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        For Victoria.

        Because I do not forget.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      You are obstinate, pliant, merry, morose, all at once. For me there’s no living with you, or without you.

      

      
        
        -----Martial
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      I have watched through too many nights. None so soft as that one, the window open to catch a late-spring breeze, a thread of roses from the carefully-tended garden below. The nighttime breath of flowers has a name in the language of my kind, a beautiful one, but not as lovely as humming wind, traffic from the city streets, and the knowledge of a breathing, beautiful woman.

      I felt her wake in the bedroom upstairs. She immediately reached for me, physically and mentally. Her fingers slid across the sheets, touched my pillow—she had not yet become accustomed the idea of my permanence, and so, her distress.

      A deep ache brushed my heart. I answered her silently with all the reassurance I could muster.

      Soft small bare feet on the stairs, the whisper of silk down the hall. Rose reached for the light-switch.

      “No,” I said, softly. “Please. Leave it off.”

      She dropped down next to me with a sigh. Thin silken blue camisole, loose fluttering trousers. Neither could mask her grace. She lit one of her damnable cigarettes and pulled her legs up, brief flame illuminating a sharp, lovely face, the tangle of black hair, her silvery eyes. The delicate arcs of her eyebrows, a chiseled mouth. Fragile arch of her throat, collarbones marvels of architecture.

      I swallowed, turned my gaze away. How was it possible to want a woman this much?

      The cigarette reeked of clove oil and burning tobacco, not something I would find pleasant but for its association with her. Underneath, she always smelled of sunlight, warm and clean.

      When she finished, she snuffed the cigarette’s brief burning. “You’re up early. Or late.” Ever the understatement, with my Rose.

      “I do not require much sleep.” Among my kind, surcease is more for mind than body.

      The body needs only the Chosen. The mind, perhaps two or three hours of deeptrance, a not-quite-sleep. Time to dream, or a merciful respite from the dream of life.

      “What’s going on?” She leaned against me, and her nearness blurred through my frame. Pure pleasure, I closed my eyes. “You’re hungry,” she murmured, happy with her effect on me. “You haven’t fed in weeks. You can, if you want.”

      I had no answer, folded her fingers in mine. I brought her hand to my mouth, found the sensitive crease of her wrist. Brushed my lips across tender skin.

      It was her turn to shudder, her eyes closing. I found it, right under the skin, and I drank.

      Heat. The essence. I drank until the black pit inside me was full, until I could take no more from her.

      I released her, slowly, cool flesh and her beautiful mouth that I crushed to mine. Her pleasure fed mine in an endless feedback loop until she gasped, shattering, and I exploded with her.

      An odd thing, this ecstasy of the soul, an utter pleasure.

      I whispered love-words into her hair, into her throat, against her mouth, far too pale to express what I felt, all I could offer. She laughed, quietly, and stroked my cheek.

      Then she untangled herself, kissed my forehead, and went into the kitchen to make coffee. She could give herself so freely, and with so little thought. And afterwards, while I shook with weakness and desire sated, she wore an ikon’s slight smile.

      Five years in this house was enough for her to learn the back streets and museums, street hawkers and homeless children, merchants and street musicians, restaurants and quays. Enough time for me to feel as if the city had been blessed by her presence; or at least washed of its original curse. My home, or as close to a home as I would ever have.

      She was my home.

      Nevertheless, I used a bit of Power to flip the light switch in the hall. That would not make her eyes sting as she returned. She blinked, holding a steaming mug, and folded back down onto the couch. “Well? What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.” What could be wrong, with you next to me?

      “You hadn’t fed in weeks.” One tender bare foot tapped my knee. “You’re so quiet I’m beginning to wonder. Changed your mind yet?”

      There it was, of course. She still did not believe I would not leave her.

      I held her silvery gaze until she looked away, staring into her coffee as if it held a secret. “I could not change my mind. If you would merge with me as a Chosen should, you would know.”

      She blew across hot liquid, waited to respond. “You’re inside my head all the time anyway.” A faint challenge, more than enough warning.

      I sighed. “Rose.” Her name, my talisman. “I will not fight you. I simply point out I can have no secrets from my Chosen.”

      “So what’s going on?”

      I ran my fingertips over the lovely arch of her wrist, traced her forearm. “It has grown much worse.”

      “What’s gotten worse?” Impatient with my slowness.

      “I am needed. The Keepers have dispensed with the Elders in the current situation, they move too slowly. They have almost named me their leader. I believe full war is very close to breaking out.” That was not the whole of it, but enough to draw me back.

      “War again?” Only mildly curious. Historical battles interest her slightly, current ones not at all.

      “The Regnancie against the Damakene, and both against the Keepers. There have been...incidents. Chosen attacked, murders attempted.” Which I had not spoken of before, for her peace of mind. “The Kindred will strangle in their own blood if nothing is done.” Courage threatened to fail me.

      She took a sip, another, unwilling to wait for it to cool. “So the Keepers are going to play peacemaker? With a big stick.” She smiled absently, and my heart twisted.

      “I will keep you safe,” I said, softly. “That has not changed.”

      “Oh, I know. Vienna.” Her lips turned down briefly, and her pulse quickened.

      A Damakene had thought to extort support from the Keepers by holding a Chosen hostage. My vacation-home attacked, my servants injured. And Rose—my Rose—had been badly bruised by a piece of flying wreckage.

      I tracked down the Kindred responsible and dispatched him in a welter of blood and screaming. It frightened her so badly she pushed the memory away.

      Just as she kept me at arm’s length. Not physically, though that would have been easier to bear.

