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It is not in the stars to hold our destiny, but ourselves.


—William Shakespeare




CHAPTER ONE
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THE WINTER SENTINEL


Early February
Chicago, Illinois


I stared at the sleek steel blade, its honed edge only inches from my cheek, and tried not to flinch. I was taut with nerves and anticipation, my fingers slippery around the handle of my own ancient katana, my gaze flicking between the weapon that threatened me and the man who wielded it.


“Nervous, Sentinel?” asked the blond vampire before me, who held not one but two ancient samurai weapons.


I wet my lips and readjusted my grip, trying not to let my prurient interest in my adversary—the sweat-slicked, half-naked physique; the stunning green eyes; the golden hair that just brushed his shoulders—distract me from my mission.


Bringing. Him. Down.


“Not in the least, Sullivan.” I winked at him, and in the second his eyes widened in interest, I took my chance. I dropped to my knees and used the handle of my katana to unbalance Ethan’s right hand, forcing him to lose his sword.


Well, one of his swords.


My opponent was Ethan Sullivan, a four-hundred-year-old vampire and the Master of Cadogan House, one of three vampire Houses in Chicago. He was the vampire who changed me, rescuing me from a vicious attack one spring night.


Now he was also the vampire who made me whole.


I was the twenty-eight-year-old former graduate student he’d shaped into an immortal warrior . . . and I loved having the opportunity to show him exactly what he’d created.


Tonight, that meant learning to battle with not just one but two gently curved katanas. Vampires loved katanas, preferring swords to guns—primarily because vamps were an ancient and snobby people convinced to believe in katanas’ superiority to other weapons by a samurai who’d once roamed Europe.


History aside, wielding two katanas was a tricky venture. The katana was an elegant weapon, and brandishing it was supposed to be an elegant exercise—as much a dance as a show of cleverness and strength. That wasn’t easily accomplished with two swords, which required learning how to rebalance my body . . . and not trip over my own weapons.


Fortunately, even Ethan was having trouble. Scowling, he picked up the sword he’d dropped onto the tatami mat on the floor of the House’s basement training room.


The vampires on the balcony who watched our practice with eager eyes cheered as their hero, the Master of their House, prepared to fight again.


And they weren’t the only ones watching.


My former teacher of swordcraft, Catcher Bell, a mutual friend and sorcerer, was absent from tonight’s festivities, busy with other work. We’d found a replacement, albeit one who was less than impressed with our initial efforts.


“That was damned ungainly,” said the auburn-haired vampire in front of us.


Grey and Navarre were the city’s two other vampire Houses, and our teacher was captain of the Grey House guards. Jonah was tall, handsome, and was my partner in the Red Guard, a clandestine organization created to ensure the Houses and Greenwich Presidium, the ruling body for the North American and Western European vampire Houses, didn’t overstep their bounds. We weren’t technically a part of the GP anymore, having seceded when the group became too oppressive, but there was little doubt they still had the power to make our lives miserable. Guarding the guardians was never a bad idea, in my opinion.


Ethan had accepted my RG membership, but he was still working on accepting my partnership with Jonah. He preferred my loyalties remain solely with one vampire of the male persuasion—him. They’d reached an accord about me after working out their aggression in a sparring match at the House, even if they weren’t exactly the best of friends. Ethan still scowled at Jonah’s comment.


“It wasn’t ungainly,” Ethan said. “It was awkward.”


“No,” I teased, “it was the result of strategic tactics by yours truly.” I put extra emphasis on the hard “c” sounds to underscore the point.


“It was luck,” Jonah countered. “And it wasn’t especially pretty. You’ve both got to think of the katanas as extensions of your body. I know it’s awkward, but you’ll get used to it. Try again.”


I rolled my left wrist, which was beginning to ache. Vampires had greater than average strength, but we’d been practicing for an hour, and Jonah hadn’t exactly been generous with the water breaks.


“Problem?” Jonah asked.


“Just a little soreness.”


“You’ll be fine. Reset.”


I couldn’t help but give him a look. It wasn’t that I’d expected my RG partner would be an easygoing instructor. He was responsible for keeping the Grey House guards ready for action, after all. But nor had I expected him to be a total hard-ass.


“Reset,” Jonah repeated, a little more firmly.


“Should I remind him I’m a Master?” Ethan quietly asked beside me, rolling the swords in his hands and bouncing on the balls of his feet as he prepared to spar again.


Jonah’s hearing must have been acute. “You’re Master of Cadogan House,” he said, “not dual swords. Reset.”


The crowd of vampires hooted, spurring us on just as Jonah did.


“Two katanas are trickier than one,” Ethan muttered.


The same applied, I thought, to vampires. Especially vampires of the male persuasion.


An hour and a shower later, we returned to the House’s third-floor apartment, the small set of rooms that we called home.


