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Praise for Chloe Neill


‘Fans of Neill’s Chicagoland Vampires series will rejoice to see the next generation in their spin-off. Featuring her trademark snarky characters and colorful backgrounds, this is a fun and action-packed urban fantasy launch’


Library Journal on Wild Hunger


‘The pages turn fast enough to satisfy vampire and romance fans alike’


Booklist


‘Chloe Neill introduces a wonderful new series with some fantastic characters … a great start to a terrific urban fantasy/paranormal series’


The Reading Café on Wild Hunger


‘If you loved Nancy Drew but always wished she was an undead sword-wielding badass, Merit is your kind of girl’


Geek Monthly


‘Neill’s Chicago is an edgier, urban Bon Temps’


Heroes and Heartbreakers


‘One of my all-time-favourite vampire series … It’s witty, it’s adventurous, there’s political intrigue, murder, magic, and so much more’


USA Today


‘Action, supernatural politicking, the big evil baddie with a plan, and, of course, plenty of sarcastic Merit one-liners … Chicago-land Vampires is one of my favorite series’


All Things Urban Fantasy




[image: title]




‘Uneasy lies the head that wears a crown’


WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE




ONE


While humans slept, monsters raved.


Maybe it wasn’t technically a rave. There weren’t any glow sticks or electronic music, or club kids with crazy hair and fluorescent clothes. There were a few dozen shapeshifters and a sprinkling of vampires—and one not-quite witch showing off the mural she’d painted in a literal wolves’ den.


I was one of the vampires, an unaffiliated Rogue in a city of Houses—including the House led by my parents. The artist was my best friend, a woman with sorcerer parents who’d said no to magic and yes to brushes and paints. And tonight, a lot of champagne.


Lulu Bell stood near her artwork—dozens of female bodies of all shapes, sizes, and shades—champagne flute in one hand as she gestured with the other toward the painting and spoke to a rapt audience. She was petite, with a shining bob of dark hair that framed her pale heart-shaped face and green eyes. She’d paired a multicolor tunic with gray leggings, red heels, and enormous dangling earrings, and looked very much the part of the artsy girl.


Music shook the air around her, heavy on guitars and drums. Her audience was in clothes that were heavy on leather. The shifters, members of the North American Central Pack, were mostly wolves, and they were similarly handsome. Strong men and women whose energy seemed palpable, as if their vitality were sturdy enough to actually thicken the air.


“She looks happy.” The man who’d spoken stood behind me, his dark skin and short dark hair contrasting sharply against his brilliantly colored short-sleeved button-down shirt.


He was Theo Martin, one of Chicago’s supernatural Ombuds—liaisons between humans and Sups. In his particular case, a former cop with a good brain and a minor obsession with superheroes and, as I’d learned, the comics they lived in.


I was an OMB staffer, at least temporarily. Roger Yuen, the city’s new Ombudsman, had given me a gig when my plan to continue working for Paris’s Maison Dumas had fallen apart. I’d been helping Theo and Petra, another Ombud, address supernatural problems that cropped up in Chicago; I’d keep helping them until the grant money ran out—or the mountains of OMB paperwork finally disappeared.


“She does look happy,” I agreed. “At least some of that is sheer relief. She’s been worried about finishing it in time. The Pack wouldn’t reschedule the party.”


Pack-brewed beer was being introduced in the Pack’s bar today. They’d wanted the mural completed by the time the party started, and they’d refused to negotiate with Lulu for a different deadline. Shifters weren’t usually picky … except when it came to business.


Theo sipped a glass of brown beer that looked more like chocolate than booze. Then coughed. “It’s … intense.”


“Good intense or bad intense?”


He swirled the liquid in the glass, dark beer against pale foam. “I feel like I need a knife and fork. You should try it, Elisa. Your tastes are, you know, different from mine.”


“What with the blood and all,” I said dryly.


Theo grinned a crooked smile. “What with.”


Now or never, I told myself, and took the glass he offered, then a hearty sip … and was overwhelmed by flavors. It was sour and tangy and complex and smoky.


Theo was right. I wouldn’t say it tasted good, exactly, but its complexity was impressive. Someone had worked very hard to make so many flavors bloom and blossom.


“I don’t know that I ever need to drink it again,” I said, looking at Theo. “But it’s … an achievement.”


“I don’t want to drink an achievement,” he said. I couldn’t really argue with that.


He gestured toward Lulu. “Should we go say hello?”


Lulu was still holding court across the room, nodding at a thin man with bowl-cut white hair. I watched her, waited until she finally raised her gaze and looked around, then lifted my glass. She gave me a wink, returned to her conversation.


“Done,” I said. “Actual discussion can wait until she’s made it through her court of admirers.” Which gave us time to look around the room. You couldn’t beat the people-watching at a Sup party. In addition to the shifters, there were a handful of the scantily clad nymphs who ruled the Chicago River—several of them being wooed by Pack members—and a few vamps from Chicago’s other Houses.


“Hey!” Turning the word into a melody, Lulu squeezed between me and Theo, linked her arms with ours. “Is everyone having fun?”


As if on cue, one shifter threw another across the room, the move echoed by tinkling glass. Onlookers cheered and applauded.


“Ain’t no party like a shifter party,” Lulu said. “ ’Cause a shifter party don’t stop after drinking a reasonable amount of booze.”


“I’m not sure anything else could top this,” Theo said. “This may be the last party I ever need to attend.”


“It’s a great party,” I said to Lulu, kissing her cheek. “And the mural looks amazing. Congratulations.”


“To Lulu!” Theo said, and we lifted our glasses.


“Thank you, thank you. I’m still shocked I got it done.” She lifted her gaze to the crease where the wall met the ceiling. “I’d avoid touching that corner,” she said with a pixie smile, “unless you want to wear paint.”


“I do not,” I said. “And I doubt even shifters would get drunk enough to climb the actual walls.”


“One never knows,” she said, and was beckoned by someone across the room. “I’ll catch you later.”


“Have fun,” I said, and she moved through the crowd again.


A hush fell over the room. I looked around, thinking she was about to make a speech, or I’d been wrong about the effect of booze on shifters and someone actually was inching up the mural. But that’s not why they’d gone silent.


