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For Margie Stohl


A friend in need is a friend indeed—


Thank you, my friend.
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… Never send to know for whom the bell tolls; It tolls for thee.
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	OMENS







THE ALARM WENT OFF like an air-raid siren at midnight, and the hand that shot out of the bed slammed the snooze button so hard the side table shook. Half an hour later, Araminta Scott jumped out from underneath the blankets, kicking off the covers and cursing loudly. She’d dreamed she was late for work again and she was right—that wasn’t the snooze button she’d hit. She scrambled into her clothes, putting on a worn black sweater over her thin black tank top, grabbing a pair of black jeans from the pile on the floor, and pulling them up over her skinny hips. She ran to the sink, splashed water on her face, finger combed her platinum bangs, and smoothed the soft, shorn hair at the back of her neck as she met her dark, baleful eyes in the mirror.


Ara wiped her hands and face on her lone, grungy, gray towel and took a rueful glance at the squalor that was her home—the nest of sheets, half-empty Chinese food containers on the kitchen counter, dust balls that seemed to be growing out of the walls like a cozy gray fungus. She should really clean this place once in a while. Or take a shower. She smelled pretty ripe, but there was nothing she could do about that now. If she was lucky and the L train was running without delays, she might just make it in time without catching heat from the chief, which she really didn’t need right now. He wasn’t exactly a fan of hers lately. Besides, she liked the way she smelled, like sweat and hard work, after spending the last seventy-two hours sitting on her suspect.


Policy mandated that anyone who didn’t read as mortal and wasn’t registered with the Coven had to be checked out. These days, that was all it took to rouse suspicion from the brass, who were still twitchy after last month’s raid. Things had been relatively peaceful for the last decade since the War had ended, except for a renegade vampire or a demon popping up every now and then. Lately, though, the Nephilim, those half-demon, half-human abominations, had started showing up in the city again in greater numbers, and just a few weeks ago the Venators had found their hive and destroyed it.


Ara had followed her guy for three days straight as he wandered around the city. So far he hadn’t done anything more malicious than fail to tip the barista at a trendy coffee shop, but she’d noted his visits to a few interesting locations, secret places that were known only to their kind: the burned-out building that used to house the Repository of History; the church of St. John the Divine, where a significant battle had taken place; the old Van Alen place on Riverside Drive, the childhood home of the girl who had saved all their skins and had slain the Coven’s nemesis, father of the Nephilim, Lucifer, the Morningstar, the Fallen Prince of Heaven. Schuyler Van Alen had thrust the archangel Michael’s sword straight through his black heart. Rest in peace, motherfucker.


But Ara lost the trail somewhere on the Upper West Side, so she’d called it a day and slept for fourteen hours straight. Not that it was any excuse for being late. Chief was a hard-ass about stuff like that. He was old-school and liked to remind the new recruits that he’d been battling dark angels in Hell when they were just getting their fangs.


She burst out of her apartment, boots clomping down the stairs, then abruptly turned around and ran right back up again. She must really be out of it to have forgotten these, she thought, as she stuffed her weapons—two crescent blades as beautiful as they were deadly—into their sheaths in her back pockets and checked to make sure her gun (outfitted with silver bullets they called demon-killers for that very reason) was secure in its holster.


It was a moonless night in September, chilly, and the sidewalks were teeming with young people congregating in front of restaurants and bars even on a Sunday night: girls with glasses that were too big for their faces wearing awkward-length skirts and ugly shoes, texting furiously on their smartphones as they headed to the next watering hole; boys in suspenders wheeling old-fashioned six-speeds home, twee bow ties around their necks, who looked like they spent their days editing copy with red pencils instead of on screens until their faces were as pale and bluish as the light from their computers.


This had been quite the ghetto neighborhood once, but the tornado of gentrification that swept through broad swaths of the city during the last decade shook up Williamsburg until it was almost unrecognizable. The dirty urban landscape of bleak tenements that had once been home to junkies and starving artists was now filthy with money, was hipster central, counting bankable artists, boutique owners, artisanal chefs, and earnest young bearded men who made small-batch chocolate among its residents. She entered one of the last remnants of the former neighborhood, her favorite bodega, a shabby storefront where candy bars were kept behind bulletproof glass, and nodded to Bahir, who had her cup of coffee at the ready.


At least some things never changed.


Ara walked toward the Bedford Avenue station sipping her coffee and occasionally blowing on it through the lid to cool it down. The subway platform was filled with Manhattanites heading home, the new bridge-and-tunnel crowd, she mused, remembering that old insult, when Upper East Siders like her used to sneer at the outer-borough weekend crowd. In her old moneyed life, she never even took the subway—maybe once in a while, just for kicks, to slum it with her fellow Merryvale girls. But that was as far as she went underground. She never even touched the subway turnstile with her hands if she could help it; she would push it with her hip.


