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To Jeremy, Baxter, and Scout, my three favorite boys, with much thanks to Sara, the mistress of Meritverse conformity.





By the pricking of my thumbs,
Something wicked this way comes.


William Shakespeare





CHAPTER ONE
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MAGIC IS AS MAGIC DOES


Late August


Chicago, Illinois


We worked beneath the shine of floodlights that punched holes in the darkness of Hyde Park—nearly one hundred vampires airing rugs, painting cabinet doors, and sanding trim.


A handful of severe-looking men in black—extra mercenary fairies we’d hired for protection—stood outside the fence that formed a barrier between the blocks-wide grounds of Cadogan House and the rest of the city.


In part, they were protecting us from a second attack by shape-shifters. That seemed unlikely, but so had the first onslaught, led by the youngest brother of the leader of the North American Central Pack. Unfortunately, that hadn’t stopped Adam Keene.


They were also protecting us from a new threat.


Humans.


I glanced up from the elegant curve of wooden trim I was swabbing with stain. It was nearly midnight, but the golden glow of the protesters’ candles was visible through the gap in the fence. Their flames flickered in the sticky summer breeze, three or four dozen humans making known their quiet objections to the vampires in their city.


Popularity was a fickle thing.


Chicagoans had rioted when we’d come out of the closet nearly a year ago. Fear had eventually given way to awe, complete with paparazzi and glossy magazine spreads, but the violence of the attack on the House—and the fact that we’d fought back and in doing so had thrown shifters out into the open—had turned the tides again. Humans hadn’t been thrilled to learn we’d existed, and if werewolves were out there, too, what else lurked in the shadows? For the past couple of months we’d seen raw, ugly prejudice from humans who didn’t want us in their neighborhood and camped outside the House to make sure we were aware of it.


My cell phone vibrated in my pocket; I flipped it open and answered, “Merit’s House of Carpentry.”


Mallory Carmichael, my best friend in the world and a sorceress in her own right, snorted from the other end. “Kind of dangerous, isn’t it, being a vampire around all those would-be aspen stakes?”


I looked over the trim on the sawhorse in front of me. “I’m not sure any of this is actually aspen, but I take your point.”


“I assume from the intro that carpentry’s on your agenda again this evening?”


“You would be correct. Since you asked, I’m applying stain to some lovely woodwork, after which I’ll probably apply a little sealant—”


“Oh, my God, yawn,” she interrupted. “Please spare me your hardware stories. I’d offer to come entertain you, but I’m heading to Schaumburg. Magic is as magic does, and all that.”


That explained the rumbling of the car in the background on her end. “Actually, Mal, even if you could make it, we’re a human-free abode right now.”


“No shit,” she said. “When did Darth Sullivan issue that dictate?”


“When Mayor Tate asked him to.”


Mallory let out a low whistle, and her voice was equally concerned. “Seriously? Catcher didn’t even say anything about that.”


Catcher was Mallory’s current live-in boyfriend, the sorcerer who’d replaced me when I made the move to Cadogan House a few months ago. He also worked in the office of the city’s supernatural Ombudsman—my grandfather—and was supposed to be in the know about all things supernatural. The Ombudsman’s office was a kind of paranormal help desk.


“The Houses are keeping it on the down-low,” I admitted. “Word gets out that Tate closed the Houses, and people panic.”


“Because they think vampires pose a real threat to humans?”


“Exactly. And speaking of real threats, what are you learning tonight in Schaumburg?”


“Har-har, my little vampire friend. You will love and fear me in due time.”


“I already do. Are you still doing potions?”


“Actually, no. We’re doing some different stuff this week. How’s the head honcho?”


The quick change of subject was a little weird. Mallory usually loved an interested audience when it came to the paranormal and her magic apprenticeship. Maybe the stuff she was learning now was actually as dull as carpentry, although that was hard to imagine.


“Ethan Sullivan is still Ethan Sullivan,” I finally concluded.


She snorted in agreement. “And I assume he always will be, being immortal and all. But some things do change. Speaking of—and how’s that for a segue?—guess who’s now got a big ol’ pair of spectacles perched on the end of his perfect little nose?”


“Joss Whedon?” Although it had taken her a little while to get used to the idea of having magic, Mal had always had a thing for the supernatural, fiction or otherwise. Buffy and Spike were particular objects of affection.


“Gad, no. Although wouldn’t that totally give me an excuse to pop into the Whedonverse and, like, magically correct his eyesight or something? Anywho, no. Catcher.”


I grinned. “Catcher got glasses? Mr. I’m-so-suave-I-shaved-my-head-even-though-I-wasn’t-balding got glasses? Maybe this is going to be a good night after all.”


“I know, right? To be fair, they actually look pretty good on him. I did offer to work a little abracadabra and hook him up with twenty-twenty, but he declined.”


“Because?”


She deepened her voice into a pretty good imitation. “‘Because that would be a selfish use of magic—expending the will of the universe on my retinas.’”


“That does sound like something he’d say.”


“Yep. So glasses it is. And I’ll tell you, they are little miracle workers. We have definitely turned a corner in the bedroom. It’s like he’s a new person. I mean, his sexual energy level is just off the—”


“Mallory. Enough. My ears are beginning to bleed.”


“Prude.” A piercing honk rang through the phone, followed by Mallory’s voice. “Learn to merge, people! Come on! Okay, I’ve got Wisconsin drivers in front of me, and I have to get off the phone. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”


“Night, Mal. Good luck with the drivers and the magic.”


“Smooches,” she said, and the line went dead. I tucked the phone back into my pocket. Thank God for besties.