“Well, well,” Theo said, gaze on the corridor at the other end of the space. “Look who’s back in town.”


I scanned the crowd, and my gaze came to a halt just as Theo’s had done.


Connor Keene, the prince of wolves, had come home.


If “swagger” was a mood, he’d perfected it.


Connor was tall and broad shouldered, hard muscle under taut, sun-kissed skin. His hair was dark and wavy, his eyes pale blue under thick brows. His jawline was chiseled and marked by a sexy dimple in the chin.


He was the son of the North American Central Pack’s Apex, and he moved into the room like a prince among royals. I’d have called it arrogance if he wasn’t able to back up his words with action. Even if I didn’t know that beneath that wicked facade there was competence, care for those within his circle, and an unquestionable loyalty to the Pack, I’d have put money on his being Apex one day. His power was strong enough to send eddies of magic swirling in the room.


It had been weeks since I’d seen him, since we’d fought back a group of fairies intent on destroying Chicago by replacing our world with theirs … and he and I had shared a shockingly good kiss.


It was strange to have kissed someone—to have wanted to kiss someone—who’d driven me crazy as a kid. But he’d grown up, become a different kind of man.


He’d stayed in Chicago to help us fight despite Pack obligations that would have otherwise sent him across the country. But when our battle was done, duty called again. Not in Alaska, but in the Pack’s Midwestern territory, where he’d been sent to solve problems that arose as the Pack traveled cross-country.


We’d texted while he was gone. He told me about the drama he was dealing with, the internal and external politics of the Pack. I told him about my daily interactions with paperwork and Supernaturals. Having been raised a vampire—the most political of Supernaturals—I was smart enough to understand the subtext: The prince of wolves was making time for me.


It took only a moment for his predatory gaze to track through the partygoers and land on me. When surprise and pleasure flashed in his eyes, I was very, very glad that I’d skipped denim and leather for a body-skimming midcalf dress of deep vampire black. I’d left my sword and scabbard at the loft, but I’d tucked a dagger into a thigh garter, and my red heels were thin and high enough to serve as literal stilettos in an emergency. My hair, long and blond and wavy, was loosely tied at my shoulder with a thin ribbon of deep crimson velvet.


Connor began to cross the room, making his way toward me like a missile locked on its target. Anticipation was like an electric charge across my skin.


When Connor and I had been kids—and hadn’t liked each other very much—I’d seen him with plenty of girlfriends. All shades, all shapes, all sizes. Always gorgeous. I hadn’t been jealous of them, but I’d definitely been curious, wondering what it was like to be the object of his attention, to be the one he was walking toward.


It was a thrill. A song, low and sexy and seductive.


“Brat,” he said to me when he reached us. The nickname was a holdover from our icy childhood, but his tone was plenty warm. “Theo.”


“You never call,” Theo said. “You never write.”


Connor kept his gaze on me, and I could all but feel my blood heating from the power of it. “I wrote the ones that needed writing.”


The words were a thrill, the emotion still a shock. As was the fact that we’d grown from irritating enemies to … something very different.


“How was Colorado?” I asked.


“You do some skiing?” Theo wondered.


Connor shook his head. “Shifters in Colorado who don’t acknowledge the Pack’s existence had some objections to our riding through what they call their territory.”


Theo nodded. “I’m assuming the Pack disagrees?”


“The Pack does, but it’s handled. For now.”


I took a guess. “Because the Pack made it through Colorado, but you still have some thoughts?”


“Feelings linger,” he agreed, gaze on me. “I’m leaving again tomorrow.”


Disappointment covered desire like a heavy cloud. But before I could ask for details, another shifter slipped to Connor’s side.


He was male, with pale skin, dark blond hair, a trimmed beard, and angular brows. His eyes were hazel, his mouth a firm line. There was something familiar about his face, his magic. But I couldn’t place him.


The shifter whispered something to Connor, face turned away so we couldn’t read his lips.


After a moment, Connor nodded. “Ten minutes,” he said, and the man walked away without so much as a word to us.


“He’s friendly,” Theo said.


“Who was that?” I asked. “He looks familiar.”


“Alexei Breckenridge,” Connor said.


My grandparents were friends with the patriarch of the Breckenridge family, Michael Sr. But the family was less friendly with my parents. Alexei was our age, but I hadn’t seen him in years, and probably only a handful of times before that.


“I didn’t know Brecks mingled with the rest of the Pack these days,” I said.


“He’s one of the few,” Connor said dryly. “The Brecks prefer to live within the human world. But Alexei’s good Pack. If not entirely sociable.”


“Everything okay?” I asked.


“It will be. Business as usual. And I’d like to talk to you about that.” He looked at Theo. “Mind giving us a minute?”


“No problem,” he said. “I’m going to see a shifter about some meats.” He cut through the crowd, disappeared, leaving Connor and me alone.


Connor looked down at me, a corner of his mouth lifted in a smile that was partly cocky, partly unsure. He knew exactly who he was. But we were both still figuring out who we were. Our beginning had been sandwiched between years of teenage sniping and weeks of separation. Uncomfortable, given I generally preferred clear steps. Rule books. Plans and procedures.


“Hey,” he said.


“Hey back. It’s good to see you,” I ventured, and his face lit, his smile widened.


“It’s good to see you, too, Lis.”


“The Pack’s good?” I asked quietly, not wanting to force him to spread internal struggles through the room, and betting he’d tell me more than he’d said in front of Theo.


“Drama,” he said. “Almost as bad as dealing with vampires.”


“Oh, that’s funny.”


“I thought so.”


We stood there for a moment, just looking at each other. Want and trepidation dancing in the air around us.


“I’m going to Minnesota,” he said. “I’d like you to go with me.”


I stared at him. “You want me to go to Minnesota with you.”


“Yes. Grand Bay, on the north shore of Lake Superior. Beautiful place. My cousin—a second cousin, actually—is being initiated into the Pack, and I’m going. Night to drive, night to attend the initiation, night to drive back.”


“Why would you want a vampire at a Pack initiation?” They were notoriously secretive events, just for family and close friends.


“Maybe I’m interested in your company. Does there always have to be an ulterior motive?”