For the first thirteen years of her life Ara had lived on Eighty-Third and Park Avenue and had worn the same thing every day: a white button-down shirt, a green plaid skirt, and a blue blazer with the gold school crest. She was a Blue Blood in every sense of the word; her family used to summer in the Hamptons and Bermuda and winter in Palm Beach. She’d had long glossy hair that fell past her shoulders, and her friends were rich and popular. Ten years later, the silly, spoiled girl she had been back then, back when she was still called “Minty,” was a distant memory. But some things remained the same—she still wore a uniform, she thought, looking down at her all-black outfit. Preferred it even since it was one less thing she had to worry about. Besides, black blended in with the shadows. Fading into black was the opposite of drawing attention, and attention was the one thing Ara couldn’t afford. Not in her particular line of work.


How far Minty had come since Merryvale. Good riddance. Ara missed nothing about her own life, not really. Well, maybe the manicures, she thought, examining her nails.


The train clacked into the station and screeched to a halt. She pushed in with the rest of the revelers calling it a night, finding a place to stand without having to touch anyone else too closely. It was amazing how polite New Yorkers were, how they allowed each other a certain degree of personal space even when shoved up next to someone’s armpit. No one made eye contact. It was only the perverts and the weirdos who stared directly at you; everyone else kept their eyes trained above at the Dr. Zit posters or below at the grimy floor.


Ara leaned against the doors and savored her coffee, zoning out with the rest of the passengers. She got off at Fourteenth Street and caught the N downtown. It was almost one in the morning and the subway car was empty now, rattling passengers like bones in a cage. Not a lot of people headed to the financial district in the wee hours. Ara wasn’t worried and for good reason. She was probably the most dangerous thing in there.


Her destination was the newly christened Orpheus Tower, the headquarters of the new Coven. Once upon a time the building had housed one of the most powerful investment banks in the world, but the bank had crumbled in one day, disappearing with most of the world’s wealth. The Coven had snatched the building up for a song. As Ara walked through the glass-and-chrome lobby, she never failed to marvel at just how much things had changed. Vampires no longer hid in their corescrapers, buildings that tunneled deep into the ground, as the new Regent—and he was still relatively new at ten years in, given their former leader had led the vampires for centuries—decided they had as much right to the sky as the rest of the world. She pressed the button for the top floor—SECURITY—and pricked her finger on the blood key. The elevator whisked her up and opened to a bank of surveillance screens surrounding a massive desk in front of an imposing steel door.


“Chief wants you,” the night clerk told her with raised eyebrows.


Ara sighed as the clerk buzzed her through.


Since she was already in trouble, she decided to pick up her files first. That suspect she was trailing had an unrecognizable aura; he was definitely immortal, but he wasn’t one of them. Chief might be interested to know the list of vampire hot spots he’d visited.


Her office was one of the corner ones with a floor-to-ceiling window and a panoramic view of the Brooklyn Bridge and the bright lights of the city. But as far as Ara was concerned the most impressive thing about it was the plaque on her door. The one that read:




ARAMINTA SCOTT


VERITAS VENATOR





It never failed to give her chills. Most nights she couldn’t believe she actually made it through training and was now part of this elite squad, the most prestigious and exclusive police force in the world. She was a card-carrying badass. A truth seeker. A hunter. A killer. Veritas Venator. Venators had the ability to read and destroy minds, enter and manipulate dreams. They brought death and destruction in the name of truth and justice.


The old Minty would have been terrified of what she had become, whereas the new Ara couldn’t have been prouder.


“Where’ve you been? Chief’s looking for you,” Ben Denham said slyly as he walked by her office. Denham was a new recruit, a new Venator—a noov, still in his first year of training and overly excited about everything. Baby cops were the worst.


“Tell me something I don’t know,” she said crossly as she looked through the stack of case files on her desk. Her office was as disorderly as her apartment, and every folder and piece of paper was stained with coffee rings.


“Hear what the day shift found?” Ben asked eagerly.


“You gonna tell me or do I have to guess?” she snapped, annoyed she couldn’t find her file. She swore she’d just left it on top of her desk before she left yesterday.


“Another pentagram,” said Ben.


“Yeah? Where?”


“Sewers below Canal, and bloody this time.”


“Bloody?” she asked, looking up at him.


“Juicy,” he said, nodding.


“Like mortal blood, you mean?”


“Yeah.” He grinned, flashing his fangs. “Tasty.”