      “Michael.” She laid her fingers against my knee. “I’m okay with this. If you need to go back to the Labyrinth, fine. Sounds good. I could even go back to the States and wait for things to settle down. I’ve been missing the old neighborhood, truth be told. Probably time I visited all the gravestones again.” A short, sharp nod, trouble sorted and her decision made, and she rose, unable to stay still. “Want some coffee?”

      “It’s too early.”

      “It’s only midnight, it’s never too early for coffee. I’m not going to be able to fall back asleep, so we might as well watch the sun come up, n’est-ce pas?”

      I would have done anything to keep that soft smile on her face. Anything at all.

      Including hiding the truth? Perhaps. “Very good. Your accent is getting better.”

      “I can understand when people talk to me.” She stalked into the kitchen, turned on the living-room lamps as she passed, a flood of gold. I closed my eyes, seeing what she saw—the sink, the coffeemaker’s red eye, the refrigerator. “You take care of that, I think. I still can’t speak, it drives me nuts.” She blew a stray curl out of her face, her hair growing back from the shearing of grief.

      Contact with her innocence, her clean deep mind, had saved me from hell. Perhaps other Keepers felt so for their Chosen, but I could not tell. None were marked, as I was.

      “It will come,” I murmured, knowing she could hear me. “Patience. I have had many years to perfect my accent.”

      “Yeah, yeah, you’re ancient.” She crooned an eerily good Paul Anka impersonation. “O I’m so young and you’re so old, this my darling I’ve been told⁠—”

      “Most enchanting. I am your elder, kardia, you would do well to respect me. Even obey.”

      She snorted, gathering herself for another sally, when the world turned upside-down.

      Our kind is blessed with some strength, and a measure of speed. I found myself next to her, lifting her away from scalding liquid and ceramic shard. She shook, her eyes blind and dark.

      The vision was upon her, a razor-edged Mobius strip.

      I touched, dove deep.

      —green snake’s tail twisting, snake eats tail, Eve holds the snake in her hand, the apple in the other. Dakhmet’s eyes, wide and dark with pain, the center of the mosaic falling away and a blackness taking its place—The flashes were incredibly bright, a future-strobe. Rose’s head tipped back, her throat exposed, her eyes rolling as she tried to flee the vision’s grip.

      —the sky that was no sky, only dry blue velvet, and damp fingers on her cheek. “So beautiful,” he whispered, “and so doomed.”

      I forced her lungs to fill, anchoring her. Sometimes the link with a Keeper makes latent gifts dormant until the Chosen wishes to use them. It is ever a Keeper’s duty to shield the Chosen, and part of that duty is keeping their gifts from overwhelming them.

      Yet the link makes those very abilities so much stronger.

      She went limp, I cradled her head and pulled her close. The smell of coffee would drift downstairs and awaken the Shochoyim; Moira would clean the remnants of the shattered cup and the spilled sticky tide.

      I carried Rose into the living room, eased her down on the couch. She pulled up her knees, wrapped her arms around them, her hair a curtain, shutting out the world. I stroked her back, her arms. The vision echoed in her head, therefore in mine.

      “I hate that.” Ruefully searching for levity. “Waste of a good coffee cup.”

      “I am sorry, my heart.” Snake eats tail, Eve holds snake. It nagged at me, familiar. Just out of range of easy memory. “I should buy sturdier mugs.”

      She laughed, a small forlorn sound. I brushed her hair aside, touched her nape. She shivered, hugged her knees even harder.

      “I like to hear you laugh.”

      “Don’t know why.” She rested her chin on her knees. “Michael...The mosaic.”

      I knew she would ask, steeled myself. “Yes.”

      “I saw it again. The blackness in the center. Darkness.” Rose hunched into a tighter little ball of misery, fingernails digging in. I flattened my hand along her shoulderblade and carefully, so carefully, let healing warmth slip into her flesh. “Blue sky. Only it wasn’t a sky.”

      “Yes. I saw, through the link.” I kept my voice careful, neutral.

      Michael. Her mental tone was so forlorn. A Chosen should not sound so. Something’s going to happen. Something awful. The last time I had this feeling...

      “The last time you had this feeling you came across my brother crouched in an alley, committing murder.” I said it, so she would not have to. “I know, kardia. I know.”

      She hunched more tightly, I reached again to soothe her. Sank deep inside her mind, ink into water, everywhere at once.

      Everywhere except the corner she kept barricaded and solitary.

      “Michael.”

      My name, on her lips. She did not say it as it had been said in my childhood, but I preferred her foreign shaping of the syllables to any other. It traced a trickle of fire down my spine. Desire, and need.

      I wanted all of her. I would not force her, and yet. It took all my patience, sometimes, to restrain myself from simply taking what could only be freely granted. I was a Keeper, by the grace of the gods, despite my upbringing, and a Keeper would not do so.

      Pale reassurances, then. “If anything happens, I will be with you. You are not alone.”

      “No. That’s something.”

      “Indeed.” I swept her hair aside, touched her nape again, causing another delicious shiver. I considered for a moment, leaned forward, and breathed gently against her beautiful skin.

      “Michael.”

      I cherished that little catch. It was all I had, my knowledge of her, my effect on her, a weak defense indeed against the complete totality of her own power.

      “Enough.” It took a measure of control to stop. I could have spent a long time touching her, listening for that little betraying sip of air, the small sigh saying I had pleased my Chosen. “I did not mean to wake you, and you are tired from your vision. You need rest.”

      “I need coffee, and breakfast,” she shot back. “In that order, you rabid sex-fiend.”