“I’m a vampire. So yes.”


A corner of his mouth lifted. “Colorado wasn’t the last of the Pack’s troubles. The initiation is happening within a clan—a small community—that’s got issues.”


“What kind of issues?”


“That’s the question. The clan is being mum on the details, and I want a firsthand look at it. I need a firsthand look, but I know I’m biased; you won’t be. And in case there’s trouble, I know you can handle yourself.”


“You’re using me for my sword?” I asked.


“Isn’t that the vampire specialty?” His eyes gleamed.


“One of several,” I said.


“So that’s a yes?”


I wanted to say yes. To drive away with him into darkness and woods, to give ourselves a chance to be together without the pressures of Chicago or our families or their expectations. But this wouldn’t be a vacation, and it wouldn’t be without its own pressures.


I looked around at the crowd. The Pack had noticed Connor and I were talking, and several shifters were watching circumspectly. Others were being perfectly obvious about it, and their gazes were cold. To their minds, vampires were arrogant, calculating, high-maintenance, manipulative. They weren’t going to bother hiding their disgust that a contender for the throne was giving attention to a vampire.


I didn’t see Miranda—one of the Pack’s shifters who tended to hang out here at the HQ. She had feelings for Connor—and negative ones for me, and not just because I was a vampire. Considering her attitude when Connor had announced he was staying in Chicago—and the fact she thought he’d breached his duty to the Pack—I also suspected she had designs on the throne, the desire to be Apex and take the crown from the Keene family. She probably wasn’t the only one.


Their derision was more dangerous than they imagined. Not just because I was fully capable of taking care of myself—vampires were arrogant for a reason—but because their interest in turn made it interested.


I was vampire. But I wasn’t just vampire.


There was more to me than fangs and immortality: There was the monster that lived inside, created—as far as I’d guessed—of the same fragmented magic that had allowed me to be born, as the first vampire ever created by birth, not by bite. I had no name for it—hadn’t wanted to give it one—so I referred to it only as the monster, and I worked to keep it hidden. A difficult mission, given it tended to overwhelm me when I was vulnerable—when blood had been spilled, when danger was high, when other monsters threatened. And pushing it down again was a test of my control.


Connor knew the monster existed; he was the only one I’d trusted with that information, and even he didn’t know the full origin story. Lulu and Theo suspected there was something unusual; they’d both seen me in berserker mode. But I hadn’t told them anything. My parents were completely in the dark—about the monster, the effect, my theories about why.


Connor suggested I use the monster and the power it provided instead of pushing it down, which might keep it from overwhelming me. In the last two weeks, I’d been trying to let it stretch, to give it space. Not a partnership, but an acknowledgment.


This, I decided, was one of those times. I let it rise and stretch, shift and undulate beneath my skin, see the world from my eyes—but not quite enough to color my green eyes the monster’s particular shade of crimson. I met the shifters’ gazes, let them see I wasn’t intimidated and was more than willing to fight. That I looked forward to it.


Most of the shifters turned away—whether bored or satisfied or intimidated, I didn’t know. But I suspected this wouldn’t be the only time they looked at me like that, or doubted Connor’s judgment. I wanted to learn more about him, about us. But given those looks, I wasn’t sure an initiation—a private shifter event—was the right vehicle.


“I don’t know,” I said, looking back at him.


There was a flash of surprise in his eyes; Connor wasn’t used to being turned down. And the teenager in me was a little too excited that I’d been the one to deliver it. “What does that mean?”


“It means I appreciate the invitation, and I’d like to see the initiation. But we both know there would be … consequences.”


“Consequences.” His voice was flat.


“The Pack doesn’t much care for me and you being in the same room together. And if that room’s being used for a secret Pack ceremony? It’s going to be controversial. You’re going to take heat for it. And your father might, too.”


His flat expression became a cocky smile. He took a step toward me, close enough that I could feel the heat of his body. “There’s something you should know about me, Elisa.”


His voice was barely a whisper. His words a challenge.


“What’s that?”


“I can handle my own heat. And I don’t care much about controversy. Let me know,” he said, mouth hovering near mine. Then he stepped away and smiled, his expression satisfied and cocky, before disappearing into the crowd.




TWO


My heartbeat had finally started to slow, my vampire reserve sliding back into place, when Lulu found me a few minutes later.


“Where’s he off to?” she asked, picking a pastel-colored petit four from her small plate.


“I don’t know. Alexei Breckenridge delivered a message, and he had to handle it.”


“Ah, the mysterious grandson.”


I looked at her. “You know him?”


“Sure. Everyone makes it to HQ eventually. But he doesn’t deign to talk to the likes of me.”


“Because you aren’t Pack?”


“Probably because I’m not old money. Brecks,” she said with a little distaste. She selected another cake, bit in, screwed up her face. “Ugh. Raspberry. You want?”


I held out my palm, and she dropped the half-eaten cube into it.


“It’s good,” I said when I’d eaten the leftover. “I like it.”


“You’re insane. Raspberries are the devil’s balls.”


“I … have no response to that.”


“Good. I don’t want to eat or talk about them. Tell me about your business with the prince.”


“Is it worth saying that my business isn’t yours?”


She snorted. “No. All your business belongs to me. It’s part of the rental package.” She inspected the remaining petit fours, settled on a glossy chocolate cube.


I gave in. “He’s leaving for Minnesota tomorrow for a relative’s initiation. Grand Bay, Minnesota. It’s on Lake Superior.”


She frowned. “Damn it. If he doesn’t prioritize being in Chicago over his, you know, family and friends and biology and future position as Apex, your relationship is never going to get off the ground.”


I kept my face blank, drawing out the enjoyment of irritating her as long as I could. Because friendship. “Yeah,” I said dryly. “When you put it that way, he’s being a real jerk.”


“I just want you out of the loft of an evening now and again.”


I looked at her, brow arched. “Am I interrupting plans? Do we need a ‘sock on the door’ situation?”


“Lord no,” she said, sliding her empty plate onto a nearby cocktail table that was already stacked with them, then dusting off her hands. “If I was any less interested in surfing Chicago’s dating scene, I’d be … Well, it’s literally impossible for me to be any less interested.”