Ten minutes later, I had a chance to test my “Ethan is still Ethan” theory.


I didn’t even need to glance back to know that he’d stepped behind me. The rising chill along my spine was indication enough. Ethan Sullivan, Master of Cadogan House, the vampire who’d added me to its ranks.


After two months of wooing, Ethan and I had spent a pretty glorious night together. But “together” hadn’t lasted; he’d reversed course after he’d decided dating me was an emotional risk he couldn’t afford to take. He’d regretted that decision, too, and he’d spent the past two months attempting, or so he said, to make amends.


Ethan was tall, blond, and almost obscenely handsome, from the long, narrow nose to the sculpted cheekbones and emerald green eyes. He was also smart and dedicated to his vampires … and he’d broken my heart. Two months later, I could accept that he’d feared our relationship would put his House at risk. It would have been a lie to say I didn’t feel the attraction, but that didn’t make me any less eager for a rematch, so I was warily standing my ground.


“Sentinel,” he said, using the title he’d given me. A House guard, of sorts. “They’re surprisingly quiet tonight.”


“They are,” I agreed. We’d had a few days of loud chants, picket signs, and bongo drums until protesters realized we weren’t aware of the noises they made during the day, and the denizens of Hyde Park would tolerate noise after nightfall for only so long.


Score one for Hyde Park.


“Makes for a nice change. How are things out here?”


“We’re moving along,” I said, wiping away an errant drip of stain. “But I’ll be glad when we’re done. I don’t think construction is my bag.”


“I’ll keep that in mind for future projects.” I could hear the amusement in his voice. After taking a second to check my willpower, I looked over at him. Tonight Ethan wore jeans and a paint-smeared T-shirt, and his shoulder-length golden hair was pulled back at the nape of his neck. His dress might have been casual, but there was no mistaking the air of power and unfailing confidence that marked this prince among vampires.


Hands on his hips, he surveyed his crew. Men and women worked at tables and sawhorses across the front lawn. His emerald gaze tracked from worker to worker as he gauged their progress, but his shoulders were tense, as if he was ever aware that danger lurked just outside the gate.


Ethan was no less handsome in jeans and running shoes while taking stock of his vampiric kin.


“How are things inside?” I asked.


“Moving along, albeit slowly. Things would go faster if we were allowed to bring in human construction workers.”


“Not bringing them in does save us the risk of human sabotage,” I pointed out.


“And the risk that a drywall contractor becomes a snack,” he mused. But when he looked back at me again, a line of worry appeared between his eyes.


“What is it?” I prompted.


Ethan offered up his signature move—a single arched eyebrow.


“Well, obviously other than the protesters and constant threat of attack,” I said.


“Tate called. He asked for a meeting with the two of us.”


This time, I was the one who raised my eyebrows. Seth Tate, Chicago’s second-term mayor, generally avoided mingling with the city’s three Master vampires.


“What does he want to meet about?”


“This, I assume,” he said, gesturing toward the protesters.


“Do you think he wants to meet with me because he and my father are friends, or because my grandfather works for him?”


“That, or because the mayor may, in fact, be smitten with you.”


I rolled my eyes, but couldn’t stop the warm blush that rose on my cheeks. “He isn’t smitten with me. He just likes being reelected.”


“He’s smitten, not that I can’t understand the emotion. And he hasn’t even seen you fight yet.” Ethan’s voice was sweet. Hopeful.


Hard to ignore.


For weeks he’d been this attentive, this flattering.


That was not to say he didn’t have his moments of snark. He was still Ethan, after all, still a Master vampire with a Houseful of Novitiates who didn’t always please him, and to add insult to injury, he was nearing the end of a months-long rehab of that House. Construction didn’t always go quickly in Chicago, and it moved even more slowly when the subject of the construction was a three-story den of vampires. An architectural gem of a den, sure, but still a den of night-walking bloodsuckers, blah blah blah. Our human suppliers were often reticent to help, and that didn’t exactly thrill Ethan.


The construction notwithstanding, Ethan was doing all the right things, making all the right moves. Problem was, he’d shaken my trust. I hoped to find my own happily ever after, but I wasn’t yet prepared to trust that this particular Prince Charming was ready to ride off into the sunset. Two months later, the hurt—and humiliation—was still too real, the wound too raw.


I wasn’t naïve enough to deny what was between me and Ethan, or the possibility that fate would bring us together again. After all, Gabriel Keene, the head of the North American Central Pack, had somehow shared with me a vision about a pair of green eyes that looked like Ethan’s … but weren’t. (I know. “What the hell?” had been my reaction, too.)


I wanted to believe him. Just like every other girl in America, I’d read the books and seen the movies in which the boy realizes he made a horrible decision … and comes back again. I wanted to believe that Ethan mourned the loss of me, that his regret was real, and that his promises were earnest. But this wasn’t a game. And as Mallory had pointed out, wouldn’t it have been better if he’d wanted me from the beginning?


In the meantime, while I weighed the new Ethan against the old Ethan, I played the dutiful Sentinel. Keeping things professional gave me the space and boundaries I needed … and it had the added benefit of irritating him. Immature? Sure. But who didn’t take the opportunity to tweak their boss when they had the chance?


Besides, most vampires were members of one House or another, and I was immortal. I couldn’t exactly sidestep working with Ethan without damning myself to an eternity spent as an outcast. That meant I had to make the best of the situation.


Avoiding the intimacy in his voice, I smiled politely at him. “Hopefully he won’t need to see me fight. If I’m brawling in front of the mayor, things have definitely gone south. When do we leave?”