My work night was done, but in a few minutes, I’d be heading into a frosty February evening. And since I was hoping to make a better impression than “sweaty vampire,” I found myself in the closet amid Ethan’s expensive suits and polished shoes, worrying over what to wear.


“Ankle boots or knee-high?” I asked.


Ethan leaned casually against the wall, one foot canted in front of the other and an amused expression on his face. “Does it really matter what you wear?”


I gave him a flat look.


“Sentinel, you are an intelligent woman, with a solid sense of honor, an excellent pedigree, and a master’s degree—”


“Nearly a doctorate.”


“Nearly a doctorate,” he allowed, “in English literature, and yet you’re worried about your choice of footwear. It’s not as if you have a date.”


And a good thing, since Ethan and I had been living together for nearly two months. I had a key to prove it, although I was still getting used to the idea that the Cadogan penthouse was also mine.


Still, date or not, it wasn’t wise to underestimate a Chicagoan’s love of good winter footwear. Frostbite was no one’s friend.


“I know I don’t have a date. This just feels . . . important.”


For the fifth or sixth time, I sat down on a padded ottoman and switched out my shoes, exchanging ankle boots—cute, but not warm—for knee-high leather boots, tugging them over the jeans I’d paired with a shirt and sweater. The boots were dark brown leather and fitted perfectly, ideal for long and dark winter nights.


When I’d pulled them on, I stood up and posed in front of the closet’s full-length mirror.


“It is important,” Ethan agreed, scanning my reflection. “She was your friend for a very long time. You’re both attempting to pick up the pieces of your relationship to see if they still fit together.”


“I know. And it’s still awkward. And it still makes me nervous.”


The “she” in question was Mallory Carmichael. My former best friend and roommate, a relatively new sorceress attempting to redeem herself after an unfortunate period as a real-life wicked witch. She was currently atoning for her sins by living without magic and performing menial labor for the alpha of the North American Central Pack. She seemed to be regaining control of herself, but neither Ethan nor I was entirely sure of her.


“You look nervous,” Ethan agreed.


I sighed. “Not helpful. I was hoping for something a little more complimentary. Like ‘Merit, you don’t look nervous; you look ravishing.’”


“Trap,” he said, shaking his head.


I met his gaze in the mirror. “It’s not a trap.”


“It is a trap,” Ethan assured with a grin, “because there’s no response I can give that you’ll actually believe.”


I gave him a dubious expression. “Try me.”


Ethan, who looked devilishly handsome in his fitted black suit, stepped behind me, brushed the long dark hair from my neck, and planted a kiss at the crux of my shoulder, sending a delicious chill along my spine.


“Sentinel, you are always the most beautiful woman in the room, irrespective of what you’re wearing. And most especially—and preferably—when you’re wearing nothing at all.”


How did men manage to offer a compliment that transitioned from sweet to utterly salacious in the span of a few words? Still, a compliment was a compliment, and Ethan Sullivan was a master complimenter.


“Thank you.”


“You’re welcome.” He checked his large and undoubtedly expensive watch. “I have a call in a few minutes. You should probably get going.”


I huffed at the doubt in his voice. “My steed is trusty and will get me there on time.” I talked a big talk, but in fact I’d be driving a well-worn Volvo across Chicago in February. The odds were not in my favor.


“And now you’re beginning to sound like Jeff,” Ethan said.


Jeff Christopher was a friend and colleague, a lovable nerd and shape-shifter I’d met through my grandfather, Chicago’s former liaison to all folks supernatural. Jeff was tech savvy and a fan of role-playing games—I’d recently seen him in head-to-toe ranger garb, from boots to hood—so my reference to a “trusty steed” was right up his alley.


“Jeff has saved our butts on a number of occasions,” I pointed out.


“Well aware, Sentinel. But you must agree he does it with his particular flair.”


“He does. His own furry flair. Oh, and speaking of, you still haven’t paid me on our little bet.”


“You didn’t win our little bet, Sentinel.”


“I guessed Jeff was a puma.”


“And as I’ve pointed out many times, Jeff isn’t a puma.”


I gave him a sarcastic look. “He’s also not a marmot, which was your guess. Mine was closer; thus I win.”


“Close doesn’t count. It was a draw.”


I rolled my eyes. I wasn’t going to give up my position, but I didn’t have time to argue the finer points of animal taxonomy today.


“Either way, furry makes a nice change from stodgy vampire.”


“Vampires are not stodgy,” Ethan said, pushing his hands into his pockets and staring back at me, stodgily.


“You are, but that’s your particular flair.”


Ethan arched an eyebrow, a move he used frequently to portray many of the emotions in his arsenal—doubt, imperiousness, wickedness, among them.


“You do realize, Sentinel, that you’re one of us?”