Pentagrams were popping up all over the city lately. Chalk-drawn ones against brick walls in Soho, neon spray-painted ones on billboards in Chelsea, tiny little ones scratched on the glass windows of taxicabs. A bloody pentagram? Mortal blood? In the sewers below Canal? What was that all about? Was he serious or just pulling her leg?


“Really?” she asked, looking directly at him. “This isn’t just some noov bullshit you’ve gotten all scrambled in your soft little head?”


“Might’ve caught a body, too. They don’t know yet. Chief wants you.”


She nodded, her heart starting to pound in her chest. There hadn’t been all that much action around here until she and her former partner had busted the Nephs—and Ara still felt a flush of pride when she remembered that night, when she’d empathically proven she was worthy of her badge and title. Orders from on high were to meet each threat, however small or trivial, with vigorous force and finality, and that was exactly what she did. No trial, no courtrooms—justice was meted out by the Venators’ blades, by bullets from their fancy new guns. The Regent of the Coven didn’t mess around.


Ara gave up looking for the file and walked down the hall and straight into the chief’s office without knocking, a habit she’d been trying to break. But she’d stormed in before she remembered she wasn’t all that welcome in there anymore. Sam Lennox looked pointedly toward his watch.


“What about the fifteen-minute grace period?” she protested.


“What happened, you hit the wrong button?” he asked. Chief knew her too well, and she tried not to blush.


“Sorry, Chief—they said you, uh, wanted me,” she blurted, then bit her tongue.


“I did,” he said. “I mean, I do,” he quickly added, which made the awkwardness between them even more palpable. Sam had the world-weary air of a longtime security enforcer, a melancholy sadness underneath his gruff demeanor. He was stocky, and his hair had streaks of gray.


Her blush deepened and she looked away. The chief hadn’t been too happy with the way she’d figured out where the nest was hidden. She’d taken a Death Walk and invaded a captured demon’s mind, entering its psychotic subconscious, risking her own immortal life and sanity in the process. She still shuddered when she thought about the things she’d seen there, when she remembered what it felt like being immersed in that much darkness and evil, but it was worth it. She got what she needed. When the chief found out, though, he was furious. “Death Walks are too dangerous,” he’d yelled. The dangers of jobs like theirs weren’t limited to death by stray silver bullets, and that little trick of hers could have gotten her killed. But what was the point of being a Venator if you couldn’t stretch your muscles? Use your powers? Besides, he’d trained her well, and the Neph hadn’t gotten the better of her. No Neph would ever get the better of her. “So what’s up?” she asked. “This about the pentagram?”


“What penta—Damn noovs talk too much. Yeah, but you can deal with that later. Called you in ’cause we got you a new partner,” he said. “Starts today.”


Ara frowned. She still missed her old partner, Rowena Bailey, who had recently moved up in the food chain. Ara had been offered an opportunity to move up as well but preferred to remain right where she was. She didn’t want to shuffle papers and fall asleep at conclave meetings. She wanted to be in the center of the action. She liked the street. She liked the energy and the adrenaline. She also liked not having to look bullshit in the face every day and act as if she didn’t see it.


“Yeah, who’s the lucky asshole?” Ara couldn’t get the edge out of her voice, not that she was trying that hard.


Sam motioned toward the doorway in his office. It was cracked open to the adjoining room.


Ara jerked her head and blanched. “No way.”


The guy slouched against the wall was her suspect. The one she’d been trailing for three days.


“You’ve got to be kidding me,” she said and noticed the file she was looking for was right on the chief’s desk.


“What can I say? If you had taken the time to report your findings to your superior officers like you were supposed to, you wouldn’t have wasted your time or mine,” he scolded.


“What do you mean? I was too busy doing my job. He’s unregistered. He’s immortal. He’s lucky I didn’t shoot him on sight. He has a demon’s aura.”


“Yeah, but that can’t be helped considering where he’s from,” chief agreed. “Come on, it’s time you met him.”


Ara frowned as she followed the chief into the conference room.


“Ara Scott, meet Edon Marrok.”


Edon Marrok?


Had she heard that right?


How could she not have known?


She supposed it was because the scruffy, dirty guy in the faded flannel shirt and beaten army jacket who was standing in front of her wasn’t quite what she pictured when she thought of Edon Marrok, the legendary golden wolf, one of the heroes from the final battle. The wolves were skinchangers, keepers of the Passages of Time, creatures of the underworld, and bred in Hell, which accounted for his shady aura. They were also beautiful and powerful, and without their help the vampires would have lost the War to Lucifer and his legions.