Ethan was quiet long enough that I looked over at him, saw the earnestness in his expression. It plucked my heartstrings to see him look so decided about me. But whatever fate might have in store for us down the road, I wasn’t taking that exit today.


“Sentinel.”


There was gentle reprobation in his voice, but I was sticking to my plan. “Yes, Liege?”


“Be stubborn if you wish to, if you need to, but we know how this will end.”


I kept my face blank. “It will end as it always does—with your being Master and my being Sentinel.”


The reminder of our positions must have done it. As abruptly as he’d turned on the charm, Ethan turned it off again. “Be downstairs in twenty minutes. Wear your suit.” And then he was gone, striding purposefully up the stairs and back into Cadogan House.


I swore quietly. That boy was going to be the death of me.





CHAPTER TWO
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A FISTFUL OF VAMPIRES


Leaving Cadogan House used to be a bit of a trick, mostly involving avoiding the irritation of the paparazzi on the corner who were waiting to snap our pictures. Now it was actually dangerous.


We were both in black suits (official Cadogan wear) and in Ethan’s black Mercedes convertible, a slick roadster he parked in the basement beneath the House. We drove up the ramp that led to the ground level, then waited while one of the fairies stationed at the gate pushed it open. A second stood in front of the ramp, his wary gaze on the protesters who were beginning to move in our direction.


We pulled onto the street. The fairy at the gate closed it again, then joined his partner at the side of the car. We moved at a crawl as humans began to gather around us, candles in hand. They moved without sound, their expressions blank, like zombie believers. Their silence was completely unnerving. That was worse, I think, than if they’d been shouting anti-vampire epithets or obscenities.


“Apparently they’ve seen us,” Ethan muttered, left hand on the steering wheel, right on the gearshift.


“Yes, they have. Do you want me to get out?”


“As much as I appreciate the offer, let’s let the fairies handle it.”


As if on cue, the fairies took point, one at each door. “We pay them, right? For the security?”


“We do,” Ethan said. “Although, as they detest humans even more than they detest us, it’s probably a task they’d have taken on for free.”


So fairies hated vampires, but hated humans more. Some humans hated vampires and, if they had known what the fairies were, probably would have hated them, too.


And vampires? Well, vampires were like politicians. We wanted to be friends with everyone. We wanted to be liked. We wanted political capital we could trade later for political benefits. But we were still vampires, and however political and social we might have been, we were still different.


Well, most of us, anyway. Ethan often remarked that I was more human than most, probably because I’d been a vampire for only a few months. But looking out at the protesters, I felt a little more vampire than usual.


The protesters stared into the windows, holding their candles toward the car as if nearness to the flame was enough to make us disappear. Luckily, fire was no more hazardous to us than it was to humans.


Ethan kept both hands on the wheel now as he carefully maneuvered the Mercedes through the crowd. We crawled forward one foot at a time, the humans swarming in a cloud so thick we couldn’t see the road ahead. The fairies walked alongside, one hand on the roof of the petite roadster like members of the Secret Service in a presidential motorcade. We moved slowly, but we moved.


And as we moved, we passed two teenagers who stood on my side of the car, arms linked together—a boy and girl. They were so young, and they were dressed in shorts and tank tops like they’d spent the day at the beach. But their expressions told a different story. There was hatred in their eyes, hatred too intense for sixteen-year-olds. The girl had smeared mascara beneath her eyes as if she’d been crying. The boy watched the girl, his hatred for me maybe prompted by his infatuation with her.


With jarring suddenness, they began to chant together, “No more vampires! No more vampires! No more vampires!” Over and over again they cried out the mantra, zealotry in their voices, like angels ready to smite.


“They’re so young to be so angry,” I quietly said.


“Anger isn’t merely for the old,” Ethan pointed out. “Even the young can face misery, tragedy, and twist sadness into hatred.”


The rest of the crowd seemed to find the teenagers inspiring. One person at a time, they echoed the chant until the entire crowd had joined in, a chorus of hatred.


“Get out of our neighborhood!” shouted a human close to the car, a thin woman of fifty or sixty with long gray hair, who wore a white T-shirt and khaki pants. “Go back to where you came from!”


I faced forward again. “I’m from Chicago,” I murmured. “Born and bred.”


“I believe they had a more supernatural dominion in mind,” Ethan said. “Hell, perhaps, or some parallel dimension inhabited solely by vampires and werewolves and, in any event, far from humans.”


“Or they want us in Gary instead of Chicago.”


“Or that,” he allowed.


I forced myself to face forward, blocking out the sight of their faces at the window, wishing I could will myself invisible, or somehow merge into the leather upholstery and avoid the discomfort of listening to humans scream about how much they hated me. It hurt, more than I would have thought possible, to be surrounded by people who didn’t know me but who would have been more than happy to hear I was gone and no longer polluting their neighborhood.


“It gets easier,” Ethan said.


“I don’t want it to get easier. I want to be accepted for who I am.”


“Unfortunately, not everyone appreciates your finer qualities. But there are those of us who do.”


We passed a family—father, mother, and two young sons—holding a hand-painted sign that read HYDE PARK HATES VAMPS.


“Now, that,” Ethan grumbled, “I have little patience for. Until the children are old enough to reach their own conclusions about vampires, they should be immune from the discussion. They certainly should not have to bear the weight of their parents’ prejudices.”


I nodded and crossed my arms over my chest, tucking into myself.


After a hundred feet, the protesters thinned out, the urge to berate us apparently diminishing as we moved farther from the House. My spirit deflated, we headed northeast toward Creeley Creek, which sat in Chicago’s historic Prairie Avenue neighborhood.