That meant both of us spent time in the loft we’d been sharing since I’d come back to Chicago. Because she was as generous as she was talented, it was probably time to fess up.


“He wants me to go with him to Minnesota.”


“Wait. What?” Her eyes popped wide. “That’s huge!”


“Yeah,” I agreed. “It is.”


“You’ll have to talk to your dad about the political ramifications. And Yuen about getting time off.”


I lifted my brows. “I haven’t decided if I’m going.”


She just snorted. “Of course you’re going. Your dad will be thrilled, because alliance. Yuen will be cool with it because you’ll be escorting a shifter to a shifter cultural event. That’s right up the OMB’s alley.”


“That sounds filthy.”


“So it does.” She looked me over, nodded decisively. “You’re going to Minnesota.”


But I was much less sure.


It was nearly dawn when we climbed out of the self-driven Auto taxi in front of Lulu’s loft in the Near North Side neighborhood. And we carried a bag of leftover appetizers and a growler of beer we hadn’t been able to turn down.


“How pissed is she going to be?” Lulu asked after we swiped our way into the building and she pulled out keys to unlock the door.


“She” was our third roommate. Eleanor of Aquitaine, a cat of sleek form, black fur, and a refusal to answer to anything shorter than her full name.


She wasn’t technically a demon, as far as we were aware, but she had the same general disposition and attitude.


Door unlocked, Lulu pushed it open slowly. We looked down and found the hallway that led into the loft empty of cat.


“Shit,” Lulu muttered. “That’s not a good sign.”


“No, it’s not.”


“Well, into the fray.”


We went cautiously inside, closed and relocked the door, then peeked around the corner—a vampire and the daughter of two sorcerers checking the battlefield for their frenemy.


We found her on the ledge beside the horizontal stripe of windows, stretched and languid in the light of the lamp we’d left on for her.


Eleanor of Aquitaine opened one green eye, found nothing remarkable in our arrival, and closed it again.


“We’ve gotten the cut direct,” Lulu said, crossing the loft to put the appetizers in the fridge.


“Growler?” I asked.


She looked back at it, grimaced. “I don’t want to drink it. I appreciated the drink I had—like that time I drank that shooter of parsnip soup—but I never need another one.”


“Same,” I said. “At least for the beer. I’ve never had parsnip soup.”


“You didn’t miss much.”


I put the bottle on the counter. “Can you mix it in with your paint? Make something creative for the Pack?”


“Something that smells like coffee and booze and old houseplants had a baby?”


“I mean, if the shoe fits?”


Lulu pulled a stool from the island, slumped onto it. “I am beat.” She ran her hands through her hair, and I could see the smudge of shadows beneath her eyes. “I’m glad the mural is done. Glad the Pack is happy. Glad the party is over.”


“It’s gorgeous, and of course they are, and you’re always glad when a party is over.”


“I’d rather work than make small talk with strangers.” She yawned, glanced back at the windows. “You don’t have much time before dawn. You’d better get packed. Or to bed.”


The horizon was just beginning to blush.


“It would be stupid to go, right? To ride on the back of a motorcycle six hundred miles with the likely future Apex of the North American Central Pack and invade a sacred Pack ceremony?”


“You didn’t mention having your first weekend getaway with a guy you said you were ‘falling for.’ ”


“There’s that,” I admitted. “I’m not worried about spending time with him. I probably should be, since going out of town is a big step, and we can’t possibly be there yet. We’ve barely been in the same state at the same time.”


“You’ve known each other for twenty years. Your parents are friends.”


“Yeah, but is it a date? Or since he wanted my opinion, is it some kind of detective job?”


“Does it matter? I mean, you’d check both of those boxes.”


“True.”


“Do you want to go?”


I thought about it. “Yeah. But that doesn’t mean it’s a good idea.”


“Who cares if it’s a good idea? That you want to is reason enough. He can ride the hell out of that bike, and you’re immortal. You’d be the guest of the likely future Apex. You’ve got a degree in Sup sociology, and you get to witness a sacred Pack ceremony. And yeah, because of his traveling, you’re not exactly dating.”


Lulu frowned, chewed the edge of her lip as she considered. “That’s not to say you don’t have to be careful. Having a relationship with a shifter is going to be a challenge. You’ll have to be wary of the Pack. Be smart. Yeah, you’re a vampire, he’s a shifter, and you’re going into his territory. Miranda already hates you.”


“She wasn’t at the party.”


“So I noticed. I haven’t seen her around the building for a few days. Maybe she’s in Alaska, so she’s Jeff and Fallon’s problem.” Fallon was Connor’s aunt, Jeff her husband. They’d led the Pack to Aurora, Alaska, when Connor had decided to stay and fight with us.


Lulu frowned. “And she may be gone, but there were still a few shifters giving you and Connor dirty looks.”


“Noticed that, did you?”


“Hard not to. But you’re a damn vampire, and you aren’t going to be scared away from a man who’s into you because strangers have their panties in a twist.”


I grimaced. “I’m imagining hairy, naked bikers in lacy thongs.”


“Wolves in panties. Panty-wolves.” She waved a hand. “The point is, you’re immortal, and I figure you probably ought to take advantage of that. What’s the worst thing that could happen?”


“I could be staked.”


“That’s pretty unlikely. But we still haven’t gotten to the real reason you should go.”


“Are we nearing the end of this countdown?”


“I’m building dramatic tension. You should go”—she paused, presumably for more drama—“because this is your fucking thing. Getting out there and mixing it up. Not sitting in a damn office or being a Supernatural bureaucrat.”


“Hey,” I said, a little hurt by the comment. “My life got turned upside down, and I got a job in my field in a matter of days. And the Ombuds are good people.” Good, rule-abiding people.


“I know,” Lulu said. “You did the best you could when Dumas left you high and dry, and I’m still angry about that. You didn’t mope. You got a job, and you’re contributing to your community, and you’re helping pay the rent, which I like. But a desk at the OMB is not your destiny, Lis.”


“My destiny?” I asked, a little surprised that she’d come up with something so … supernatural. Lulu worked with shifters, had a vampire for a roommate. And usually preferred to leave the woo-woo to us.