      “Pardonnez-moi, my heart, I do not understand.” Slowly, caressingly, my lips against her nape. She tried to slip away; I gained my feet quickly, pulled her up and close to me. Always, the gift took so much from her. So fragile, so slight. “What is it you say to me?”

      Again, I flattened my palm against the delicate wing of her shoulderblade, spreading my fingers and pouring heat into her. I kissed her cheek, her temple, the corner of her mouth. She grimaced, took another deep breath. I waited.

      “The mosaic.” Her voice was husky with unshed tears. “The goddamn mosaic. I hate that thing,” Her breath hitched again, but this time it was almost a sob.

      Her pain was mine.

      “I would take it back if I could,” I whispered. “I would turn back time and give her back to you.”

      It eased her only slightly. “Well, you can’t. Nobody can, not even God. Or maybe God but He won’t. I’ve cursed Him too much.”

      “Your God will forgive you. I certainly would.” What would I not?

      “You’re hardly disinterested.”

      Even if I had not been able to feel the clawing inside her chest I would have known she hurt by the quick acidity. If she were to drive a knife into my heart I would smile as the blade went home, and thank her with my last breath for her touch.

      Although a knife would not kill me. “And you think He is? Or even if He is, He gave you to my care.” I brushed stray curls from her face. She laid her head on my shoulder. I made myself a rock, to steady her.

      “You and God.” Her gaze lost the look of haunting, and her face smoothed a little. I held her, stroked the silk of her hair.

      Finally, she relaxed. “Come.” I pulled her toward the stairs, she offered no resistance. That in itself was so novel I was a little worried.

      “I’m not tired,” she lied, but she let me guide her up the stairs and down the hall.

      I had chosen this house with no idea of who my Chosen would be or what she would want. I left much of it decorated only with dust and the slow passage of light through the rooms. For the first two years of our life together, I squired her to many auctions and antique stores. She asked me to bid on books for her, a beautiful nineteenth-century bedstead, the oak armoire. It took nothing but her smile as she looked at a piece for me to consider acquiring it.

      Of course, as a Keeper I could indulge. We are not infinitely rich—but we are close enough to shield the Chosen from many of the pitfalls of mortal life, and to supply anything one of those blessed creatures could possibly want.

      As a result, the house carried the stamp of her personality, from the battered leather couches to the shelves of dog-eared books set next to priceless folios and first editions. From the silver earrings tossed carelessly on the coffee table to the blue Egyptian cotton sheets she dropped down and curled across, hugging her favorite pillow.

      I eased myself down next to her. I wanted her, true—I always did, it was an ache that did not go away—but the visions took so much from her.

      “I hate feeling it.” She rubbed her cheek against the pillowcase, a fretful movement. “It never used to hit me so hard, like a truck.”

      “I know.” I pulled the sheet and the coverlet over us both, velvet over goosedown. Worked my arm around her waist, sealed my body to hers, my chin atop her head, the rest of me a hard shell around a tender pearl. “It will not drain you so much next time.”

      Muscle by muscle, she warmed. I slowed her heartbeat and breathing by the simple trick of slowing my own.

      “I don’t want a next time.” She sought comfort in my closeness, sweetness threatening to drown me. “I don’t want to see these things.”

      “Hush, petite,” I said, and lulled her to sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Two

          

        

      

    

    
      I knew something was very wrong, but it was not close to us.

      Not yet.

      So I simply lay next to Rose as she slept, breathing deeply. I needed nothing else.

      Her sleeping mind is deep and dark, the occasional flashes of fiery dreams, almost too brightly to be mortal. I lay quiescent, and the voice of my conscience rose again and taunted me.

      You know what has happened, Michael Constantius. Why did my conscience have my brother’s voice? He had never performed the function while alive. You know what haunts your nights and stalks your Chosen.

      “I know,” I murmured.

      Then say it, why don’t you? He sneered in my memory, my elegant brother, with his blue eyes and sandy hair, a copy of my father in so many ways. Our bones were similar, and patterned after my mother’s family; she was a Drakan and my father a Sibyana. The two lines had merged uneasily—my brother took the Sibyana eyes and build, and predisposition to cruelty. I took the Drakan love for philosophy, the taste for fine things, the darkness of the Drakan and the fire, too.

      Dominic’s was the cool cruelty, the cutting stroke; mine the patience until volcanic fury surged. It had made me easy to manipulate, once.

      No more.

      Say it, my brother’s voice hissed, down the long halls of our childhood. He spoke old Greek, our shared tongue, the mellifluous lingua of my most intimate thoughts. Come now, there is only you and I, dear one. Say what hunts you now, as it has hunted you for five hundred years. Say it.

      “Midratas,” I breathed, and the room stilled. Rose stirred uncomfortably, muttered in her sleep, and I pulled her closer. I would do her no favors, invoking the Dark in her presence. “I denied him. I laid the ring on his altar and left the temple, and my passing marked the end of the Order. Or the beginning of the end.”

      You were the god’s favored son, of that there is no doubt. But an arch without a keystone may wobble before it falls, and all it needs is a new keystone. Dominic’s voice was hard and gleeful.

      “The Order fell in the Underground Battle, after their Avatar deserted them. Dakhmet was there, and Celeste, and Mordecai. They told me.”

      Why don’t you tell her the other three-quarters of it? You, the Avatar, betrayer of your god and your kin. You were hiding in the Labyrinth, afraid lest you kill another woman the way you killed Lucile. Hanged as a witch, for consorting with demons. You could have saved her; instead, you listened to me. You knew I hated your infatuation with the Keepers and their little whores, and yet you⁠—

      “Enough.” My conscience had grown teeth, of late. It reminded me of the voice of the Dark itself, that throatless whisper. “Midratas has reawakened, and the Order is renewed, and I am to be killed or induced to join the fold once more.” It was not so much of a mystery, once I applied logic.