I let my eyes silver, an effect that appeared when vampires felt strong emotions, to demonstrate just how much like him I really was—and the depth of my emotion about it. “I never doubt it. Anyway,” I said, changing the subject, “what’s your call about?”


“Darius. Apparently there are rumors he’s no longer strong enough to hold the GP together. Morgan and Scott wanted to talk.”


“Because Darius was kidnapped?” I wondered aloud. Darius West was the leader of the Greenwich Presidium. Although we were technically Rogue vampires since we lacked GP affiliation, Ethan maintained friendly relations with Scott Grey and Morgan Greer, the Masters of Grey and Navarre Houses, respectively. It also helped that we’d recently saved Darius’s life, rescuing him from an assassin hired by the city’s new supernatural “liaison,” John McKetrick.


“Exactly,” Ethan agreed. “I understand the other GP members are pleased we saved him, but concerned he needed saving in the first place.”


The GP was populated by vampires revered for their strength, if not their magnanimity.


“It doesn’t surprise me they’d question his abilities,” I said, grabbing a short camel trench coat from a hanger and shrugging into it. The coat had been a gift from Ethan, who was afraid the thin leather jacket I usually wore on Sentinel excursions wasn’t warm enough for February. I didn’t need him to ply me with gifts—I was plenty pliant already—but the coat was warm and fit perfectly, so I’d decided not to argue.


“You’ll be careful out there?” Ethan asked. A line of worry appeared between his eyes.


“I will. But we’re just going for pizza. And Luc knows where I’ll be, just in case of a zombie apocalypse.”


My chain of command was complicated. I stood Sentinel for the House, a sort of soldier for Cadogan and all that it stood for. But I wasn’t a House guard per se, which meant Luc, captain of the Cadogan guards, wasn’t exactly my boss. Neither was Ethan, for that matter, since I technically had the authority to override him if he wasn’t acting in the House’s best interests. But Luc was at least my acting supervisor, so I’d filled him in on my plan for the evening.


“I know,” Ethan said. “And I know you need a break. We’ve both been working a lot of hours lately.”


“Well, I’ve been keeping an eye on McKetrick, and you’ve been—” I looked at him sideways. “What have you been doing again?”


“Running this House of vampires?” he dryly asked.


“Ah, yes,” I said with a nod. “Running this House of vampires.”


He grinned a bit, then slid a tendril of dark hair behind my ear. “In all seriousness, we should arrange to spend some quality time together.”


I gave him a sly smile, because I happened to have anticipated his request.


“I agree completely,” I said. “Which is why I’ve made dinner reservations on Friday at Tuscan Terrace, Chicago’s finest Italian bistro. Homemade pasta. Fine champagne. Truffles. These little dessert cakes that are nearly better than Mallocakes. We’ll celebrate in style.”


Tuscan Terrace was an old-school Chicago restaurant, where waiters spoke mostly Italian, the rooms were dark, and privacy was guaranteed. It was delicious and expensive, the type of place you saved for a special occasion.


Ethan furrowed his brow. “To celebrate what?”


“You don’t remember what Friday is?”


His stare went blank, and his expression had a decidedly deer-in-headlights look about it. I’d stumped him.


“Friday is February fourteenth,” I said. “It’s Valentine’s Day.”


I’d been single for so much of my adult life that Valentine’s Day hadn’t, in context, meant much. Sure, I’d occasionally been given tired roses in a green vase, or a heart-shaped box of mediocre chocolates. But those gifts had been few and far between.


This relationship was real, which meant I could—for the first time—experience a meaningful Valentine’s Day. Not because of pink roses or nougat-filled chocolates, but because of us. Because I’d found someone who made me better, stronger, and because, at least I liked to think, I did the same for him. That was worth celebrating, treasuring, being grateful for.


It was worth tuxedoed waiters and delicate champagne flutes.


“Saint Valentine’s Day, you mean,” Ethan said with a chuckle. “I’m surprised you want to celebrate such a bloody day in Chicago’s history.”


He meant the massacre on Valentine’s Day in 1929, when Al Capone took out several men from a rival gang in a Lincoln Park garage.


“You know that’s not what I mean.” I picked a bit of lint from one of his lapels. “Like you said, we deserve some quality time together, just the two of us. A few minutes of peace and quiet away from the House, where it won’t matter if we’re vampires.”


“That does sound inviting,” Ethan admitted. “A bit tempting of fate, perhaps, but inviting all the same. I look forward to it.”


He smiled at me wickedly, suggesting it wasn’t so much the dinner he looked forward to, but what he hoped might happen afterward.


Since imagining that scenario wasn’t going to help us meet our obligations for the evening, I pressed a kiss to his lips. “I need to run.”


Ethan’s expression fell. Putting a hand on his chest, I could feel his heart thumping—steady and sound—beneath.


“I’ll be careful,” I promised. “I’ll have my sword and my phone. And besides, I’ll be dining with one of the most powerful sorceresses in the world.”