I glanced over at Ethan. “Have we thought about a campaign or something to address the hatred? Public service announcements or get-to-know-you forums? Anything to help them realize we aren’t the enemy?”


He smirked. “Our social chair at work again?”


As punishment for challenging Ethan to a fight—although I’d been suffering from a bit of a split vampire personality at the time—Ethan had named me House social chair. He thought it a fitting punishment for a girl who spent more time in her room than getting to know her fellow vampires. I’ll admit I was a bookworm—I’d been an English-lit grad student before I was changed—but I’d been making inroads. Of course, the shifter attack had put a damper on my plans for a barbecue social mixer.


“I’m just a Novitiate vampire trying to make it through the night with a little less hatred. Seriously—it might be something to consider.”


“Julia’s on it.”


“Julia?”


“House director of marketing and public relations.”


Huh. I hadn’t even known we had one of those.


“Maybe we could hold a lottery for one of the Initiate spots next year,” I suggested. “Get humans interested in being a Cadogan vampire?”


“I’ve got a golden ticket,” Ethan began to sing, then chuckled.


“Something like that. Of course, if you open a spot up to the public, you probably increase the odds of adding a saboteur to the House.”


“And I think we’re rather full in the saboteur department lately.”


Thinking of the two traitorous vamps the House had lost since I joined, I nodded. “Wholeheartedly agreed.”


I should have knocked on wood, offered up a little protection against the jinx I’d caused by talking about sabotage … because it suddenly looked like the protesters had called ahead.


Our headlights bounced off two SUVs that were parked diagonally in the middle of the street, six hefty men in front of them, all wearing black T-shirts and cargo pants.


“Hold on,” Ethan yelled out, pulling the steering wheel with a screech of burning rubber. The roadster banked to the right, spinning clockwise until we sat perpendicular to the SUVs.


I looked up. Three of the men jogged around us, guns at their waists, surrounding the car before Ethan could pull away from the roadblock.


“I am not crazy about this situation,” I muttered.


“Me, either,” Ethan said, pulling out his cell phone and tapping keys. I assumed he was requesting backup, which was fine by me.


“Military?” I asked Ethan, my heart beating wildly.


“It’s unlikely official military would approach us this way. Not when there are significantly easier means with less potential collateral damage.”


“Whatever else they are, I assume they’re anti-vamp.”


Two of the three men in front of the car unholstered their weapons, approached us, and pulled open the doors.


“Out,” they said in unison. I took mental inventory—I had my dagger, but not my sword. I hoped I wouldn’t need it.


“Anti-vamp, indeed,” Ethan muttered, then slowly lifted his hands into the air. I did the same.


Steady, Sentinel, he telepathically told me. Say nothing aloud unless it’s absolutely necessary.


You’re the boss, I replied.


All evidence to the contrary. The words were silent, but the snark was obvious.


We stepped outside onto the dark Chicago street. The vibration in the air—the buzz of steel I could feel after my katana had been tempered with blood—was intense. These guys, whoever they were, were well armed. Our hands in the air, their weapons trained on our hearts, we were escorted in front of the Mercedes. As vampires, we healed quickly enough that bullets wouldn’t generally do us in. An aspen stake to the heart, however, would do the trick without question.


Now that I thought about it, their guns didn’t exactly look off-the-rack; they looked like custom units, with muzzles a little wider than those in the House’s arsenal.


Is it possible to modify a gun to shoot aspen stakes? I asked Ethan.


I’d prefer not to find out, he replied.


My stomach churned with nerves. I’d become used to the fact that my job called for violence, usually perpetrated by crazy paranormals against me and mine. But these weren’t paranormals. These were gun-wielding humans who apparently believed they were beyond the reach of the law, who believed they had the authority to stop us and hold us at gunpoint within the bounds of our own city.


The third man in front of us—big and bulky, with acne-marked skin and a military haircut—stepped forward.


Watch him, echoed Ethan’s voice in my head.


Hard to miss a human tank heading right for me.


“You think we don’t know what you’re doing to our city?” Tank asked. “You’re killing us. Sneaking around in the night, pulling us from our beds. Enticing us, then drinking us down until there’s nothing left.”


My chest tightened at his words. I certainly hadn’t done any of those things, nor did I know of any other vampires who had, at least not since Celina Desaulniers, Chicago’s vampire bad girl, had disappeared from the scene. But Tank seemed very convinced he was telling the truth.


“I’ve done nothing to you,” I told him. “I’ve never met you, and you don’t know anything about me except that I’m a vampire.”


“Bitch,” he muttered, but he snapped his head back when the rear door opened on the left-hand SUV. Two booted feet hit the pavement, followed by another man in the same black uniform. Unlike the others, this one was handsome, with long, wide eyes and high, pert cheekbones, his dark hair perfectly parted. His hands behind his back, he walked toward us while Tank closed the SUV’s door.


I guessed New Guy was the one in charge.


“Mr. Sullivan. Ms. Merit,” he said.


“And you are?” Ethan asked.


New Guy smiled grandly. “You can call me … McKetrick.” The pause made it sound like he’d only just decided on the name. “These are some of my friends. Fellow believers, if you will.”


“Your manners leave something to be desired.” Ethan’s tone was flat, but angry magic peppered the air.


McKetrick crossed his arms over his chest. “I find that insult rather comical, Mr. Sullivan, coming from an interloper in our city.”


“An interloper?”


“We’re humans. You’re vampires. But for the result of a genetic mutation, you’d be like us. And that makes you aberrations in our town, uninvited guests. Guests that need to mind their manners and take their leave.” His tone was matter-of-fact, as if he hadn’t just suggested we were genetic aberrations that needed to hightail it out of the city.