Edon sure wouldn’t win any beauty contests right now. His hair was dry and brittle, and his eyes were red and bloodshot. His beauty was all but destroyed, a ghostly memory in the lines of his haggard face. No longer the golden wolf of legend but a dirty yellow mongrel. He looked like he crawled out of the alleys of Nevada, not Las Vegas, but its outskirts—Henderson, those little desert towns. Nowhere towns. Although she couldn’t help but admit there was still something magnetic and compelling about him, from the sexy stubble on his jaw to his hungry, hooded topaz-colored eyes.


She looked away, trying not to stare. Trying not to let on that she was impressed, that she cared anything at all about what he’d done or where he’d come from.


Still.


The wolves had taken up their historical positions as guardians of Time, so what was Edon doing in New York? Plus, the wolves had an uneasy alliance with the Fallen; they were no fans of the vampires.


She glanced back at him, just in time to catch him shooting her a yellow grin, and for a moment it looked as if his incisors were as sharp as points.


She inhaled sharply.


“Hey, angel,” he growled, rolling his vowels like he had all the time in the world. “Looks like you’ve drawn the short straw.”


“Chief? A word?” she asked.


Sam nodded. “Help yourself,” he told Edon, motioning to the pink box of doughnuts on the table.


Ara followed the chief back into his office and shut the door. “What the hell?”


Sam shrugged his shoulders. “He’s been helping out Venator squads all over the world, specializing in Nephilim activity. Thought you’d be best for him since you’ve been following him around anyway.” He grinned, clearly enjoying himself.


“So why’d he spend three days sniffing around taking the vampire history tour, then?” she asked, annoyed.


“Ask him. Nostalgia? Curiosity? I fought next to him in the War. He’s a good guy. I trust him. You’ll learn to.” Sam attempted a real smile this time. “C’mon, Scott, be a team player for once.”


“Fine,” she said, gritting her teeth.


Ara stomped back into the room where Edon was finishing his breakfast. “Let’s go, wolf, but if you call me angel again, I’ll strap a collar around your neck so fast you won’t have time to beg for a dog biscuit,” she said.


“Woof, angel. What’d I ever do to you?” he asked, feigning hurt.


She considered punching him in the face but stopped short.


He stood up, wiping crumbs from his mouth with a napkin. “Come on, Scott, let’s start over,” he said and offered his hand to shake.


She took it warily. She could already tell he was going to be just another pain in the ass.


As the chief liked to say, New Coven, same old shit. She was a Venator and there was work to be done. Nephilim were back in New York, and now there was a bloody pentagram in the sewers below Canal Street.


Ara felt invigorated, her heart pumping, her fingers itching, ready for whatever monster their investigation would turn up. She would hunt them. She would find them. And, if necessary, she would kill them, even if she had to walk that dog along with her to do it. She would uncover the secrets of the darkness and bring the truth to light.
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	KING OF NEW YORK







ONE HUNDRED LAPS and he wasn’t even tired. Oliver Hazard-Perry pushed off the shallow end one more time and took a deep breath, one that took him across the seventy-foot-long Olympic-sized pool without having to take another. He burst up at the other side and sent a spray of water splashing against the glass windows. Pulling himself out in one smooth motion, he grabbed one of the extra-long Turkish cotton towels that were rolled and stacked pyramid-style on a nearby bench. He dried off and wrapped the soft cloth around his waist, shaking water from his hair. The pool water was warm and salty on his tongue, but easy on his eyes—no harsh chemicals here, only pure, filtered saline. Better than the ocean, an improvement on the ocean, its designer might argue.


The water wasn’t the only thing easy on the eyes.


Oliver walked over to the windows, which boasted a rarefied view of Central Park and the city skyline. From where he stood the rambling park looked like a delicate bonsai arrangement, a lush green square bordered by a vase made of skyscrapers, while the Empire State Building loomed in the background, a grand and stately dowager. It was a view only available to the residents of what the tabloids dubbed the “Power Tower”: 13 Central Park West. Home to the richest and most connected people in the world, where lavish apartments sold on the market in the high eight-figure range, although the latest sale to a Russian oligarch was rumored to cross into the nine-figure threshold to the tune of a cool one hundred million. The building was also home to the Regent of the Coven, the head of the vampire community, one Oliver Hazard-Perry. Nice guys finish first, Oliver thought, savoring the view. People who said that thirteen was an unlucky number had no idea what they were talking about, either. As far as Oliver was concerned, this tower proved thirteen was the luckiest number in the lot.