“Your destiny. I shouldn’t be an accountant. You shouldn’t be a bureaucrat.”


“What should I be?”


“I have no idea,” she said. “You’re still evolving. You were teenage Elisa, Paris Elisa, transition Elisa, and now …” She shrugged. “We’ll see. But you’re going to be a hell of a lot closer to finding it out there—in the woods with the wolf—than in an office writing reports about River nymph dynamics.”


“It was a very good report. There were eighty-seven footnotes.”


“And a graph,” Lulu said, then walked to the couch and lay down on her back, eyes closed. “Woods, wolves, whiskey, and an invitation from the prince himself. This is the kind of thing you don’t say no to.”


“Maybe,” I said, unconvinced. I stood up. “I’m going to bed before the sun does the stake’s work.”


“If you go tomorrow, I’m eating the rest of your yogurt. You buy the expensive stuff.”


“I think that’s entirely fair. But I’m probably not going.”




THREE


Of course I was going.


I hadn’t been certain when I woke up. I hadn’t been certain when I’d brushed my teeth in the dark, or drunk a mug of coffee and half a pint of blood, or when Lulu and I practiced sun salutations in front windows that showed the dark city beyond.


I’d once used yoga to help me control the monster. Now I practiced to give it some exercise, to give us both some breathing room. It seemed to help, but it had been very quiet at the OMB, so the theory hadn’t yet been field-tested.


The monster stretched and moved as I did, filling my limbs with a warmth to which I was growing accustomed. Its awareness increased, too, so I had two views of the world, two opinions. Maybe because I’d given some ground, it didn’t try to overtake me, was content to exist beside me.


At least for now.


“Downward-facing shifter,” Lulu had said as we bent over, hands and feet on the floor, butts in the air.


“I don’t encourage you to say that in front of any Pack members.”


She blew hair out of her face. “Because they don’t enjoy the healing effects of yoga?”


“Because they don’t like being called ‘dogs.’ ”


She humphed as we moved our body weight forward into a modified plank, then lowered our legs, arms still stretched and chins lifted. “You’re on their side now.”


“I’m not on anyone’s side. I’m supernaturally neutral.”


“Then you’re a perfect candidate to attend and witness a Pack event. It’s a very sociological thing to do.”


We moved backward, settling on our knees, foreheads on the floor and arms stretched in front of us.


“You’re going to call me,” she said. “I want updates about the shifters, including Connor, and proof of life.” She adjusted her elastic headband. “A stack of empty coffee cups would suffice.”


“I’m more than the sum of my caffeine addiction.”


“Yes. You’re also a lot of blond hair and sarcasm, and a big chunk of ‘crush on the guy you’ll be traveling with.’ ”


“That’s quite a profile, Lulu.”


“I probably need to paint you.”


I decided to let that one go.


Lulu had been right—about the trip, not the painting. There was still no need for that.


I showered and dressed, threw a few things into a backpack, grabbed my scabbarded katana, and requested an Auto to my ancestral home.


Cadogan House sat on lush and green grounds in Chicago’s Hyde Park neighborhood, a gracious building of white stone in which nearly a hundred vampires had lived since the late eighteen hundreds. I’d lived there until I’d moved to Paris at nineteen, had explored the dozens of rooms and hallways, every inch of the rolling lawns and gardens, and even a few of the tunnels that ran beneath the House to access points across Chicago.


The Auto dropped me off in front of the imposing black fence, and I walked to the gate, smiled at the guards.


“Elisa Sullivan, here to see my parents.”


“Parents?” asked the guard on the right, a pale young man who looked dubious at my claim. He was young and human, as the House guards often were, and maybe hadn’t gotten the memo.


“Seriously, Curt?” asked the other guard dryly, a curvy woman with dark skin and shorn hair. “She’s the bosses’ kid.”


“Vampires can’t have kids,” Curt said.


The woman looked at me apologetically, flipped the switch to open the gate. “Please excuse him. He’ll be more familiar with the family history when you come out again.”


“What are you—” he began, but the woman cut him off.


“Thank you,” I called out, and slipped through the opening gate. A sidewalk and stairs led to the arched portico that guarded the front door, and I walked inside to the reception desk, added by my parents after one too many security breaches.


“I’m—”


“Of course you are,” said the man at the desk before I could respond. “Your parents have been advised of your arrival, Ms. Sullivan. They’re in his office.” He gestured grandly down the hallway.


Very efficient, but it made Cadogan House feel less like a home than like a hotel. It also reinforced my decision to live outside the House. I loved my parents, but Cadogan just felt stifling.


I walked into my father’s office, ready to pitch the idea of my attending the initiation as a kind of diplomatic attaché, and found him and Roger Yuen talking, drink bottles in hand, and both wearing running shorts, singlets, and sneakers.


“Hey,” I said, meeting their eyes, because that was less traumatizing.


“Lis,” my father said. He was tall and lean, with blond hair that nearly reached his shoulders, currently tied back. His eyes were the same green as mine. “I’d give you a hug, but we’ve just finished a run.”


Yuen lifted his hand. “Hey, Lis.”


“Hi,” I said, then again when my mother walked into the room with a bottle of blood and considerably more clothing—a singlet, cropped leggings, and running shoes. She was lean like my father, her long dark hair pulled into a ponytail, which was part of her uniform. Her skin was pale, her eyes light blue.


“No hugs,” she said, pointing at herself. “I am disgusting.”


“So I hear. Training run?”


“We’re going to do the Chicago Marathon,” my father said. “There’s a new Supernatural division.”


A good idea, since many Sups—vampires included—could easily outrun humans. “That’s cool. How did today’s run go?”


“Not as fast as I’d have liked,” he said, and slid my mother a glance.


“I beat him by fourteen seconds,” she said with a grin. “Fourteen delicious seconds.”


More than twenty years together and my parents were still very much in love, with humor and competition the background music of their relationship.


“They both smoked me,” Yuen said. He had medium brown skin, dark hair, and dark eyes and, like my parents, the build of a long-distance runner. “But I’ll be in the human division,” he said philosophically.


“And you’re going to do great,” my mother said, taking a sip of her blood. Then she looked at me. “How was the party?”