“I beg your pardon,” Ethan said, but McKetrick held up a hand.


“Come, now,” he said. “I know you understand me. You seem to be an intelligent man, as does your colleague here. At least from what we know of her parents.”


My parents—the Merits—were new-money Chicago. My father was a real estate investor mentioned in the papers on a daily basis. Smart, but ruthless. We weren’t close, which made me that much less excited to learn I was being judged on the basis of his narcissistic press coverage.


Don’t let him faze you, Ethan silently said. You know who you are.


“Your prejudices,” he said aloud, “are not our problem. We suggest you put down the weapons and continue on your way.”


“Continue on our way? That’s truly rich. As if your kind are merely going to continue on your way without bringing this city into all-out supernatural war?” He shook his head. “No, thank you, Mr. Sullivan. You and yours need to pack, leave, and be done with it.”


“I’m from Chicago,” I said, drawing his attention to me. “Born and raised.”


He lifted a finger. “Born and raised human until you switched sides.”


I almost corrected him, told him that Ethan had saved me from a killer hired by Celina, brought me back to life after I’d been attacked. I could also have told him that no matter the challenges I faced as a vampire, Ethan was the reason I still drew breath. But I didn’t think McKetrick would be thrilled to learn that I’d been nearly killed by one vampire—and changed without consent by another.


“No response?” McKetrick asked. “Not surprising. Given the havoc your ‘House’ has already wreaked in Chicago, I’m not sure I’d object, either.”


“We did not precipitate the strike on our House,” I told him. “We were attacked.”


McKetrick tilted his head at us, a confused smile on his face. “But you must recognize that you prompted it. Without you, there would have been no violence.”


“All we want is to go about our business.”


McKetrick smiled magnanimously. He wasn’t an unattractive man, but that smile—so calm and self-assured—was terrifying in its confidence. “That fits me fine. Simply take your business elsewhere. As should be clear now, Chicago doesn’t want you.”


Ethan steeled his features. “You haven’t been elected. You haven’t been appointed. You have no right to speak on behalf of the city.”


“A city that had fallen under your spell? A city finally waking up to your deviance? Sometimes, Mr. Sullivan, the world needs a prophet. A man who can look beyond the now, see the future, and understand what’s necessary.”


“What do you want?”


He chuckled. “We want our city back, of course. We want the departure of all vampires in Chicago. We don’t care where you go—we just don’t want you here. I hope that’s understood?”


“Fuck you,” Ethan said. “Fuck you, and your prejudice.”


McKetrick looked disappointed, as if he truly expected Ethan to see the error of his ways.


He opened his mouth to retort, but before he could answer, I heard it: cutting through the night like roaring thunder, the sound of rumbling exhaust. I glanced behind me and saw the headlights—a dozen in all—moving like an arrow toward us.


Motorcycles.


I began to grin, now knowing whom Ethan had contacted on his cell phone. These weren’t just motorcycles; they were shifters. The cavalry had arrived.


The troops looked back to their leader, not sure of the next step.


They cut through the darkness like sharks on chrome. Twelve giant, gleaming, low-riding bikes, one shifter on each—brawny and leather-clad, ready for battle. And I could attest to the battle part. I’d seen them fight, I knew they were capable, and the tingle that lifted the hair at the back of my neck proved they were well armed.


Correction—eleven of them were brawny and leather-clad. The twelfth was a petite brunette with a mass of long, curly hair, currently pulled back beneath a Cardinals ball cap. Fallon Keene, the only sister among six Keene brothers, named alphabetically from Gabriel down to Adam, who’d been removed from the NAC and sent into the loving arms of a rival Pack after he took out their leader. No one had heard from Adam since that exchange had taken place. Given his crime, I assumed that wasn’t a good sign.


I nodded at Fallon, and when she offered back a quick salute, I decided I could live with her poor choice of baseball allegiances.


Gabriel Keene, Pack Apex, rode the bike in front, his sun-kissed brown hair pulled into a queue at the nape of his neck, his amber eyes scanning the scene with what looked like malicious intent. But I knew better. Gabriel eschewed violence unless absolutely necessary. He wasn’t afraid of it, but he didn’t seek it out.


Gabriel revved his bike with a flick of his wrist, and like magic, McKetrick’s men stepped back toward their SUVs.


Gabe turned his gaze on me. “Problems, Kitten?”


I looked over at McKetrick, who was scanning the bikes and their riders with a nervous expression. I guess his anti-vamp bravado didn’t extend to shifters. After a moment he seemed to regain his composure and made eye contact with us again.


“I look forward to continuing this conversation at a more appropriate time,” McKetrick said. “We’ll be in touch. In the meantime, stay out of trouble.” With that, he slipped back into the SUV, and the rest of his troops followed him.


I bit back disappointment. I’d almost wished they’d been naïve enough to make a move, just so I could enjoy watching the Keenes pummel them into oblivion.


With a roar from custom mufflers, the SUVs squealed into action and drove away. Pity it wasn’t forever. I checked the license plates, but they were blank. Either they were driving around without registrations or they’d taken off the plates for their little introductory chat.


Gabe glanced at Ethan. “Who’s G.I. Joe?”


“He said his name was McKetrick. He imagines himself to be an anti-vampire vigilante. He wants all vamps out of the city.”


Gabe clucked his tongue. “He’s probably not the only one,” he said, glancing at me. “Trouble does seem to find you, Kitten.”


“As Ethan can verify, I had nothing to do with it. We were driving toward Creeley Creek when we hit the roadblock. They popped out with guns.”


Gabe rolled his eyes. “Only vampires would find that a limitation instead of a challenge. You are immortal, after all.”