It was a little after dawn on Monday morning, and he had the fitness center, a veritable fitness mecca—with its gleaming and brand-new exercise equipment (the latest in stationary cycles, treadmills, and elliptical machines), hot yoga and pilates studios—all to himself. The bankers had already left, getting their workouts in before catching the London markets; trophy wives and trainers wouldn’t fill in till after ten, rock stars appearing around noon. So for now he savored the quiet stillness. Oliver walked away from the windows and caught a glimpse of his reflection in the mirror. He’d been a skinny human teenager, but he was almost thirty years old now, and to put it bluntly, he was ripped. He used to slouch, but now he stood tall and proud. His chestnut-brown hair was cut short to the scalp in a Caesar cut, and his warm hazel eyes had taken on a steely glint. The immortal blood running through his veins took his senses to a whole new level—he still couldn’t believe how much he could see, how much he could hear: The flutter of a hummingbird’s wings looked slow to him, he could hear whispered conversations down hallways through locked doors as if he were in the same room. It was overwhelming sometimes.


Sometimes, Oliver also wondered how much he had lost when he gained his immortality. His sense of humor, for one; he hadn’t laughed in a long time. He never used to take anything seriously—money and position least of all. But now he was Regent of the Coven, and he had no time for childish games, and there was little trace of the sarcastic teenager he had been. He missed that kid sometimes, mourned him even. He had grown up to be someone else, someone he never quite expected to be.


But this morning, all he could think was how much he loved his new life. He padded out of the room and took a private elevator up to his penthouse. The doors opened right into the grand foyer, where his valet stood waiting, holding up a pristine white bathrobe. Peakes was so thoughtful, with a sixth sense of what his master would require. A skill that had been honed over many years of impeccable service. “Thank you,” Oliver said, as the old gentleman helped him into the lush robe.


“Would you care for anything else, sir?”


Oliver shook his head and dismissed his man. He cinched the belt and, as was his daily ritual, took a minute to appreciate the sculptures and paintings, true masterpieces, that hung on the walls in his living room and lined the staircase. Old masters next to impressionists, midcentury modernists Diebenkorn, Rothko, and Warhol alongside contemporary powerhouses Koons and Hirst. Old masters for a new master, he thought, with some satisfaction.


He had assumed he was inured to the trappings of wealth, that there was very little that could impress him. After all, he had grown up across town, when the Upper East Side was the priciest neighborhood in the city. But the breadth and depth of the wealth at his command was staggering. While detractors would argue that Oliver had assumed the position of Regent through luck, it was all hard work on his part. There were few survivors of the War, and even fewer who did not take the Almighty’s offer of salvation to ascend to Paradise. When Oliver took over as Regent he had assumed that after the near destruction of the Coven, the coffers would be bankrupt, or close to it, as the vampires had scattered or left. He assumed he would have to rebuild from scratch. How wrong he was.


The Coven funds were liquid, healthy, and almost embarrassingly robust. The finance committee had made some very sound investments in the technological sector before the end, hence the ability to purchase this apartment—not just this apartment, but the building downtown that housed their headquarters—as well as fund Venator squads across the globe. So many problems could be solved with money, Oliver mused. So many things money could buy. Peace. Safety. Stability.


Most of the art he was looking at now was actually from the Coven’s private collection, from the hidden Repository archives, where it had been stored for safekeeping for decades and most likely forgotten. Oliver had unearthed these gems and had them restored, and now they were proudly displayed in museums and galleries around the world. He’d had the decency to keep only some of the best ones for his own enjoyment. It was hard to let go of Vermeer’s The Concert, and he had no idea how it came to be in the Coven’s possession, but the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum was so grateful to have it back, he knew he’d done the right thing.


He had brought the Coven ten years of peace and prosperity, and now it was time to party. Time to bring back a grand old tradition that he had coveted as a human Conduit with his nose pressed against the glass. The Four Hundred Ball, the annual celebration that feted the vampire community and all its glory. Known as the Patrician Ball during the nineteenth century and once held in Caroline Astor’s ballroom, it was traditionally a vampire-only event, and Oliver intended that its return after a long hiatus would mark the reestablishment of the community, to commemorate their victory over darkness, to show the world and themselves that they had not only survived, but were thriving in its aftermath.


That they had something left to celebrate at all.


There had not been a Four Hundred Ball since before the War, and the tenth anniversary of their victory over Lucifer felt like the right time to bring back the party as well as finally perform the ritual for his investiture. The leader of the Coven was traditionally called the Regis, the king of the vampires; his word was law, his every action infallible. But when Oliver had taken office, he had taken the lower title of Regent—he was not yet a king, but a mere steward. That would change on the night of the ball, when the heart of the Coven would be bound to his immortal blood. L’état, c’est moi.