      Don’t you miss it? The hunt, horseback or afoot, tracking them, listening to them scream, tasting their fear? Do you not miss the kill, and the knowledge that you are the god himself?

      “No.” I brushed one long dark curl away from Rose’s soft, sleeping face. “I do not.”

      You have become weak. Soft, and ironic. You deny the title of Warlord, deny your new family among the Keepers, impose isolation on yourself, to keep her safe from what? The wars you could protect her from, did you take what rightfully belongs to you.

      “Power does not belong to me. I am merely gifted it for a short time, and by virtue of my Chosen.”

      Rose stirred. I had forgotten to speak softly, and she slept so lightly anyway. I held my breath, watched her eyelids flutter. She sighed, blew out between pursed lips, and turned over, presenting me with her narrow, supple back.

      What are you afraid of? Dominic’s voice was soft, as always while he toyed with his prey. Kinslayer, betrayer of the god who blessed you, liar to your Chosen, denying your new tribe of Keepers.

      I gathered Rose into my arms again. Her hair smelled of sunlight, and smoke, and honey.

      What are you so afraid of, dear one, Kinslayer? Tell me, what is it you fear?

      “I will not betray her,” I whispered. “I swear I will not betray her.”

      You already have. You have lied to her, and used her, and⁠—

      “Enough.” The windows rattled in their panes. “Enough. I do as I must.”

      There was no comfort, though my conscience did not speak again.
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      I stayed at her side, deep in trance for hour-long stretches, always ready to wake and stave off another bad dream. The worst came at the tide-change before dawn, in the dark dreary time when old men die; I stoppered her scream and halted dream almost before she could wake. She clung to me, tears slicking her face, and I cursed myself again.

      I could not survive without her, yet sometimes I wondered if my protection was worth her pain. She was young, as Chosen went, her friends had not yet started aging and dying while she remained inviolate. She had not yet grasped that she was truly immortal. And her gift—what she called her curse—would become stronger with time.

      Much stronger.

      “Michael,” she gasped. “Michael.”

      “I am always here. You were dreaming.” I made her heart and lungs slow, tasted the copper adrenaline on her tongue.

      “It wasn’t a dream.” She shifted, silk sliding against my skin and hers. I pulled the sheet and the down coverlet up, tucked her in more securely. Kissed her temple, threaded my fingers through her hair. “It was another goddamn vision.”

      “Another one?”

      She was so shaken she didn’t even push me away and reach for a cigarette. Instead, she kissed my shoulder, hugged me as tightly as she could. I closed my eyes against the burning tingle of pleasure.

      “The mosaic,” she whispered. “And after, darkness. Vida. And Keegan. Dakhmet was bleeding. I didn’t see you. I was trying to find you. You couldn’t hear me. That sky again. Blue velvet sky.”

      I spread my hand against the hollow at the base of her spine. “I can always hear you.” The heat of her body against mine was almost enough to make me forget my own name. “Always.” I could never forget your voice, kardia, or fail to hear you when you call. The link between us resonated with shared desire. She preferred open speech, would not merge with me of her own accord. I humored her, keeping the contact light, allowing the fiction of separation.

      Rose inhaled deeply, let the breath out. I tasted tears on her cheeks, sweet salt.

      “Michael, I’m...If we go into the Labyrinth, like it shows, I think...” She moved restlessly. “You might die.” All in a rush of breath. “I’m afraid you might die,” she amended, defiant, daring me to mock.

      Was that what she feared? “I am too old to be slain easily.”

      “Promise me we won’t go into the Labyrinth.”

      That warmed me clear through. “You would not let me die, mon ange.” I trailed my fingertips up her back. She relaxed, pliant and warm again. “You would shake me by my shirt front and rage at me until I had no choice but to return, to calm you.”

      I was rewarded with a laugh. She buried her face in the hollow between my throat and my shoulder. Her heart slowed, resumed a tranquil pace, my own pulse forcing hers to a steadier, slower beat.

      “And then,” I continued, “you would shake me by my shirt front and rage at me for daring to frighten you so.”

      Another laugh. Her skin was so flawless I could not stop touching, reassuring myself she was indeed whole and alive. And mine. “There. Better?”

      More amusement, low and sweet. I smiled into her hair. The entire world was hushed and expectant outside, dark and still. A car nosed down our narrow cobbled street, tires bumping, engine purring.

      “You’re so bad.” She was my serious Chosen again. “I’m not so mean as all that. You make me sound like a hag.”

      “A delectable hag,” I corrected, my hands occupied with the always-novel, wonderful curve of her hips. “An absolutely edible hag.”

      She balled up a fist, and mock-hit me on the shoulder. “Mikey!”

      “Sweeter than chocolate, rarer than truffles, more dear than caviar.” I was hard put to keep a straight face. “Fizzier than champagne⁠—”

      “Fizzier? Is that even a word?” She mock-punched me again. I caught her, gently, and kissed her fingers. Then the inside of her wrist, along the sensitive blueness of her veins. She drew in a startled breath, tilted her head back to look at me. “Michael.”

      “Rose.” My gaze met hers.

      “Promise me you won’t go into the Labyrinth.”

      I held myself very still. “You simply said you could not see me. That means only that you could not see me, nothing more.”

      “Don’t split hairs with me. I hate going in there anyway, and I don’t want to go if something’s going to happen to you. Period.”