“And we prefer to keep it that way,” Ethan said. “The weapons looked custom.”


“Anti-vamp rounds?” Gabriel asked.


“It wouldn’t surprise me. McKetrick seemed like the type.”


“And my sword is at the House,” I pointed out to Gabe. “You give me thirty-two inches of folded steel, and I’ll take on anyone you want.”


He rolled his eyes, then revved his bike and glanced over at Ethan. “You’re headed to Creeley Creek?”


“We are.”


“Then we’re your escorts. Hop in the car and we’ll get you there.”


“We owe you one.”


Gabriel shook his head. “Consider it one more notch off the tab I owe Merit.”


He’d mentioned that debt before. I still had no idea what he thought he owed me, but I nodded anyway and jogged back to the Mercedes.


I slid inside the car. “You said the fairies detested humans. Right now, I feel like ‘detest’ is hardly a strong enough word. And it looks like we can add one more problem to the punch list.”


“That would appear to be the case,” he said, turning on the engine.


“At least we’re still friends with the shifters,” I said as we zoomed through the stop sign ahead of us, the shifters making a shieldlike V of bikes around the car.


“And officially enemies with humans again. Some of them, anyway.”


As we moved down the street and finally began to gain speed, our escort of shape-shifters beside us, I turned back to the road and sighed.


“Let the good times roll.”





CHAPTER THREE
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SCIENCE FRICTION


Creeley Creek was a Prairie-style building—low and horizontal, with lots of long windows, overhanging eaves, and bare, honeyed wood. It was bigger than the average Prairie-style home, built at the turn of the twentieth century by an architect with a renowned ego. When the original owner died, his estate donated the house to the city of Chicago, which deemed it the official residence of the mayor. It was to Chicago what Gracie Mansion was to New York City.


Currently living there was the politician Chicago had always wanted. Handsome. Popular. A master orator with friends on both sides of the aisle. Whether or not you liked the slant of his politics, he was very, very good at his job.


The gate opened when we arrived, the guard who stood inside the glass box at the edge of the street waving us onto the grounds. Ethan circled the Mercedes around the drive and pulled into a small parking area beside the house.


“From a House of vampires to a house of politicians,” he muttered as we walked to the front door.


“Said the most political of vampires,” I reminded him, and got a growl in response. But I stood my ground. He was the one who’d traded a relationship with me for political considerations.


“I look forward,” he said as we walked across the tidy brick driveway, “to your turn at the helm.”


I assumed he meant the day I’d become a Master vampire. It wasn’t exactly something I looked forward to, but it would get me out of Cadogan House.


“You look forward to it because we’ll be equally matched? Politically, I mean?”


He slid me a dry glance. “Because I’ll enjoy watching you squirm under the pressure.”


“Charming,” I muttered.


A woman in a snug navy blue suit stood in front of the double front doors beneath a low overhanging stone eave. Her hair was pulled into a tight bun, and she wore thick, horn-rimmed glasses. They were quite a contrast to the patent platform heels.


Was she going for sexy librarian, maybe?


“Mr. Sullivan. Merit. I’m Tabitha Bentley, the mayor’s assistant. The mayor is ready to see you, but I understand there are some preliminaries we need to address?” She lifted her gaze to the threshold above us.


The old wives’ tale was that vampires couldn’t enter a house if they hadn’t been invited in. But like lots of other fang-related myths, that was less about magic and more about rules. Vampires loved rules—what to drink, where to stand, how to address higher-ranking vampires, and so on.


“We would appreciate the mayor’s official invitation into his house,” Ethan said, without detailing the reasons for the request.


She nodded primly. “I have been authorized to extend an invitation to you and Merit to Creeley Creek.”


Ethan smiled politely. “We thank you for your hospitality and accept your invitation.”


The deal struck, Ms. Bentley opened the doors and waited while we walked into the hallway.


It wasn’t my first time in the mansion. My father (being well moneyed) and Tate (being well connected) were acquaintances, and my father had occasionally dragged me to Creeley Creek for some fund-raiser or other. I looked around and concluded it hadn’t changed much since the last time I’d visited. The floors were gleaming stone, the walls horizontal planks of dark wood. The house was cool and dark, the hallway illuminated with golden light cast down from wall-mounted sconces.


The smell of vanilla cookies permeated the air. That smell—of bright lemons and sugar—reminded me of Tate. It was the same scent I’d caught the last time I’d seen him. Maybe he had a favorite snack, and the Creeley Creek staff obliged.


But the man in the hallway wasn’t one I’d expected to see. My father, dapper in a sharp black suit, walked toward us. He didn’t offer a handshake; the arrogance was typical Joshua Merit.


“Ethan, Merit.”


“Joshua,” Ethan said with a nod. “Meeting with the mayor this evening?”


“I was,” my father said. “You’re both well?”


Sadly, I was surprised that he cared. “We’re fine,” I told him. “What brings you here?”


“Business council issues,” my father said. He was a member of the Chicago Growth Council, a group geared toward bringing new businesses to the city.


“I also put in a good word about your House,” he added, “about the strides you’ve taken with the city’s supernatural populations. Your grandfather keeps me apprised.”


“That was … very magnanimous of you,” Ethan said, his confusion matching my own.


My father smiled pleasantly, then glanced from us to Tabitha. “I see that you’re heading in. Don’t let me keep you. Good to see you both.”


Tabitha stepped in front of us, heels clacking on the floor as she marched deeper into the mansion. “Follow me,” she called back.


Ethan and I exchanged a glance.


“What just happened?” I asked.


“For some unknown reason, your father has suddenly become friendly?”