By the end of the week, Oliver would have everything he had worked so hard for. Yes, everything he touched, everything he owned, everything in his orbit was rare, beautiful, and expensive, but none more so than the treasure in his own bedroom, the most exquisite jewel in his kingdom. Oliver felt his fangs sharpen in anticipation at the thought. He walked up the circular stairs that led to his chamber and opened its massive steel doors, the same ones as were installed in the Venator offices—one could never be too careful, after all. The curtains and blackout shades were drawn, and the dark room was as cool as a tomb, a proper vampire lair. As a boy he’d liked to feel the sun on his face to tickle him awake, but not anymore. He’d discovered far better ways to be awakened now. There she was, lying in the middle of his custom-made California king-sized bed, buried underneath the covers, the long, tangled locks of her sunflower-blonde hair the brightest thing in the room. Seraphina Chase.


Finn.


His human familiar.


His mortal beloved.


Oliver shrugged off his robe and trunks and slid into bed under the blankets, wrapping his arms around her waist and nuzzling her neck.


“Mmm,” Finn murmured, her voice still heavy with sleep, her face turned to the pillow. “You’re dripping on me.”


His hair was still wet from the pool, and tendrils were brushing against her soft skin. A decade since they’d first met and he was still in awe of her beauty, of the shining pure goodness that was her soul.


“No, I’m not. You’re still dreaming.”


He moved on top of her and she moved with him. “Mmm,” she murmured. “Nice dream.” She began to turn her body toward him, but he stopped her. “Stay like this,” he said, as he put his hands on her arms and pinned them to her side.


“Kinky,” she murmured.


“Not my fault you have kinky dreams,” Oliver said as he pulled the sheets and they fell away from her body.


“Don’t be so sure,” she purred. She was wearing the tiniest slip, a swathe of silk from Paris that cost more than most people’s entire wardrobes, and he impatiently tugged it down, undressing her so that they were skin to skin. This was his favorite way to start his day, when she was half-asleep, when she pretended not to know what was going on, even though she was so ready for him.


She arched her back as if she knew what was coming.


Because she did.


He couldn’t wait any longer, and as he pushed her hands deeper into the bed, he rammed into her body and plunged his fangs into her neck at the same time, all his senses alive and tingling with pleasure as he performed the Sacred Kiss, rocking against her as he drank deeply of her blood. He knew everything about her—every memory, every emotion, every desire, every disappointment. It came out in the blood bond, when he drank her very essence. What he felt for her was beyond love, beyond feeling—they were one soul in two bodies. He was hers and she was his. They had no secrets between them.


She sighed, trembled, groaned, and when he was done he fell away from her in satisfaction. The sheets that wound between them were red with blood, like a crime scene. Thank goodness for diligent housekeepers who never asked questions. Thank goodness for so many things, he thought, closing his eyes.


“Brown sugar on your oatmeal?” Finn asked an hour later, when they were properly dressed and eating breakfast in the wraparound terrace overlooking the park.


Oliver could still imagine her naked body beneath the silk and linen, and he wondered if she was thinking the same of him. “Yes, thanks,” he said, marveling once again at her classic, restrained beauty, from her long, slim neck to her elegant hands. She wore her hair long and loose, and the two bite marks near her delicate collarbone were barely noticeable, with little scarring. He loved those little bite marks and what they symbolized, that she was his, his very own human familiar. He had been a vampire’s familiar once, too, when he had been mortal, and he knew the pull of the blood bond—the all-consuming hunger for one’s vampire mate, the intoxicating agony and delirium.


Sometimes he wasn’t sure it had been the right thing to do to Finn, but it was too late now. He marveled over the twist of fate that brought them together. He had been helping his best friend, Schuyler Van Alen or Sky—he called her Sky; he was the only one who called her that—unravel the mystery of her mortal father’s family, which led the two of them to Finn, Sky’s half sister. He still remembered how radiant Finn had looked when they met, a carefree college student with no idea about her link to the Coven. How cheerful, happy, and innocent she had been. She had wanted to be an artist like her father. She had different dreams for her life, but she had fallen in love with him, and he had convinced her to help him rebuild the Coven, to work for the vampires, to serve him, to realize his dreams and give up hers. She had been willing and eager back then, had wanted him as much as he wanted her. But still, he felt a twinge of guilt, mixed with the pride, every time he saw those tiny scars.


He knew the doubts she harbored, her secret fears, and he did as much as he could to assuage them, especially as she had been quiet and withdrawn lately. She was probably worried about the party. As the unofficial First Lady of the Coven, the logistics of the Four Hundred Ball were her responsibility, and for months now Finn had been stressing over every invitation, every menu item, every last detail. He wanted to tell her not to worry—the party would be the most wonderful night of their lives. He understood the pressure she felt was intense. Finn held the highest position in the Coven that a mortal had ever achieved—which some members still found unsettling. Historically, human Conduits were seen as little more than servants, worker bees who devoted their lives to the care of their vampires, and human familiars who gave their blood had no voice or influence in the Coven. Finn was both Conduit and familiar, but as Oliver kept telling the ruling conclave, times had changed, and the vampires would have to change along with them.