“Good,” I said. “Lulu finished the mural, and everybody seemed to have a good time. That’s actually why I’m here.”


“Did you have too much of a good time?” my father asked, eyebrow arched.


“No. Connor invited me to Grand Bay, Minnesota, to attend a Pack initiation.”


The room went quiet, and the reactions were priceless: My mother looked pleased. My father looked displeased. And Yuen looked giddy.


“An actual initiation?” he asked.


I nodded. “For his relative. This particular clan has a base in the North Woods, so he’s invited me to go up with him.”


“I’m torn between pointing out that you’re an adult,” my father said, “and driving to his home to threaten him within an inch of his wolfish life.”


My mother snickered. “That wouldn’t do much for Pack-House relations.”


“Those aren’t the relations I’m worried about.”


“Oh, my god,” I murmured, and felt my cheeks heat. “I’m only here to talk about the politics. I’m not going to discuss the rest of it.”


My mother grinned at me. “I want to discuss the rest of it. You and Connor! On a trip! I need to call Mallory.”


Mallory was Lulu’s mother. “You absolutely do not,” I said. “Look, it’s a big deal that a vampire would be going to a Pack event, so I wanted to check with you first, get your okays.” I smiled at Yuen. “Super handy that you’re already here. Saves me a trip.”


“I also appreciate efficiency,” he said with a smile.


“At the risk of putting you on the spot, are you okay with it? I’ll have to miss a few nights of work. I’m not sure how many yet, but I’d guess at least three—two to travel, one for the event.”


“We’ll miss you at the office,” Yuen said, “but it’s a fantastic opportunity to strengthen the relationship and learn more about the Pack and the ritual. I’ve heard it’s beautiful.”


“There will be Yeats,” my mother said with a smile. “There always is.”


Yuen looked at my father. “Are there any vampires in the area?”


My father frowned. “Near Grand Bay?” he repeated, then considered. “I recall there may be a small coven near there. Ronan is the Master, last I heard.”


Covens were communities of Rogue vampires that lived together but weren’t organized into formal Houses recognized by the Assembly of American Masters.


“Will he have a problem with my being in the area?” I asked.


“I wouldn’t think so. He has a reputation for honesty and careful decision-making. But also for being particularly concerned about the reputation of his community, the concerns of the humans around him. So as long as you don’t wreak havoc, you should be fine.”


“Wreaking isn’t really my style,” I said. “But Connor did say there’s some conflict in the clan, and he wanted a second opinion from an outsider.”


My father seemed to visibly relax. “So it’s a working trip.”


“Sure,” I said, well aware that was what he needed to hear. My mother just patted his arm.


“This will be a really good opportunity for you,” she said. “You and Connor can get to know each other better”—my father cleared his throat, loudly—“and you’ll have a pretty amazing learning opportunity. I say go for it.”


“I reluctantly agree,” my father said, but there was humor in his eyes.


“Concur,” Yuen said. “As your employer,” he added with a smile.


I checked the clock on the wall. “In that case, I’d better get going. Only so many hours to travel before the sun comes up.”


“Be safe,” Yuen said. “And check in occasionally.”


“I will, to both.” Besides, I’d have a shifter on my side.


The Auto dropped me off in front of the Keene house, and I climbed out as moonlight and shadow raced across the peaks and valleys of the family’s porch-wrapped home. In addition to the immediate family, two or three of Connor’s aunts and uncles—I always forgot the number—lived there, too. If the business was the Pack’s public hub, the house was its private refuge.


The neighborhood was quiet, many of the house’s windows still dark. But the first floor was lit, pale curtains drawn. I’d been afraid I’d find a gleaming Auto against the curb to whisk us north while the landscape passed us by.


But there was no Auto; there was a bike, low and dark and impressively built. Her name was Thelma, and Connor had transformed her from rusted frame to dark siren after god only knew how many hours of work.


I walked closer, ran fingers across the buttery black leather that covered the seat, carefully quilted in a diamond-shaped pattern. There was a second seat behind the first, just a little higher, but still close.


The house’s screen door screeched open, and Connor walked onto the porch, lips curving as he saw me. He wore jeans and a black motorcycle-style jacket that looked like it had already seen a lot of miles.


With his dark, wavy hair and blue eyes, he looked every bit the rakish prince. Gorgeous, devilish, and just a little dangerous.


“I wasn’t sure if you were going to show up,” he said, coming down the steps.


“I wasn’t, either. But I’m here.”


He stopped when he reached me. “Controversy?”


“Beaten out by curiosity.”


“Brave girl,” he said with approval. Frowning, he scanned my face. “And your … enhancement?”


We’d taken to calling the monster my “enhancement” over text message in an effort to keep it secret. And that he felt he had to raise the issue at all put a hard stone of guilt in my belly.


“I’ll be fine.”


He looked at me carefully, judging, considering, and my guilt melted away. There was a softness in his eyes that spoke of concern, not fear; he wasn’t afraid I’d hurt his family, but that I’d be hurt.


“The yoga is helping,” I said. “Letting it stretch, giving it some space. And if there’s an issue, I’ll just run into the woods.”


His smile was canny. “A tried-and-true method for shifters, as well. There will be plenty of woods where we’re going.”


“Which is where, exactly?”


Connor grinned. “Very unvampiric of you to show up without the full details.”


“I can be spontaneous when necessary.” And I knew when to pick my battles.


“We’re going to a former resort in Grand Bay,” Connor said. “North shore of Lake Superior. Two dozen cabins plus the main lodge. Couple of saunas, several firepits. Humans couldn’t keep it afloat, so the clan bought it and adapted it. Some of the cabins are empty; we’ll stay in one of those.”


“You’ve been there before?”


“Spent several summers there when I was younger, hanging with the family.” He tapped the seat. “You good riding on Thelma?”


I thought, Yes, please, but said, “I can manage. As long as you keep her upright.”


His grunt made it clear how unnecessary he thought the warning was. “SUV would be easier. Auto easier still. But they’re …”


“Safe?” I offered, and he smiled thinly.