There was undoubtedly a business-related reason for that, which I assumed we’d find out soon enough. In the meantime, we did as we were told, and followed Tabitha down the hallway.


Seth Tate had the look of a playboy who’d never quite reformed. Tousled, coal black hair, blue eyes under long, dark brows. He had a face women swooned over and, as a second-term mayor, the political chops to back up the looks. That explained why he’d been named one of Chicago’s most eligible bachelors, and one of the country’s sexiest politicians.


He met us in his office, a long, low room that was paneled floor to ceiling in wood. A gigantic desk sat at one end of the room in front of a tufted, red leather chair that could have doubled as a throne.


Both the desk and throne stood beneath an ominous five-foot-wide painting. Most of the canvas was dark, but the outlines of a group of suspicious-looking men were visible. They stood around a man positioned near the center of the painting, his arms above his head, cowering as they pointed down at him. It looked like they were condemning him for something. It wasn’t exactly an inspiring painting.


Tate, who stood in the middle of the room, reached out a hand toward Ethan, no hesitation in the movement. “Ethan.”


“Mr. Mayor.” They shared a manly handshake.


“How are things at the House?”


“I’d say the mood is … anticipatory. With protesters at the gate, one tends to wait for the other shoe to drop.”


After they’d shared a knowing look, Tate turned to me, a smile blossoming. “Merit,” he said, voice softer. He took both my hands and leaned toward me, pressing a soft kiss to my cheek, the scent of sugared lemon floating around him. “I just met with your father.”


“We saw him on the way out.”


He released me and smiled, but as he looked me over, the smile faded. “Are you all right?”


I must have looked shaken; being held at gunpoint could do that to a girl. But before I could speak, Ethan sent a warning.


Don’t mention McKetrick, he said. Not until we know more about his alliances.


“There was a protest outside the House,” I obediently told Tate. “It was unnerving. A lot of prejudice was thrown around.”


Tate offered an apologetic look. “Unfortunately, we can’t deny the protesters their permits for First Amendment reasons, but we can always step in if matters escalate.”


“We had things well in hand,” I assured him.


“Gabriel Keene’s announcement that shape-shifters exist hasn’t done much for your popularity.”


“No, it hasn’t,” Ethan admitted. “But he came to the fight at the House when our backs were against the wall. Going public—getting his side of the story out there—was the best of a bad set of options for protecting his people.”


“I don’t necessarily disagree,” Tate said. “He doesn’t make the announcement, and we end up having to arrest every shifter there for assault and disturbing the peace. We couldn’t just let them off without some justification. The announcement gave us that reason, helped the public understand why they’d joined the fight and why we weren’t arresting them on sight.”


“I’m sure they appreciate your understanding.”


Tate offered a sardonic look. “I doubt that kind of thing interests them. Shifters don’t strike me as the most political types.”


“They aren’t,” Ethan agreed. “But Gabriel is savvy enough to understand when a favor’s been done, and when a favor needs to be returned. He wasn’t happy about making the announcement, and he has even less interest in his people getting pulled into the public’s fear of vampires. He’s working on that now, keeping his people out of the public’s notice.”


“That’s actually the reason I’ve asked you to meet with me,” Tate said. “I realize it’s an unusual request, and I appreciate your coming on such short notice.”


He sat down in the throne behind his desk, the onlookers in the portrait now pointing down at him. Tate gestured toward two smaller chairs that sat in front of his desk. “Please, have a seat.”


Ethan took a chair. I took point behind him, Sentinel at the ready.


Mayor Tate’s eyes widened at the gesture, but his expression turned back to business fast enough. He flipped open a folder and uncapped an expensive-looking fountain pen.


Ethan crossed one leg over the other. The signal: he was moving into political-chat position. “What can we do for you?” he asked, his voice oh-so-casual.


“You said the mood at the House was anticipatory. That’s the concern I have about the city more broadly. The attack on Cadogan has reactivated the city’s fear of the supernatural, of the other. We had four days of riots the first time around, Ethan. I’m sure you’ll understand the tricky position that puts me in—keeping the citizenry calm while trying to be understanding toward your challenges, including Adam Keene’s attack.”


“Of course,” Ethan graciously said.


“But humans are nervous. Increasingly so. And that nervousness is leading to an uptick in crime. In the last two weeks, we’ve seen marked increases in assaults, in batteries, in arson, in the use of firearms. I’ve worked hard to get those numbers down since my first election, and I think the city’s better for it. I’d hate to see us slide backward.”


“I think we’d all agree with that,” Ethan said aloud, but that was just the precursor to the silent conversation between us as Ethan activated our telepathic link. What’s he building toward?


Your guess is as good as mine, I answered.


Tate frowned and glanced down at the folder on his desk. He scanned whatever information he found there, then lifted a document from it and extended it toward Ethan. “Humans, it seems, are not the only increasingly violent folk in our city.”


Ethan took the document, staring silently down at it until his shoulders tensed into a flat line.


Ethan? What is it? I asked. Without bothering to answer, Ethan handed the paper over his shoulder. I took it from him. It looked like part of a police transcript.


Q: Tell me what you saw, Mr. Jackson.


A: There were dozens of them. Vampires, you know? Fangs and that ability to get inside your mind. And they was blood-crazy. All of them. Everywhere you looked—vampire, vampire, vampire. Bam! Vampire. And they were all over us. No escape.


Q: Who couldn’t escape?


A: Humans. Not when the vampires wanted you. Not when they wanted to take you down and pull that blood right out of you. All of ’em were on you and the music was so loud and it was pounding like a hammer against your heart. They were crazed with it. Crazy with it.