“So, you got in really late last night?” Oliver asked, filling his bowl with oatmeal from the silver tureen in the middle of the table.


Finn frowned. “I know… I know. I was dealing with some party stuff.”


“Till midnight?” he asked. “You’re working too hard.”


“Oh… well, when I got home I went for a walk. I couldn’t sleep,” she said, coloring a little. “Don’t worry. I didn’t go far, just around the block.”


He nodded. He knew how stressed she was over the party; he hated to see her so anxious, though. He made a mental note to see about getting his assistant to help her more as he sprinkled his oatmeal with a spoonful of brown sugar and took a bite. He chewed, grimaced, and put his spoon down.


“Not hungry?” Finn asked, raising an eyebrow.


“No.” He shook his head.


“Wonder why,” she teased. “You’re probably full of me.”


“Ha,” he said, pushing the bowl away with a smile. His oatmeal tasted like sand, gravelly and gritty, with very little trace of the sugar he had just heaped on it. While his senses had become heightened, his ability to enjoy food had waned lately. He wondered if it meant there had been something wrong with his transition, as he remembered his vampire friends eating and drinking like mortals, except they never gained weight and they never got drunk. Maybe he’d ask one of the Repository clerks about this phenomenon, though he hated giving anyone a reminder that he wasn’t like them. He wasn’t born a Blue Blood; he was the only living mortal on earth who had been made into one, gifted with immortality by the Almighty at the end of the final battle.


He was, as he had always been, the exception. And now he was going to be Regis. As if they didn’t already have reason enough to resent him.


“Sir?”


Oliver turned to see Peakes holding his cell phone on a silver tray.


“Pardon for interrupting, but you have a call from the Venator chief; he said it was important and insisted I get you on the telephone as soon as possible.”


“Perry here,” he said after taking it with a nod. He listened for a few minutes and frowned. “When? Why didn’t you call me as soon as the day shift checked in? Okay. Next time, keep me updated as soon as you know. Right. Let me know what else they find,” he said sharply.


He slipped the phone into his jacket pocket.


“What’s wrong?” Finn asked, concerned. “Those pentagrams again?”


Oliver nodded. Damn pentagrams. What did it mean? He was still wishing it would prove to be nothing—that it was the work of a random graffiti artist or some Bansky prank. Of course this disturbance would appear now, with plans for the Four Hundred Ball well under way.


The chief had just told him the latest pentagram was made from human blood. Which meant there was a victim, a body. There had been no bloodshed since the War; the only victims were their enemies, like those damn Nephilim the team recently busted. This latest development didn’t bode well.


Oliver sighed. Nephilim attacks, pentagrams, and now human blood on the eve of the biggest moment of his life. He couldn’t shake a sudden sense of foreboding. Oliver believed in omens. And this wasn’t, couldn’t be good.
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	HAPPILY NEVER AFTER







THE MYTH OF PERSEPHONE was such bullshit. The goddess’s daughter gets kidnapped by the lord of the underworld and has to live six months on earth and six months in Hell, and the whiny little bitch acted as if it was a punishment.


At least Persephone got six months on earth every year.


Mimi Martin took a sip from her glass of white wine and rolled it on her tongue, savoring every drop. The buttery richness of the white Burgundy did a lot to liven her mood, just as it always did, but somehow today even that wasn’t enough. “Happy anniversary to me,” she said to the empty seat across from her. She was having lunch by herself that Monday, had stolen away from work with the intention of indulging in a long and luxurious meal to forget about the train wreck that was her marriage.


So why did she just feel irritated and alone?


It was ten years since the final battle and Lucifer’s defeat. Seven years since their wedding, and her husband was nowhere to be found. Kingsley had chosen to remain in the underworld while Mimi was up here, back in New York, alone. It was only supposed to be a trial separation; Kingsley had even joked that it was their “Persephone clause.” But she had been away for only a month, and it was already hard to imagine going back anytime soon. Not even if she missed him so much she cried herself to sleep most nights, hoping he would change his mind, forsake the underworld, and decide to join her.


Damn him. Damn him to Hell, she thought, aware of the irony.


The waiter brought her a bread basket and she tore into the baguette ravenously, slathering butter over a piece of the airy, crusty bread before taking a huge bite. She missed her husband so much she couldn’t forgive herself for what she was doing—what she had done. She had left him. She had actually left Kingsley Martin. The love of her life, her soul mate, her husband, the man for whom she had sacrificed so much. Mimi had been certain that if anything, it would be Kingsley who would prove to be unfaithful, that he would be the one to leave, to go back to his wild ways, bored by the monotony of monogamy, and that she would be the one left bereft, heartbroken, and alone.