His eyes flattened. “I know,” he said. “That’s precisely what worries me.”




CHAPTER TWO
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THE EVENING STAR


The night air was cold, crisp, and fresh, but the streets and sidewalks were coated in a layer of dirty, frozen-solid snow that wouldn’t fully melt for months. I headed to my car, parked on the sidewalk in a spot I’d circled the block three times to obtain, waving at the humans who guarded the fence surrounding the House.


Tonight, the gate was closed, a rare sight in my ten months as a vampire. But we’d seen enough violence lately—from supernaturals hired by the GP, from the assassin hired by McKetrick—that we’d tightened security all the way around.


When they saw me approach, one of the humans, a gun at his side, pushed open one of the slatted steel doors just wide enough to allow my exit.


The guard tipped her black ball cap as I walked through, acknowledging me, then closed the gate again when I was through, shutting off Cadogan House from Hyde Park—and the rest of the world—once again.


I climbed into my car, immediately turning the heat to full blast, not that it helped. My new coat was warm, but this was still February in Chicago. When the vent began to knock like a card in a bicycle spoke, I turned down the heat, deciding an insufficient but functioning heater was better than a broken one.


Now that I was out of the House, I also decided it was safe to call Jonah to get an update on the latest in GP-affiliated House news. Since Ethan was the only Cadogan vampire who knew about my RG affiliation, and our training hadn’t exactly been private, I’d kept our in-House discussions to a minimum.


I put my shiny new phone—a replacement for the beepers we’d once carried—on speakerphone and dialed him up.


He answered on the first ring, the buzz of noise behind him. “Jonah.”


“It’s Merit. What’s new?”


“Since I last saw you an hour ago? Nothing. You’re bored and driving, aren’t you?”


“Not bored. Just interested in your thoughts and wisdom. And a training room full of vampires wasn’t exactly conducive to conversation.”


“I do have a life, you know.”


“Do you?” I teased. “I find that surprising.”


“Actually, I have a date tonight.”


I blinked. The news, admittedly, hit me a little weird. I was very much in love with Ethan, but as partners, Jonah and I had a separate, unique relationship, one that required a different kind of trust and intimacy. I just found odd the possibility that another woman was going to figure into it.


But I could suck it up. “Who’s the lucky girl?”


“A Rogue,” he said. “Noah introduced us. I’m not sure if it will go anywhere, but I like her style. And her figure.”


“And I’d like it if you kept the details to yourself.”


“Merit,” he teased, “are you jealous?”


I wasn’t, not really. Just a bit weirded out. But I wasn’t going to admit that aloud. “Not in the slightest. I just don’t need the gory details. Be careful out there.”


“I intend to. And I’d say the same to you.”


“Nothing weird should happen, but in case it does . . .”


“You want me to come save you so Ethan doesn’t drop a sizable ‘I told you so’ into your lap?”


“I don’t need saving. But yes, please.”


He chuckled. “Maybe we’ll get lucky, and you’ll see McKetrick breaking into a car or something. It wouldn’t be the most satisfying tag, but at least we could put him away.”


I could hardly agree more. McKetrick had been playing the desk-bound bureaucrat, but in reality, he had a nasty hatred of vampires and the willingness to act on it. Four murders later, we still had no evidence to pin on him, and no idea what he might do next.


“We’ve found nothing,” I said. “Maybe Michael Donovan was lying about McKetrick hiring him.” Michael Donovan was the vampire assassin who’d been hired by McKetrick.


“That we haven’t caught him doesn’t mean he isn’t doing anything,” Jonah noted. “If he’s smart, he’s lying low right now.”


“Lying low, or planning?” I wondered aloud.


“We won’t know until we know,” Jonah said, clearing his throat as if preparing for something. “If you want to speed things up, we could bug his house.”


That had been a common refrain by Luc and Jonah. They were convinced they could get in, bug McKetrick’s Lincoln Park house, and get out. Considering the regularity of McKetrick’s schedule—he was a city employee, after all—there was merit to the idea. But the risk? Considerable, which was why Ethan and Noah, the head of the Red Guard, rejected the idea.


“We aren’t the CIA,” I reminded him. “And if we got caught, the city would turn against us Watergate style. There’s too much risk.”


“So we wait,” Jonah said. “Which is awesome, because you’re such a patient person.”


I wasn’t, and he really knew me too well. “He won’t stay silent forever. He has too much ego for that.”


The cars in front of me had slowed to a virtual standstill, and I knew better than to chat about supernatural drama while navigating gridlock. “Jonah, traffic’s picking up. I’m gonna run. I’ll keep you posted on any excitement with Mallory.”


“Do that,” he said. “But I will not be advising you on any excitement on my end.”


Thank God for small miracles.