Q: With what?


A: With the blood. With the lust for it. The hunger. You could see it in their crazy eyes. They were silver, just like the eyes of the devil. You get only one look at those eyes before the devil himself pulls you down into the abyss.


Q: And then what happened, Mr. Jackson?


A: [Shaking his head.] The hunger, the lust, it got them. Drove them. They killed three girls. Three of them. They drank until there was no life left.


The page stopped there. My fingers shaking around the paper, I skipped the chain of command and glanced up at Tate. “Where did you get this?”


Tate met my gaze. “Cook County Jail. This was from an interview with a man who’d been arrested for possession of a controlled substance. The detective wasn’t sure if he was drunk or disturbed … or if he’d actually seen something that required our attention. Fortunately, she took the transcript to her supervisor, who brought it to my chief of staff. We’ve yet to find the victims of whom Mr. Jackson spoke—no missing persons match his descriptions—although we are actively investigating the accusation.”


“Where did this occur?” Ethan quietly asked.


Tate’s gaze dropped down to Ethan and narrowed. “He said West Town, and he hasn’t been more specific than offering up the neighborhood. Since we haven’t identified a crime scene or the victims, it’s possible he exaggerated the violence. On the other hand, as you can see from the transcript, he’s quite convinced the vampires of our fair city were involved in a bloodlust-driven attack on humans. An attack that left three innocents dead.”


After a moment of silence, Tate sat back, crossed his hands behind his head, and rocked back in the chair. “I’m not thrilled this is going on in my city. I’m not happy about the attack on your House and whatever animosity lies between you and the Packs, and I’m not happy that my citizens are scared enough of vampires that they’ve lined up outside your home to protest your existence.”


Tate sat forward again, fury in his expression. “But you know what really pisses me off? The fact that you don’t look surprised about Mr. Jackson’s report. The fact that I’ve learned you’re well aware of the existence of drinking parties you call ‘raves.’”


My stomach clenched with nerves. Tate was normally poised, politic, careful with words, and invariably optimistic about the city. This voice was the kind you’d expect to hear in a smoky back room or a dark restaurant booth. The kind of tone you’d have heard in Al Capone’s Chicago.


This was the Seth Tate that destroyed his enemies. And we were now his targets.


“We’ve heard rumors,” Ethan finally said, a master of understatement.


“Rumors of blood orgies?”


“Of raves,” Ethan admitted. “Small gatherings where vampires drink communally from humans.”


Raves were usually organized by Rogue vampires—the ones that weren’t tied to a House and tended not to follow traditional House rules. For most Houses, those rules meant not snacking on humans, consenting or not. Cadogan allowed drinking, but still required consent, and I didn’t know of any House that would condone outright murder.


We’d come close to having raves pop into the public eye a few months ago, but with a little investigation on our part, we’d managed to keep them in the closet. I guess that blissful ignorance was behind us.


“We’ve been keeping our ears to the ground,” Ethan continued, “to identify the organizers of the raves, their methods, the manners in which they attract humans.”


That was Malik’s job—Ethan’s second-in-command, the runner-up for the crown. After a blackmailing incident, he’d been put in charge of investigating the raves.


“And what have you found?” Tate asked.


Ethan cleared his throat. Ah, the sound of stalling.


“We’re aware of three raves in the last two months,” he said. “Three raves involving, at most, half a dozen vampires. These were small, intimate affairs. While bloodletting does occur, we have not heard of the, shall we say, frenetic violence of which Mr. Jackson speaks, nor would we condone such things. There has certainly never been an allegation that any participant was … drained. And if we had heard of it, we’d have contacted the Ombudsman, or put a stop to it ourselves.”


The mayor linked his fingers together on the desktop. “Ethan, I believe that part and parcel of keeping this city safe is integrating vampires into the human population. Division will solve nothing—it will only lead to more division. On the other hand, according to Mr. Jackson, vampires are engaging in violent, large-scale, and hardly consensual acts. That is unacceptable to me.”


“As it is to me and mine,” Ethan said.


“I’ve heard talk about a recall election,” Tate said. “I will not go down in flames because of supernatural hysteria. This city does not need a referendum on vampires or shape-shifters.


“But most important,” he continued, gaze burrowing into Ethan, “you do not want a bevy of aldermen showing up at your front door, demanding that you close down your House. You do not want the city council legislating you out of existence.”


I felt a burst of magic from Ethan. His angst—and anger—were rising, and I was glad Tate was human and couldn’t sense the uncomfortable prickle of it.


“And you do not want me as an enemy,” Tate concluded. “You do not want me requesting a grand jury to consider the crimes of you and yours.” He flipped through the folder on his desk, then slid out a single sheet and held it up. “You do not want me executing this warrant for your arrest on the basis that you’ve aided and abetted the murder of humans in this city.”


Ethan’s voice was diamond-cold, but the magical tingle was seismic in magnitude. “I have done no such thing.”


“Oh?” Tate placed the paper on his desk again. “I have it on good authority that you changed a human into a vampire without her consent.” He lifted his gaze to me, and I felt the blood rush to my cheeks. “I also have it on good authority that while you and your vampire council promised to keep Celina Desaulniers contained in Europe, she’s been in Chicago. Are those actions such a far stretch from murder?”


“Who suggested Celina was in Chicago?” Ethan asked. The question was carefully put. We knew full well that Celina—the former head of Navarre House and my would-have-been killer—had been released by the Greenwich Presidium, the organizing body for European and North American vampires. We also knew that once the GP let her go, she’d made her way to Chicago. But we hadn’t thought she was still here. The last few months had been too drama free for that. Or so they’d seemed.
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