“Sterile,” he said. Then he stepped back, looked me over. “Boots and jeans and jacket are good. You might want to pull back your hair. I’ve got a helmet,” he said, and pointed to the smaller of two that hung from the bike’s handlebars. He looked at my scabbard. “I presume that’s nonnegotiable.”


“You would be correct. I presume we won’t be traveling in daylight?”


Connor smiled. “That would defeat the point of bringing you along, wouldn’t it?”


“Unless you wanted vampire charcoal, yes. But this seems an awfully roundabout way to get it.”


“I don’t want charcoal,” he said, leaning in, gaze locked on mine as he moved in for a kiss. “Vampire? That’s a different matter.”


The screen door slammed. “Con.”


Connor sighed, lips curling into a smile. “The Apex’s timing is impeccable, as always,” he whispered, lips nearly against mine, then stepped away. “Pop.”


Gabriel Keene, head of the North American Central Pack, came down the steps. He was an imposing figure. He had Connor’s strong build, but different coloring. His tawny, sun-streaked hair reached his shoulders, and his eyes were the color of whiskey. He wore jeans, boots, and a Henley-style shirt of slate blue.


He glanced at me. “Elisa. I guess you’ve decided to visit Minnesota.”


I smiled at him. “I haven’t seen nearly enough Paul Bunyan statues lately.”


“You’ll get your fill this weekend. And of cheese curds and hot dish.”


“As long as there’s coffee, I’ll be fine.”


“You should be good there,” he said, then glanced at Connor. “Anything happens to her, and there will be hell to pay.”


I almost objected to the assumption I needed protecting until Gabriel looked at me, grinned.


“And same goes for him,” he said, his smile knowing. “Try to keep him out of trouble.”


“Sure. I mean, that hasn’t worked during my first twenty-three years, but maybe I’ll have a sudden run of luck.”


He grinned. “You decide you need backup, call us.”


“We’ll be fine,” Connor said. “And Alexei’s going to join us en route.” He glanced at me. “We’re going to meet him outside Schaumburg.”


I wasn’t sure if I was glad I’d be able to learn more about Alexei—or disappointed it wouldn’t be just me and Connor.


“Good,” Gabriel said. “That’s good. Let’s chat for a moment.” He beckoned Connor a few feet away. My hearing was good enough that I could have listened in, but I turned back to the bike, pulled back my hair, and plaited it into a loose braid.


A minute later, I heard the sounds of backslapping as they embraced.


“Bon voyage,” Gabriel said, then headed back into the house.


I glanced back at Connor. “Everything okay?” I asked. But I could read the concern in his eyes clear enough. Not fear—Connor wasn’t the type to be afraid—but unease.


“Just another warning about your safety and the future of Supernatural relations in Chicago.”


“So no pressure.”


“None,” he said with a grin. “Let’s get moving.”


Connor stowed my backpack with his duffel in the small cargo box. I resheathed my sword so it hung at my back, then pulled on the helmet and fastened it, adjusted my braid.


Once helmeted, Connor threw a leg over the bike, pushed up the kickstand with a heel, took his seat. “Your turn.”


I moved behind him, put a hand on his shoulder, and tossed my leg over, grateful for yoga flexibility. The thickly padded seat was perfectly comfortable, as was the nearness to Connor.


“You good?”


“Yeah.” But I wasn’t entirely sure what to do with my hands.


He turned back and looked at me, his smile cocky and classic Connor. “I like seeing you back there.”


“So far, I like being here,” I said, giving him back the same smile. “We’ll see how it goes.”


He chuckled. “There’s a bar behind you if you want to hold on to that. Or”—he reached behind him, took my hands, and pulled them around his waist—“this is an option.”


When I gripped him, body warm beneath my hands, he shifted his body and mashed the starter with a booted foot. Thelma roared to life—a deep, low rumble that pulsed through bone and muscle like a second heartbeat.


And so we rode into the night.


It being Chicago, traffic was thick as molasses even in the dark. We battled cars and trucks and a few other bikes on 90 as we drove toward the meeting place, and the stop-and-go didn’t exactly give me a good sense of what it was like to ride the open road. Connor could have bobbed and weaved on the bike—I’d seen him do that as a teenager—but he rode relatively sedately, staying with the flow of traffic as long as we were making forward progress.


Alexei—or the man I assumed was Alexei, given the shielded helmet—pulled behind us on a cherry red bike just past Schaumburg. He followed us, staying a few yards behind, until traffic cleared. Then Connor opened up the motor, and we absolutely flew. Thelma cornered like she was part of the road, a slot car tied to asphalt.


My heart raced every time he accelerated or took a curve at speed … which was often, and I had to stop myself from giggling maniacally. Connor might have grown from the cocky teenager he’d been, but there was still a shimmer of the wild about him. I gripped his hips tighter every time he did it, which probably just encouraged him.


We passed fields and farms and fast food and very occasional wildlife. A pair of deer frozen and staring in the middle of a cornfield. A raccoon, eyes flashing in our headlight as it scampered along the side of the road. And the approximately one million bugs that struck our helmets.


We’d ridden for a couple of hours when Connor pulled into a gas station with a diner along a dark stretch of road. The building gleamed in the darkness, and semis idled in the parking lot’s dark corners. We parked, removed our helmets. Alexei pulled up beside us, took off his helmet, pushed a hand through his hair.


“Coffee,” he said.


“Seconded,” I said, then climbed off the bike, still feeling phantom vibrations from the bike’s motor, and rolled my neck.


“You okay?” Connor asked.


“I’m great,” I said, not bothering to check my crazed smile. “That was amazing.”


“I’m glad you liked it, ’cause we’ve got several hours to go.” He smiled, ran a hand through his hair. “It’s the scenic tour of Wisconsin tonight. Albeit in the dark.”


“My favorite time of day,” I said, and tucked in locks of hair that had escaped from my braid. “It’s nice to get outside the city. We weren’t really a road-trip family. Much less a motoring one.”


“I’m shocked to hear that,” Connor said as we walked toward the door, his voice dry as toast. “When I think vampire, I think camping and muddy hikes.”


“My father was a soldier—four hundred years ago. He’s gotten used to high thread counts and temp control.”