      I nodded, kissed her forehead gently. “As you wish, Rose. We will not enter the Labyrinth unless your safety demands it.”

      It was not quite what she had asked for, but she accepted it, which surprised and faintly disturbed me. “It’s probably useless anyway.” She wriggled away, propping herself on her elbow to reach for her cigarettes on the bedside table. I liked that she had to lean over me to do so, but I handed them to her, balanced the ashtray on my chest and gave her the lighter. “If it’s going to happen, it’s going to happen, I can’t stop it.” Her tone was thoughtful. “Everything I’ve ever seen has happened. Everything.”

      “Truly you have a gift.”

      She rolled her eyes but didn’t reply, which meant she was deep in her own thoughts. They circled under the surface of her consciousness, quick silent fish wheeling with constellation precision.

      “What do you think?” Now she searched my face.

      I gave the question a measure of silence, let it fall between us. “I think the resurgence of your gift may not speak well for further peace and quiet. We have been lucky, so far.” I lit one of her cigarettes as well and leaned back, propping my head on the headboard, careful not to disturb the blankets tucked around her. “But that does not change the fact that you are my Chosen. I am ruled by you.”

      She grimaced. “I wish you’d just tell me what you want.”

      “I want you happy, and safe.” The smoke burned pleasantly. I could never understand humans clinging to the habit; their lives are short enough. “If it pleases you to avoid the Labyrinth, I can hardly argue. As long as your safety isn’t the question, I am willing to do as you wish. In fact, it pleases me to please you.” I stretched my legs, the darkness of early, early morning marred by two red points. “However, if that route is closed to us, we shall have to find another way to travel. It could take a week or more to fully explore the possibilities.”

      That earned me a slow appraisal. “You’re such a tease. Explore the possibilities.”

      “Fully,” I could not help adding, my eyes half-lidding as I contemplated returning more fully to the bed’s embrace with her. She caught the thought, blushed, and took another breath of smoke. Looked away.

      “Michael, be serious.” It came out as a half-whisper, not her usual quick sarcasm. “I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

      For a moment I saw it again, the place where she had broken herself. It charmed me, that such fragility would think to protect me.

      “All will be well. I have not yet begun to explore the possibilities.” I half-smiled, reached through the link to soothe her.

      She ground her cigarette out, blew out a last cloud of smoke. Then she pulled her knees up and rested her chin on them. “I never thought Kitty could die either.” Her eyes were wide, haunted. “I think I’d lose my mind, Michael. I don’t feel like I could go back to living like I used to. Without you, I mean.”

      There. Shyly, and for the first time, she admitted as much. I held completely still, the cigarette fuming between my fingers, unprepared for the loosening in my chest. Her lashes swept down, veiling her expression.

      Silence, a thin glassy quiet. I finished the cigarette, set the ashtray aside, and touched her hand. Her skin was cool, I flushed her with a tingling rush of heat and took her into my arms.

      “You worry too much,” I whispered into her hair. “I will not leave you.”

      You might. It was pure pleasure, contact through the link. I needed, craved it. It was uncomfortably akin to a human addiction, only so much worse as I was more.

      Never, I promised.

      “What if we’re attacked again? I guess that means we’d have to go to the Labyrinth.”

      “Not necessarily.”

      “But—”

      “If you do not wish the Labyrinth, I will avoid it if at all possible.” I did not add it was the first time she admitted our binding. I would not risk such a precious, tentative accord, even for the Oracle’s sake.

      “We’re not done talking about this.” Her forehead furrowed. “It means something, it always means something.”

      “It is not necessary to speak further. I am capable of protecting you.”

      Another impatient movement. “What if we have to go? I mean, what if the Keepers ask for you back or something?”

      “The Keepers are my family. You are my Chosen.”

      Her skin slid against mine, and I had to suppress the sudden clenching of my body. I wanted her again. It never stopped. “Careful,” I breathed in her ear, kissed her cheek. “Careful, delicia.”

      “You’re changing the subject.” Her own voice was high and a bit breathless, deliciously unsteady.

      “Mhh,” I said, against her throat. “Am I?”

      “Michael.” Her hands tangled in my hair. I knew what she wanted before she did.

      “Later,” I whispered, and set to work worshipping her.
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      I surfaced from deeptrance to the light of late morning and an empty bed. Rose perched in the wide, cushioned window seat, the cordless phone to her ear, laughing softly. Sunlight drifted through the window and made her an alabaster statue, curling inky hair touched with blue. She wore black, a silky sweater and jeans, her feet bare and her toes painted crimson. “—think so,” she finished. “Coffee and biscuits, maybe.”

      I contemplated her. She had not left the house; I would have known and been instantly awake. But only infrequently did she rise without me. She drew her legs up, played with the sheer white drape filtering the sunlight. Her fingers moved, paused, moved, and she laughed again.

      “When did you get so bitter?”

      She was talking to him.

      I lay still, watched her face. She was absorbed, looking out the window, down into the garden and the street beyond. “I guess so. I’m glad to hear you’re okay. Matt scared me. He thought you were in serious trouble.”

      Another pause. A frown flitted over her face. “Really?” Her fingers paused, moved again. “No shit.” Another long pause. She had the look of sweet concentration usually worn while reading something fascinating. “So that means what?”

      She nodded, her hair sliding, a glory of curls. I was shaken with the desire to thread my fingers through that rough silken tangle and pull her head back, take her mouth with mine.

      Rose glanced at me and smiled. “He’s awake. You want to talk to him? Tell him what you told me. And what you’re not telling me.”