Instead it was she who had said adios. She who had told him she just couldn’t take it anymore. Not another day in the underworld. It wasn’t him. She loved him, she still loved him, deeply, desperately, but she couldn’t do it anymore. She couldn’t live there. Mimi twirled the silver ring on the fourth finger of her left hand, remembering the day Kingsley had put it on. She had been such a happy bride; she had never been happier in her entire life. And for a while, they had been happy, ecstatic, even though they lived in Hell. They were so hot for each other, to make an awful pun. She had promised him forever, had promised him the rest of her immortal life. But how was she to know forever meant… forever? That it meant never eating a great meal in New York again, never shopping on Madison Avenue, never visiting the Met, never seeing the leaves change, never having a glass of champagne ever again.


Of course she shouldn’t have been surprised that he had chosen his lofty position over their marriage. Kingsley Martin, the Angel Araquiel, was lord of the underworld, Duke of Hell, and every creature and soul behind its gates was a subject in his unearthly kingdom. One thing about Kingsley, he took his responsibilities seriously. She knew that, and yet she had still demanded that he choose her over everything.


Mimi sighed and startled at a sudden sound. There it was again—a faint ringing in her ears. An annoying noise that came and went, a high-pitched trilling; it could turn anyone mad. She shook her head impatiently, trying to make it go away.


“Have you decided, madam?” the waiter asked, returning with his notepad and holding the pencil expectantly.


Madam?


Was he talking to her? She could barely hear him over that horrid ringing in her ears, but yes, he had called her madam. The nerve!


Okay, so she was no longer the slim-hipped, dewy-skinned sixteen-year-old who rampaged through New York’s best nightclubs. She was an old, married—even worse, separated—lady now. But she was still beautiful, wasn’t she? The long, thick blond mane was as lustrous as ever, the catlike green eyes just as smoldering, and come on, she could still fit into her superskinny jeans! And this dress she was wearing was practically skintight. But it was so unfair to discover since she had left the underworld that she had actually aged. Although in her defense, living in the underworld was, um, hell on the skin.


Mimi decided to forgive the waiter. She liked this place, a darling little French bistro in the far West Village. On weekdays during lunch hours it was filled with models, artists, and the occasional celebrity. It was a cosmopolitan, attractive crowd: tall, eye-catching women in swathes of colorful scarves and battered leather jackets, bearded men in horn-rims reading Le Figaro, groups of young editors and photographers huddling over iPads, discussing their latest shoots. She frequently ordered the same thing. Oysters on the half shell, the chicken paillard, and a glass of white wine. She liked that the waiters wore proper neckties and aprons just like in Paris, and took down your order instead of memorizing it, an irritating gimmick she was sure originated with bored actor slash servers in Los Angeles.


“Yes, I will start with the onion soup and the assiette de saumon fumé, then the steak frites with béarnaise and a side of the légumes verts.”


“Very good,” he said, expertly whisking away the menu.


She sipped her wine and looked around. This was what she had missed all those years living in the underworld—life, color, vibrancy—the sound of conversation all around her, tinkling glassware, the scraping of chairs across the floor, the sun shining brightly through the glass windows, so unlike that strange netherworld where the sun never rose or set and the sky was orange from the glow of hellfire. Kingsley had had this idea that he was going to remake the underworld anew, bring life to the barren lands. When the War ended, after the demons had been locked back in their cages, he had grown more interested in fertilizer than fighting. For years she had worked by his side, tending their small green patch until it had grown so large that flowers bloomed in Helheim once more. She remembered Kingsley kneeling in the garden, humming happily to himself as he weeded.


For a while she had been content—that dreadful word—because she had everything she wanted. She had him, after all. They were supposed to live happily ever after. So why did she fuck it up?


Because she missed home, she missed New York so much it was like a toothache that never went away, a real physical pain that throbbed, much like the ringing in her ears. What was that? There it went again, that annoying noise. She tried to ignore it. In any event, she couldn’t spend the rest of her immortality gardening. She wasn’t cut out for it, no matter how much she tried to change, tried to muster enthusiasm for her husband’s small successes. When she met Kingsley he was sex on legs; he was the head of the Venators, a cocky, mouthy, devilishly handsome alpha, whose life was as big as his heart and as busy as his outsize personality. Now he was a stodgy farmer. She hated to admit it, but she missed the guy he had been. She just wasn’t cut out for life in the suburbs. When she was growing up in Manhattan she used to joke she’d rather move to Hell than Brooklyn, even though the outer boroughs were so chic now.
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