Wicker Park was northwest of Hyde Park, and the traffic didn’t ease up again even as I pulled into the neighborhood. Even in the dark of February, Division Street, Wicker Park’s main drag, was hopping. Chicagoans moved between bars and restaurants, climbing over and around the mountains of snow piled high by snowplows, darkened with street grit, and thickened by freezing temps.


I drove around a bit to find a parking space—a task that probably consumed twenty to thirty percent of a Chicagoan’s waking hours—and nudged the Volvo into it.


I looked for a moment at the katana in the passenger’s seat. I didn’t like the idea of leaving it in the car, but nor did I think it would be welcome in the mecca of Chicago-style deep-dish I was heading to.


“I can always come back for you,” I murmured, slipping the sword between the center console and the passenger seat to make its presence a little less obvious. I took a final calming breath, then climbed out of the car and locked it behind me.


Compacted snow crunched beneath my feet as I walked toward Saul’s, my favorite pizza spot in Chicago or outside it. I’d done my time in New York, and although I could appreciate the depth of New Yorkers’ love for floppy pizza, I didn’t understand it.


Bells attached to a red leather strap hung on the door, and they jingled when I opened it, a gust of wind sneaking in behind. I pushed the door shut again, shrinking back a bit from the growly expression on the face of the man behind the counter.


“You tryin’ to let winter in here?”


I pushed off the door and headed across worn linoleum to the counter, which had been covered in the 1970s by faux-wood-grain plastic, presumably to add an “authentic” pizzeria feel.


“If I was trying,” I said, “you’d know it.” I put my elbows on the counter and took a good, hard look at the man behind it. He was older, late sixties, with a thick head of black hair and eyes that sparkled mischievously. He wore a heather gray sweatshirt with SAUL’S PIZZA across the front in faded red letters.


He was the only person in the small room—which served as the way station for orders and pickups, and led to the small dining room beyond.


He scowled, caterpillar eyebrows drawing together. “You got a smart mouth.”


“Always,” I said, smiling back at him. “It’s good to see you, Saul. How’s business?”


His expression softened. “Don’t get nearly as many orders for cream cheese and double bacon as I used to.” He looked me over. “You look good, kid.”


My eyes cramped uncomfortably, the warning signal that sentimental tears were about to flow. But I held them back. “You look good, too.”


“Things change, don’t they?”


I glanced around at the restaurant, with its dusty décor and hanging menu board slatted with movable plastic letters. Mismatched plastic chairs with metal legs sat along one wall. The counter was worn from thousands of hands, elbows, credit cards, and pizza boxes, and the room smelled like dust, plastic, and garlic.


“Do they change?” I wondered aloud with a grin. “I’m pretty sure that poster for Cool Hand Luke’s been there since the movie came out.”


Saul’s eyes narrowed. This was always dangerous territory. “Cool Hand Luke is a classic piece of American cinema, Ms. Know It All. It was nominated for five—”


“Academy Awards, I know.” I smiled at him—it was nice to hear that familiar nickname again and listen to the familiar argument—and gestured toward the dining room. “Is Ms. Blue Hair in?”


“She’s at your booth,” he said, then checked the old Schlitz clock on the wall behind him. “Pizza should be up in ten.”


“Thank you, Saul. It’s nice to be back.”


“Shouldn’t have waited so long in the first place,” he grumbled, and headed into the kitchen.


Mallory Delancey Carmichael, recently designated and discredited sorceress, sat in a plastic booth, the kind with molded seat depressions. She wore a knitted cap with earflaps and a pouf of yarn at the top. The cap was pulled down low over her blue hair, which darkened to a deep indigo at the bottom of the complicated braid that sat on her shoulder. She wore a jacket over a sweater over a button-down top; the sleeves of the sweater ending in bell-like shapes that nearly reached the tips of her fingers.


She looked up when I walked in, and I was relieved to see she was looking more and more like her old self. Mallory was pink cheeked, with classically pretty features. Her eyes were big and blue, and her lips were a perfect cupid’s bow.


The restaurant was packed, so I was lucky she’d nabbed a seat. I climbed into the booth across from her, pulling off my gloves and putting them on the seat beside me.


“Cold out there tonight.”


“Freezing,” she agreed. “I like your coat.”


“Thanks,” I said, unbuttoning it, then adding it to the stack on the seat. “It was a gift.” And since I was proud of them, I stuck out a leg beside the booth and showed off my boots.


“Hello, gorgeous,” Mallory quietly said, sliding a finger along one leathered shin. “If he’s buying you gear like that, I certainly hope you’re sleeping with him.”


She looked back at me and grinned, and I saw—for a moment—the old Mallory in her eyes. Relief rushed through my chest.


“He didn’t buy them, but he has no complaints.” I cleared my throat nervously, preparing for the confession I hadn’t yet made to her. “I don’t know if you heard, but we’re actually living together. I moved into his apartments.”