      Another pause. “Oh, for Christ’s sake.” She was irritated now. “Don’t be such a baby. I swear, he doesn’t bite, promise. He’d never hurt you, K-man. It would really piss me off.”

      She blew another stray curl back, her lips pursing, and my heart nearly stopped. “Don’t be ridiculous. I’d know. If you’re going to be an ass, I’m going to hang up,” Her face eased. “That’s better. Okay, hang on.”

      She moved across the room with a doe’s careful grace, familiar from the cold city I found her in. “Here. It’s Keegan. Play nice.”

      “For you, my darling,” I said softly, and put the phone to my ear. “Hilton.”

      “Constantius.” The connection was good, I could hear his breath. “I’m in Brussels, with the crew.” It was a mark of respect, giving his location, as if I could not find him at whim. “Rose tracked me down.”

      Rose lit a cigarette and crossed to the window. Her back was dancer-straight, her hair bouncing, glowing with health.

      What could I say that would not irritate her? “Yes. She thinks of you often.”

      “Don’t hold it against me.” Whimsical, tough, older now. A man, instead of the boy I had warned five years ago. You live because she values it, I had told him, holding Rose’s slight weight in my arms as the Keepers converged on the dais to burn my brother’s body so he could not rise again—and prepare her sister’s body for burial. The human hunter, Vida, had turned her face to the wall, her jaw working with rage or sadness, I could not tell. I would not wound her with your death. Be warned, if any of your hunters cause her pain I will take vengeance.

      He had given me a look of such utter grief and shock I could not threaten him more. And Rose, quiescent and bloody against my chest...

      “I shall try not to,” I said.

      “She sounds good. You take good care of her.”

      “Yes.” Of course I do. I am her Keeper, I care for her as she needs. I waited.

      “Something’s up. We had a freak here the other night to offer us a commission. Wanted to give you a message. Printed on a bullet, if possible. They offered to fund us two million if we’d deliver, half up front.”

      My skin roughened into gooseflesh. “Indeed. And did you take that commission?”

      “Vida told him she’d consider, and told us to saddle up and blow town. Said it would be a bad idea to deliver anything other than a pizza to you. Imagine that.” A hard edge of amusement to the words, another new thing. “She wanted me to get in touch with you, give you the head’s up. I didn’t have any way to except through Matt. So I left a message.”

      “Did he name himself, this...‘freak’?”

      Keegan inhaled. He was smoking too, shortening his brief mortal span. “Telfer. Thin guy brown hair, real weird even for you guys, carried a cane. With a silver dog’s head. We’re leaving town tonight.”

      My stomach turned. “That is an excellent idea. You may have Keeper protection, if you wish.”

      Rose half-turned in her bath of sunlight, framed in the window. An ikon indeed.

      Keegan laughed. “Nah, Vida just wants to get the hell out of Dodge. We may go up Canada way.”

      “You may use this number again, if you need help. We have not forgotten the service you did, seeking to keep Rose safe from my brother.” I searched for something else to say. “And Rose prizes you.” I gave it grudgingly. “I would not have her disappointed.”

      Keegan made a brief sound of assent. “Right on, man.”

      Rose took the phone from me, leaning over the bed. Her expression held a great deal of thoughtfulness, which meant trouble. “Hey, K-man. It’s me...Yeah. Call if you need to, he’s good backup. Tell Sarah I said hi.” A long pause, then Rose smiled. “No, I don’t like her. She doesn’t like me either, so we’re even. Keegan?” She crushed her cigarette out. “Be careful, okay? Please?”

      He must have said something kind, because her face eased. “All right. Ciao.” The phone beeped as she disconnected. “Thank you.”

      I would have done far more to earn her thanks. “Of course.” I laced my fingers behind my head, regarded her as she set the cordless on the nightstand. “He sounds older.”

      “He does.” She touched the lampshade, green glass. “And I don’t.”

      “You never will.”

      “Goddammit. What the fuck is going on?”

      “Patience, kardia. There is a deeper game afoot here.” My eyes half-lidded. “It seems I am a marked man.”

      “What do you—” She stopped, her head cocked, and her gaze deepened. She reached, slipping through my memory of the conversation, comprehension snapping into place. I exhaled, hard, the pleasure of her mental touch was so intense.

      If she merely reached a little deeper she would see all of me. Just a very little, and I would be fully at her mercy.

      She withdrew. “Who’s this Telfer guy?” Her battered silver lighter flamed, snapped shut.

      I wanted to tell her. Could not, quite. “Passing strange that any Kindred not a Keeper would seek Vida’s group for any purpose other than annihilating them.” I thought him dead. I thought him dead, and gone to trouble me no more.

      The color drained from her face. Alarmed, I closed my fingers around her wrist, drew her down to sit on the bed, offered her the ashtray. “What is it?” Though I knew. The only matter serious enough to blanch her would be a threat to those she cared for.

      “It’s a message to you.” Her voice was a thin thread of sound. “That they know about Vida. And Keegan. If they know about them, maybe they know about Matt⁠—”

      “Calm yourself.” I stroked her wrist. “It means nothing more than what we make of it. Logic, kardia. Let me use logic, please.”

      She nodded, and some of the color came back. She smoked with a shaking hand, I watched to make certain she did not spill hot ash on herself.

      “Now,” I said. “Even if they understood I would not have the human hunters harmed—for your sake alone, I might add, my Rose—this other Kindred would simply kill one or two of them as an opening gambit. That is the way the game is played.”

      An agonized look. “My God.”

      Indeed. You should not think of such things. “It is a message to me, I will admit. For if the Kindred of the Damakene or the Regnancie or...if they cannot kill me, what chance do humans have?”

