger tragedy. Instead, she learned how to be a vampire, and she seemed to have developed a talent for it. She wore a flowing skirt in a trendy print, a gray shirt, purple

  high-heeled shoes, and a black silk wrap draped around her shoulders, too fine to be anything but decorative. She didn’t need shielding from the cold. Her brown hair was swept back and held

  by a sparkling clip. Her makeup was subtle and perfect. She was gorgeous.




  She saw me and grinned. “Kitty!”




  I grinned back, and we came together in a girly hug. “You look amazing,” I said.




  Pulling apart, we regarded each other. “I’m so glad you’re here, I’ve been looking forward to this for weeks,” she said.




  “Yeah, me, too. What’s with this?” I tipped my head to the immigration officer, standing politely out of the way.




  “Ned has connections,” she said. “He thought you’d appreciate not having to stand with the crowds. So—shortcut.”




  “This is the power that comes with being Master of London?” I said.




  Her eyes—her whole face, really—sparkled with glee. “Neat, huh? He can’t wait to meet you.”




  Yeah, I could just bet. What kind of vampire was he, then? Haughty and arrogant? Permanently amused and detached? Something else entirely? At least Emma seemed happy here, which was a point in

  his favor. He couldn’t be all bad if she liked him.




  I pulled Ben and Cormac into our circle and introduced them. They’d actually seen her before, in Washington, D.C. She’d been technically dead at the time, though, attacked by

  Alette’s traitorous lieutenant and still three days from rising again.




  Ben smiled and shook her hand, and Cormac did likewise, grudgingly.




  “Welcome to London. You ready to see the sights?”




  My energy roared back, the travel fog slipping away. I could have bounded.




  The officer stepped forward. “If I could just check your passports, then?”




  We weren’t completely getting out of procedure—it was, as Emma had said, a shortcut. He looked at our passports, glanced at our immigration forms, and produced a visa stamp, which he

  punched into our passports.




  My passport was no longer virginal.




  “Welcome to Britain,” he said when he’d finished.




  Indeed.




  EMMA LED us through another restricted door to an exit, which opened to a curb outside the airport, where a black cab was waiting for us. A real

  honest-to-God London black cab. Mom would want me to take a picture, so I pulled out my camera and did. Ben looked at me. “Really?” I just grinned.




  Our luggage had been fetched for us. The driver was loading it into the trunk. Boot, rather. I’d been studying. He wore a smart black suit with a conservative striped tie. Young,

  dark-haired, and clean-shaven, he stood at attention and nodded smartly to Emma. He was human—one of the Master’s human servants. Not a cab driver, of course, and the car wasn’t

  marked TAXI. We were getting chauffeured.




  When he’d finished with the luggage, he opened the back door for us.




  “Thanks, Andy,” Emma said, smiling, and he tipped his head.




  Emma sat in front with Andy, and we climbed into the spacious back of the car, which had wide seats and lots of legroom. Our wolves would have been happy in here, even. Ben and Cormac put me

  between them—I’d meant to get a window seat. I gave up arguing about it.




  “You really do look great,” I said to Emma.




  Leaning on the back of the seat to talk to us, she bit her lip and ducked her gaze. “Thanks. It’s been a pretty wild ride these last few years.”




  No doubt. I thought back to my own first couple of years as a werewolf and the way the world turned upside down. I couldn’t imagine what becoming a vampire would be like.




  “And now you’re in London living the high life,” I said.




  “I’m thinking of it as grad school,” she said. “Alette wanted me to get out and see the world, or at least see how a different Family works, and Ned was happy to take me

  in.”




  “What’s Ned like?” Ben asked.




  Emma’s expression melted and turned downright dreamy, her eyes going wide and her smile going soft. “He’s amazing. You’ll just have to meet him—I don’t want

  to give anything away.”




  “Hmm, just like a vampire to keep secrets,” I said, then wished I hadn’t because her smile fell. I’d meant it as a joke, but I could have kicked myself. Emma hadn’t

  asked for this; she was making the best of a bad situation—the only thing she could do.




  “Good God,” Cormac murmured, leaning forward to press himself to the window. “This is London?”




  “We’re in the suburbs,” Emma said. “It’s still about fifteen miles or so to the city center.”




  “But it’s all city,” he said.




  That wasn’t Cormac speaking, I realized. During his time in prison, he’d acquired a ghost: Amelia, the Victorian wizard woman living in his head. He insisted it was a partnership,

  not a possession. Sometimes, though, she was in control. It was weird, hearing another person’s words spoken in Cormac’s voice. A big reason he’d wanted to come along was so

  Amelia could see home again, after more than a hundred years as a ghost trapped in a prison’s stone walls. She’d probably been at the front, the driver’s seat so to speak, since

  we landed, ready for a glimpse.




  Emma looked to me for a cue, and I didn’t know how to explain.




  To Cormac/Amelia I said, “It’s changed a lot, I imagine.”




  He/she glanced at me, lips pursed. “It’s just a bit of a shock to see it for myself.”




  He sat back and stayed quiet the rest of the trip, watching out the window. I put my hand on Ben’s knee, and he squeezed it.




  “You guys must be wiped out,” Emma said, regaining her previous cheerfulness. “Maybe we should go straight home and save the sightseeing for later? Ned’s main house is in

  Dulwich, south of London. We’ll be in Mayfair for the conference but I really want to show you the Dulwich house, if that’s all right.”




  The car turned south before heading into London proper. We passed over a bridge, and Emma confirmed that the river below us was the Thames. Orange lights flickered on the surface of rippling

  black water, and the shores were an almost solid wall of buildings. We never did encounter anything like the rolling green hills and meadows of a stereotypical English countryside, not that we

  could see any of it at night. I wondered if that was what Amelia was looking for.




  Eventually, we passed a sweeping, well-groomed park bounded by reaching, gnarled trees, then approached a brick wall supporting a tall iron gate. Beyond that lay a magnificent manor

  house—colossal, redbrick, with filigree accents carved in white granite, neo-Gothic towers and cupolas, and ornate windows opening into what seemed to be a vast main hall. How could I expect

  anything else from the Master of London?




  “Pretty swanky,” I said.




  “This isn’t Ned’s house,” Emma said. “Not directly, anyway. This is actually a boys’ school, Dulwich College. We’ll end up a little farther

  on.”




  The cab passed the impressive school and a minute later turned up the drive of a much more modest, but even more venerable and beautiful house, with a brick façade, painted accents, and

  warm light showing through the mullioned windows.
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