Her eyes widened. “And I thought we’d start with some awkward ‘How’s your family’ type stuff.” She paused, looked down at the table, then up at me again. “You’re living together?”


I nodded, waiting while she processed the information and reached a conclusion. Honestly, her deliberation made me nervous. She’d been there from the beginning; she had been in the room the first time I’d confronted Ethan. She knew our potential—and limitations—as well as anyone else.


After a moment, she linked her fingers together and gazed at me with motherly concern. “You don’t think you’re moving too quickly with him?”


“I’ve moved one flight of stairs.”


“Yeah, into the Master’s suite. That’s the vampire version of a penthouse.”


“It’s also approximately ten times larger and more luxe than my former room,” I reminded her. “Relationship or not, you shouldn’t deny me fine linens and turndown service.”


Mallory narrowed her eyes. “Darth Sullivan does not get turndown service.”


“He does,” I said. “With drinks and truffles.”


“How very . . . Sullivan,” she said with an amused smile. “Don’t get me wrong. I like Sullivan. I think he’s good for you in his way. And you two certainly have a vibe. A strong one.”


“Strong enough that it could have become hatred as easily as love,” I agreed.


“I think you did hate him for a time,” Mallory said. “And love and hate are both strong emotions. Flip sides of the same coin. The thing is, he’s just so . . .”


“Stodgy?” I offered, thinking of my earlier accusation.


“Old,” she said. “Four hundred years old, or something? I just don’t want you to rush anything.”


“We aren’t,” I assured her. “For once, we’re actually both on the same page about our relationship. What about you? How are things with Catcher?”


Catcher, Mallory’s boyfriend, had moved into her town house right before I moved into Cadogan House, but they’d been off and on since her recent escapades. Understandably, he hadn’t taken her magical betrayal lightly.


“They’re developing,” she shyly said, picking at a thread on one of her sleeves. Her hands still bore the faint scars of her attempt to unleash powerful black magic on the world.


A few weeks ago I wouldn’t have pushed her to elaborate, mostly because I didn’t want to raise uncomfortable subjects. But if we were going to root ourselves in friend territory once again, we were going to have to stop dancing around the tough issues.


“I’m going to need more information than that,” I said.


She shrugged, but there was a hint of a smile in her eyes. “We’re seeing each other. I wouldn’t say we’re back to where we were—he still doesn’t trust me, and I understand that—but I think we’re better.”


My protective instincts kicked in. Mallory undoubtedly had her issues, but she was still my girl. “He’s not being obnoxious, is he?”


Mallory gave me a flat look. “We’re talking about Catcher. He’s always obnoxious. But not the way you mean. He’s moved into overly protective. Lots of checking in on me, lots of making sure I’m eating and sleeping well.”


“He’s worried about you,” I said.


“And,” she said, drawing out the word, “he’s feeling guilty that he didn’t intervene the first time around. He’s such a hands-off person. I mean, not romantically. He’s very hands-on, if you get my drift.”


“I have no interest in your drift,” I said, gesturing her to keep going.


“The thing is, I think he hates himself a little bit because he didn’t see what I was doing.”


In fairness, he had missed a lot. Mallory was working her bad mojo while she’d ostensibly been studying to become an official member of U-ASS, the sorcerers’ union. She’d done a lot of the mayhem-making in the basement of the town house they shared, right under his nose.


“It still surprises me,” I said honestly. “I’m not really sure how he missed it, either.”


“Yeah,” she said guiltily, “but then, why would you assume your girlfriend was attempting to destroy Chicago?”


You might assume it when Chicago was beginning to literally crumble around you, but hindsight was twenty-twenty.


“Okay,” I said. “So he’s being motherly. Have you talked to him about it?”


Saul marched in, wearing a giant oven mitt and holding a round pan that smelled—you guessed it—of cream cheese and bacon. He put the pizza on a trivet in the middle of the table, and as was his style, served up a piece for each of us.


My mouth watered immediately.


“Thank you, Saul,” Mallory said, glancing at me with amusement. “You’re fanging out.”


I covered my mouth with a hand, glancing around to ensure no one else had seen it. There was no point in drawing any extra attention to my biology.


“Thanks,” I said, digging into my slice when I was certain my body was under control and I wouldn’t ravish the pizza in full view of the room. The taste was absolutely sublime. I’d had take-out from Saul’s since becoming a vampire, but that was nothing like eating deep-dish fresh from the oven.


“I’m in the process of talking to Catcher about it,” Mallory continued. “I have to tread carefully because, you know, I almost managed to destroy Chicago. And I don’t mean to make light. I know what I did, and now I’m trying to live with it. To turn myself around so that I can actually use this gift for something more than utter selfishness.”


Now that was more like it. “I like the sound of that. What about Gabe and the others?”


Gabriel Keene was the head of the North American Central Pack and Mallory’s magical rehab sponsor.