      She nodded, her jaw set and her eyes suspiciously bright.

      I pretended not to notice. “So. A message, but of what sort? Telfer. I remember him.”

      Yes, I did. All too well. The taste of death, and despairing screams. The high wild joy of the hunt with the prey brought to bay, the silk of flesh unzipped and bright rubies of blood released to breathe open air.

      Memory, my curse. One of several.

      I shook my head, clearing it. Rose’s forehead furrowed. If only she would reach for me, merge with me, I would not have to use words to explain this complexity. “I had not thought him alive.” It was hard, to endure her scrutiny and feel her so scrupulously avoiding touching me. “The message is...”

      After a long silence, she began to fidget. I sought the best way to start explaining, and she waited, lighting another cigarette, smoking it down to the filter, tapping her foot, and finally sighing and rolling her eyes.

      “Mikey. The suspense is killing me, here.”

      My heart turned to cold metal. “Don’t say that, Rose.”

      “Whatever. Look, I need more coffee. Why don’t you take a shower and get dressed, and then you can tell me all about it? I think I hear Moira moving around down there.”

      “As you like, kardia.” Saved, once again, by her impatience. I tried not to let my relief show. She leaned down, kissed me chastely on the forehead. “No, that won’t do.” I caught her face in my hands and kissed her properly.

      She was soft and dreamy-eyed by the time I reluctantly let go.

      “You’re in trouble.” But her smile absolved me of all sins. “I’ll meet you downstairs.”

      “I will be quick,” I promised.

      “Good. I’m curious. I want to know about this Telfer guy, Michael. And I want to know what’s bugging you so much lately. I’m beginning to get impatient.”

      “Heaven save me from that, my heart.”

      She snorted indelicately before sweeping out of the room. I tracked her bare feet on the stairs, and her cheerful good morning to Moira.

      She did indeed sound happy.

      But for how much longer? Dominic’s voice, again. I dropped my head forward, into my hands. A low sound, very much like a despairing moan, escaped me.

      Telfer. Dromoche Telfer Matsourias. He is saying, “You see, by the grace of the Dark, I am still alive. And I will come for you, oathbreaker, renunciate, apostate. I am coming for you, and when I do, your precious Chosen will find out just what sort of liar you are.” My conscience laughed, the same low, charming sound Dominic used in the courts and houses of the rich. Right before he sank his teeth into prey.

      She held herself tightly, a clenched fist, giving me privacy. It was her way of showing her attachment to me, to give me the space she thought she needed.

      A Chosen should not fear her Keeper so. What had I done wrong?

      Well, you have lied to her, and manipulated her, and⁠—

      “You bore me,” I said, in the archaic French of the court of Capet. It had been my end to any discussion from my brother. “I do what I must.”

      With that firmly in mind and the problem of Telfer shoved to the very back, I set out to make myself presentable for my Chosen.
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      I liked to dress to match her, loved to let her buy for me. As a result, I could impersonate one of the young toughs frequenting the waterfront or the bars, an aesthetic Rose called Art Deco Punk Chic. I am not usually vain, but I like her appreciation.

      So, the boots were black leather with heavy silver buckles, meant to be worn with torn jeans and a frayed T-shirt, preferably one from an obscure rock band or with a twenty-year-old advertising logo. Rose had three silver rings and her favorite bracelet, the thick silver cuff with a cat’s-eye stone. She was truly a vision, heavy engineer boots, graceful silver ankhs at her ears, a rhinestone choker glittering at her slender neck.

      I could have watched her for hours.

      The Shochoyim—servants, bred to care and organize as Kindred are born to command—have their own measures of speed and strength. The pair in my service, Moira and Joachim, were mated but not hobbled.

      I do not see the need for such things.

      Joachim’s hands blurred as he tossed the oranges, juggling them deftly. Rose clapped, Moira laughed as she flipped a crepe. Rose had knotted her hair at her nape, and flyaway curls framed her face.

      Joachim’s hands quickened again, his blue eyes sparked, and he handed Rose a fully peeled and quartered orange. “For you, my lady. Enjoy.”

      Rose’s applause was solemn and heartfelt. “That’s a great trick.” She popped a piece of orange in her mouth and turned her shining eyes on me. “Want some?” Without pausing, she slipped another segment of orange into my mouth. The flavor burned against my tongue, and I set down my coffee cup. Spring sunshine poured through the glass doors to the verandah.

      “My thanks.” I folded the newspaper, laid it aside, and checked the time. Well after noon, safe enough. “Are we for the Louvre, then?”

      Joachim took the hint, bowing slightly and shuffling away. He would have the car ready, should we need it.

      “I guess so,” Rose said, and Moira placed a plate of crepes with fresh fruit before her. “Thanks, Moira.”

      The servant beamed. It was unheard-of, for a Shochoyim to be spoken to so freely. They are the drones of the Kindred, usually hatched in pairs.

      Twins of full Kindred, such as Dominic and myself, are rare enough to be an anomaly, and fraternal twins within that set even rarer. I had told Rose of this in passing, remarking I was somewhat of an oddity. She had snorted, not unkindly, and mock-punched my shoulder. Why am I not surprised?

      The Shochoyim are often abused among the Damakene and the Regnancie. Keepers did not usually engage Servants...but I had. I did not want any distraction from my Chosen, and she did not wish to live in the Labyrinth. So, it was human servants or Shochoyim, and I did not want the spectacle of mortals aging to remind Rose of what she had become.

      It would be hard enough when her faraway friends started to die.

      Rose toyed with a strawberry. She took another gulp of coffee, examined her plate, and sighed.

      “Rose. You must eat something.”