“And what about you?” Connor asked, with what sounded like challenge in his voice. He held open the door as a man reached it, then walked through, sleeping child limp in his arms. “Thank you,” the guy mouthed silently, carried the kid to a minivan.


I glanced back at him. “Are you asking me if I can hold my own?”


“Yeah, I am.”


We walked into the small alcove between exterior and interior doors. There was tile on the floor, paneling on the walls, and an old-fashioned gumball machine in a corner, topped with a pile of real estate brochures.


I arched an eyebrow. “Not that I need to prove anything, given we fought the fairies together—and won—but I’ve walked forty miles of Hadrian’s Wall, hiked Lac Blanc in the dark, spent three nights in a tent in the snow in the Pyrenees. That acceptable?”


His mouth twitched. “Yeah. That should do it.”


“Yeah,” I said, pushing through the interior door. “I thought it might.”


We sat down at a booth along the diner’s front glass wall and ordered black coffee, which the pinafored waitress delivered in plain stoneware mugs.


I took a sip, grimaced at the harsh bite of what tasted like liquid creosote.


“Coffee’s shit,” Alexei said, staring down into it.


“It’s pretty bad.” I looked at Connor. “I don’t suppose there’s a Leo’s in Grand Bay?” Leo’s was my favorite coffee shop in Chicago.


“Leo’s is good coffee,” Alexei said. The most words he’d said directly to me so far, and since we agreed, I considered it a good step forward.


“No Leo’s,” Connor said. “But there will almost certainly be coffee, and it will probably have ‘north’ or ‘moose’ or ‘lake’ in the name.”


Alexei grabbed a half dozen sugar packets from the condiment holder, ripped off the tops, and emptied them into his mug. He piled the leftover paper into a neat little mountain, then took a sip of the coffee-flavored sugar, swirled it around his mouth.


“Did that help?” I asked.


“No,” he said, putting down the mug and wrapping his hands around the ceramic to warm them. “Just makes it sweet.”


“Alexei has a bit of a sugar problem,” Connor said.


“Sugar isn’t a problem,” Alexei said. “It’s a solution.”


“You riding dirty?” Connor asked.


Alexei humphed.


“How much you carrying?”


Connor’s voice, dropped to a whisper, had gone so serious, I thought we’d shifted to talk about transporting contraband across state lines. Especially when Alexei reached into a small leather backpack, pulled out a wrinkled and folded paper bag.


He unfolded the top, poured the contents on the table. But where I’d been expecting to see drugs or contraband, I found a hoard of candy. There were gummi bears, sour sharks, licorice, and lemon drops. A rainbow of taffy, a sleeve of candy wafers I didn’t think they even sold anymore.


“You’re hilarious,” I said to Connor.


He smiled at Alexei. “Told you that would make her nervous.”


“I won’t apologize for being law-abiding.”


“Long as you aren’t a square,” Alexei said, tracing the shape in the air with his fingertips.


I rolled my eyes. You could take the shifters out of Chicago, but that apparently meant bringing along their inner fourteen-year-olds.


“Shifters,” I muttered, and took a square of banana taffy. “Sarcasm tax.”


Alexei almost—but not quite—smiled.


I unwrapped the taffy, read the joke on the inside of the wrapper. “ ‘Knock, knock.’ ”


“Who’s there?” Alexei asked. At least he was game enough for a bad joke.


“ ‘Orange.’ ”


“Orange who?”


“ ‘Orange you glad you ate this delicious taffy?’ ” I read.


Alexei’s expression was grim. “That’s moronic.”


I smiled, handed him the wrapper. “You’ll have to take that up with the taffy people. Tell me about Alaska,” I said to Connor. “Has everyone made it to Aurora?” I popped in the candy.


Alexei snorted, stirred his coffee, metal on ceramic making a tinkling sound as he mixed.


“Almost no one has made it yet,” Connor said. “They take their time. It’s a tree,” he said, and unwrapped a bundle of silverware. He put the spoon on the table. “Main branch,” he said, then added the fork and knife so the blunt ends of all three touched, but the functional ends were fanned out. “Secondary branches,” he said, pointing to the fork and knife. “Most of the travelers take the main branch, but there could be as much as two days of riding between the first and last riders. That’s a long column with potential stragglers, and it’s hard to defend. So we use the branches. Two separate groups of shifters edge out from Chicago on routes that run alongside the main branches, but between fifty and a hundred miles apart. They ride ahead, scout territorial problems.”


“And provide a shield,” I guessed.


“Exactly,” Connor said approvingly. “They can close in from the sides if necessary, but they give the main Pack plenty of room to move. And spreading them out—keeping the main group smaller—tends to keep the locals calmer.”


“Tends to,” Alexei muttered. “But does not always.”


“Thus your last two weeks,” I said to Connor.


“Thus. Shifters in Colorado. Vampires in Arizona. Among other problems.”


“How’s Riley? I forgot to ask last night.” Riley was Lulu’s ex-boyfriend, a hunk of a shifter who’d been wrongly accused of murder when the fairies had worked to take over Chicago. We’d helped secure his release, and the moment he’d walked out of his cell, he’d joined the caravan.


“Better,” Connor said.


“He’s the knife.”


I looked at Alexei. “Leading the line?”


Alexei nodded, sipped his coffee.


I looked at Connor. “You want to tell me why Gabriel thought we might need backup?”


“ ’Cause the clan is run by assholes?” Alexei suggested.


I shifted my gaze from him to Connor, brows lifted.


“The leader’s arrogant,” Connor said. “I called my great-aunt Georgia to get the details about the initiation, found out there’s been some dissent in the ranks over the last few months. Clan elders versus young guns, as far as I can tell, but I don’t think I’m getting the whole picture.”


“You think they’d hide something from Gabriel?”


“Yeah,” Connor said. “A Pack’s not like a vampire House. There are more of us, but we’re spread over a larger territory, so the local outfits tend to act like fiefdoms. That’s fine by the Apex. As long as everyone is treated well, things are run fairly. But sometimes they aren’t. I don’t know if that’s the situation here, but we’re hearing grievances, and the responses from the clan leaders don’t engender much confidence.”


“And that’s where we come in,” I guessed, and Connor nodded.


“Ought not pull the sword unless you have to,” Alexei said.
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