“Gabe’s good. He’s spending a lot of time with Tanya and Connor—doesn’t want to miss out on Connor’s milestones. Berna’s still playing mother.” Berna was one of Gabe’s relatives and the bartender at Little Red, the Ukrainian Village watering hole where the Pack hung out in Chicago.


“How long are you going to stay with them?”


“I’m not sure. They’re building up their catering business, and they need help to get it rolling. Frankly, I’m not sure they’ve really thought about me long term.” She cleared her throat. “And that’s actually what I wanted to talk to you about.”


“What’s that?” I asked, cutting a chunk of pizza with the side of my fork.


“What I’m going to do when I’m cleared to use my magic again,” she clarified. “I need a productive job. A mission of some kind. And I thought, maybe, I could help you guys.”


I paused, fork midway to my mouth. “Help us?”


“Help Cadogan House. I need to do something good, Merit,” she explained before I could respond. Which was good, because I had no idea how to respond. “I need to help people. I need to make good for what I did. And, frankly, you guys need a lot of help.”


She wasn’t wrong about that, and I agreed she needed a post-rehab plan. But I wasn’t sure Cadogan House was the appropriate outlet.


“What, exactly, did you have in mind?” I asked.


“Well, I was thinking I could become permanently attached to the House—like a magical consultant. I could help you plan operations. Go out with you on missions. I’ve done it before, with the Tates. And that ended up okay.”


She had helped with the Tates—twin fallen angels Mallory unleashed on Chicago. But we’d asked for her help primarily because she’d created the problem and was in a position to help solve it.


I didn’t want to break her spirit or halt her recuperation, but I couldn’t see Ethan agreeing to that. He wouldn’t give her that kind of access, especially considering her history with the House.


But before I could answer, a boom shook the building.


My heart pounded with sudden fear, but before I could rise from my seat another boom sounded—a percussion that vibrated through my body with its bass rumble and prickled my arms into gooseflesh.


A vase dropped from a small shelf on the wall across from us, shattering into pieces on the floor. The human closest to it screamed with surprise, and most everyone else jumped up and ran to the windows.


Now in the darkness came a different sound, a rhythmic sound. It was nothing I could identify, but nothing that was accidental. And there was another thing out there I easily recognized.


Steel.


I could feel out guns and swords, a perk of having tempered my katana with my own blood. That there was enough of it outside the building to sense inside made me that much more nervous.


Mallory’s gaze—narrowed, but not afraid—found mine. “What do you think that was?”


“I don’t know,” I said, dropping my fork, my appetite suddenly, and unusually, gone. “But I think we’d better find out.”




CHAPTER THREE
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BEAT THE DRUM


Mallory dropped cash on the table and followed me through the crowd of patrons to the front of the restaurant. As we walked, I pulled on my coat and stuffed my gloves into my pocket.


Saul stood at the front window with the aproned members of his kitchen staff, peering into the darkness. He didn’t take his eyes from the glass until I stood beside him.


“What in God’s name was that?” he asked.


“I’m not sure. But I’m going to check it out. Stay in here and lock the door behind me until I’m sure what it is.”


“I’m not going to stay in here while you go traipsing into trouble.”


“I’ve traipsed into worse,” I told him. “I’ll be fine. I’m immortal, but you’re not.” I put a hand on his arm and raised my pleading gaze to his. “Let me take this one, okay?”


Saul looked at me, judging for a moment, before stepping aside and letting me through.


But I wasn’t the only one who aimed for the door. Mallory was right behind me.


I put out a hand. “Where are you going?”


“With you,” she said, petulantly as any teenager. “I have certain skills, as we’ve seen.”


I glanced around, realizing we weren’t exactly in the right place to have a discussion about her skills—or whether she should be showing them off.


“You’re not supposed to be using your particular skills,” I murmured, “and I don’t want to initiate a war with the Pack because I let you do it.” We had enough intraspecies animosity in Chicago.


Mallory leaned in. “And I’m not going to stand around while you walk out into trouble.”


“We don’t know it’s trouble yet.”


“You know,” she countered. “Your magic’s all over the place. You know something about what’s out there. Something you haven’t said yet.”


I hadn’t mentioned the weapons, because I couldn’t confirm anything in here. Not for sure. I looked at her for a moment, weighing my options: using her as backup and risking Gabriel’s ire versus leaving her inside and risking her ire.


“If nothing else,” she said, “I’ll need a ride back to the bar. I’ve got an hour until Catcher is supposed to pick me up. He and Gabe aren’t going to want me waiting here without you if there’s trouble out there.”


Unfortunately, she was right. They’d both have my ass in a sling if she got hurt on my watch. “Fine. You can come. But you don’t move an inch unless I tell you to.”


She gave me a salute, and we slipped out the door. When we were free of it, Saul pulled it shut and clicked the lock again.