      Moira set a plate in front of me, and I nodded, thanking her.

      Rose would eat for Moira’s sake, but not to keep her own body alive. And certainly not to keep me from worrying. “This is really good.”

      Moira bowed her head, blushing even harder, and mumbled something that sounded suspiciously like thank you, Mistress. Rose insisted they use her name, but it was uncomfortable for them. I was the Master, of course, but she ruled me, and so was due their obedience.

      I regarded my plate. Human food is pleasant in its own way, but it might as well have been ashes for all the nutriment it provides. I needed different sustenance. I selected a strawberry, tasted it, watched Rose. Her rings flashed.

      She was uncharacteristically silent until she finished half the cargo of crepes, pushed her plate away. “So? Give, Mikey. Who’s Telfer?”

      Moira made a small, shocked sound. The servant paled, and I cursed myself for not thinking that a Shochoyim would have heard of him. “No,” she whispered, and Rose’s eyes widened. “Master?” Moira’s terrified blue gaze swung over to me. “Master, no. Please, no.”

      “Calm yourself.” I rarely used the command, but that did not drain its efficacy. “He has not made an offer for you, nor would I consider one. Rose prizes you, Moirach, and I would not have her saddened.”

      That eased the servant somewhat, and she dropped her head, stood trembling by the stove. I braced myself.

      “Well,” Rose said. I knew that tone, the arched eyebrows and ironic quiet. “Michael?” A wealth of questions and excessive patience in her voice.

      “Come, have more coffee. You will be more comfortable in the living room, I think.”

      For a long moment I thought she wouldn’t listen, but eventually, she picked up her coffee cup and stalked into the living room. Her earrings swung angrily, and the breeze of her passing was a thunderstorm’s uneasy flirt. She dropped onto the leather couch, pulled her feet up and sat cross-legged. I followed, scanned the room out of habit, and took a place by the window. I folded my arms, as if I was in the Temple again, standing under the gaze of the god.

      Except I was under the gaze of my Chosen, and I would rather have suffered the agonies of hell again than endure the disappointment and anger in her clear grey eyes.

      “Waiting,” she said, finally, with that quiet finality that I head learned to dread.

      “Dromoche Telfer Matsourias. He killed countless maybe-Chosen and fifteen true Chosen in his time, before Mordecai my adoptive-brother stood in defense of his Chosen Isadora and fought Telfer to a standstill. In a church, I believe. It was quite dramatic.”

      Humor was always the way to deflate her anger. “The church exploded in flame, and Mordecai believed Telfer dead.” I did not add how much I wanted to believe. “There was no celebration. Too many lives had been lost. I told them he would not lie quiet, but I was not heeded. Now it seems I am proved correct. I wish it were not so.”

      She took a meditative sip of coffee. “So why not tell me? Why all the drama?”

      Sunlight, bathing me in warmth. It would have sent me into anaphylactic shock before the metamorphosis to full Keeper, to stand in that glare. Charred my skin and blinded me, stopped my heart and left me nothing but a pile of ashes.

      I could bear the touch of light because I had Chosen her, tasted her for the first time in a cold alley with my brother’s dead prey flung against a dumpster full of garbage. She deserved better, but I was so desperate. Then, and still.

      “I know your feelings,” I managed, lamely. “A Kindred whose prey is maybe-Chosen and true Chosen. I had thought it would strike home, for you, and…disturb you.”

      A was a lie. A complete untruth. A fiction. I lied to my Chosen openly instead of by omission, for the first time.

      She looked at me, carefully, the distance between us aching. If she would simply reach, merge with me as a Chosen should, she would know. I would be free of the most crushing burden a Keeper could carry.

      Loneliness.

      Considering me, wanting so badly to touch, invoking all her defenses and her demons. Her psyche was still struggling to come to grips with the closeness. One staggering blow after another five years ago, and she had still not recovered.

      And I still loved her fragile strength, her fierce loyalty, her willingness to suffer for what she saw as my protection. What would she do, when she found knew all?

      She finished her coffee in a single scorching swallow and then blinked at me. “I suppose I’d better get my coat, then.”

      I expected far more ruthless questioning.

      “If we’re going to the Louvre,” she repeated patiently, as if I was an idiot. “We are still going, right?”

      I swallowed dryly. “Of course.”

      She bounced to her feet, rewarded me with another one of those brilliant smiles. “Okay. So if this Telfer guy’s nosing around Vida and her gang, you’re going to need to talk to Dakhmet, right? She’s going to want to know about this.”

      “I will have Joachim deliver the message.”

      “Great. Can you...can you make sure they’ll be okay?”

      She was not thinking of the dead-eyed human hunter, or even of the healer Vida worked with, a maybe-Chosen I had only briefly met. She was thinking of him.

      Keegan. What an ugly name.

      My fingers tensed. If it will please you. “I will ask that they be kept under close watch.”

      “All right. Thanks.” A shadow bloomed in her eyes, something very much like suspicion. “You okay?”

      No. But for your sake, little one, I am well enough. “I am allowed an entire afternoon of watching you sift through dusty art and make your sketches, which I find so fascinating. And then, dinner at a little place, and...”

      “And what?” Her eyebrows lifted again.

      I was hard-pressed not to cross the room, and take her in my arms, and plead for absolution. “Then we shall perhaps see a movie, and wend homeward. To explore the possibilities.”

      She laughed, and tripped blithely from the room. I was left with a savagely amused conscience and a heavy heart. I had not merely misdirected her, I had lied. I summoned Joachim with a silent call, and dropped down in the chair by the fireplace to wait for my Servant to come.
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