I scanned the street, looking for the source of the noise. But other than the worried faces of humans peeking through doorways and windows, looking for the source of the percussions, I couldn’t see anything. There was smoke in the air, so the trouble was nearby, but not in my line of sight. Whatever it was, it grew closer; the rhythmic sound grew louder, and the sensation of steel grew stronger.


Sirens began to whine as two CPD cruisers sped past the restaurant, lights flashing.


“What is it?” Mallory asked.


“I’m not sure. But I think they have weapons.” Weapons and a total lack of visibility meant I needed backup. I could be brave when necessary, but I tried very hard not to be stupid.


I took out my phone and dialed up the Cadogan House Operations Room, where Cadogan’s guards (and I) investigated and strategized.


Luc answered on the first ring. “Sentinel? What’s the good word?”


“I’m in Wicker Park at Saul’s. We just heard two really loud bangs. I can’t see anything, but I can smell smoke. And I think they’ve got weapons. Can you get eyes on it?”


I heard a click and then the sound of frantic typing in the background. I’d been switched to speakerphone, and the noise of computers and research was audible.


“We’re checking the scanners, Sentinel. You there alone?”


“I’m with Mallory. And I’m thinking I need to get her out of here.”


“No argument there, Sentinel.”


“Merit, it’s Lindsey.” Lindsey was another House guard—Luc’s girlfriend and my House bestie. “CPD scanners are talking about explosions. It sounds like they suspect Molotov cocktails blew propane tanks or something.”


“Who’s throwing Molotov cocktails in Wicker Park?” I asked. Mallory’s eyes grew wide.


Cadogan House didn’t answer. I could hear the static drone of scanner feed in the background, but I couldn’t distinguish the words. They must have been listening.


And still, the sound of drumming grew louder, mimicking the acceleration of my heart.


“Guys, I’m going to need something here pretty soon.”


“The CPD’s reporting riots,” Luc said. “There’s a fire a few blocks west of you, and a cabal of rioters moving east.”


That explained the noise. “I think they’re chanting with drums or something. I can hear them moving. What was the target?”


“Looking,” Luc said. “Oh damn.”


“What?”


“They hit Bryant Industries.”


I frowned. “I don’t know what that is.”


“It’s the company that distributes Blood4You in Chicago. Each distributor is independently owned. They call theirs ‘Bryant Industries’ to keep a low profile.”


In order to assimilate, most American vampires avoided drinking from humans or vampires and, instead, relied on bagged blood called “Blood4You.”


What were the odds of rioters in this day and age accidentally bombing a Blood4You distribution center?


“The rioters are anti-vamp,” I guessed, stomach tightening with nerves.


“That’s quite possible,” Luc agreed. “And, Sentinel, they’re moving your way. I think now would be a good time to make a polite exit and get Mallory out of there. Little Red is closer than the House. Maybe stay there until we’re sure the coast is clear?”


I glanced back at the door. “Luc, I can’t just leave Saul here unprotected, not if the rioters are coming this way. What if they try to hit the restaurant?”


“They’re anti-vampire, Merit. They probably don’t pose a specific risk to Saul’s unless they find out you’re there. If they think he’s harboring vamps, they might hit it on purpose. You’re a danger to him if you stay.”


That possibility stung, sending a sick feeling through my chest. To them, because of my biology, I was the enemy. And that meant I posed a danger to everyone around me.


“Luc—,” I began, but he cut me off.


“You can’t protect Saul, Merit. Get to your car and go.”


Crap. “Luc, call my grandfather. He’s still got friends in the CPD. Maybe he can get a cruiser on the building.”


“Good thought,” he said. “I’ll call him as soon as you promise to get your ass to Little Red.”


“On it,” I promised. I hung up the phone but took a moment to send a warning message to Jonah. It was simple and to the point: RIOTS IN WICKER PARK. BLOOD4YOU HIT. KEEP WATCH.


My phone beeped immediately, and I assumed Jonah had already responded. Instead, I found an infuriating alert that my message hadn’t gone through.


I slipped the phone back into my pocket. I’d have to deal with technology later and hope Jonah got the message.


I glanced at Mallory. She looked nervous, but her eyes were clear, and her magic seemed appropriately banked.


“How much did you hear?”


“Enough to know we should hurry.”


I nodded and had to speak up to be heard over the increasing sound of drumming and chanting. “My car’s only two blocks away, but my katana is in the car. They might be out for supernaturals, so we’re going to pretend that we’re just two girls out for a night on the town. We’re going to walk to the car, get in, and drive as quickly as we can to the bar.”


“And if they recognize you?”


My father, Joshua Merit—Merit was actually my last name—was a Chicago real estate mogul, and media outlets in the city thought it newsworthy that I’d been made a vampire. My photo had been in the papers, so I wasn’t exactly anonymous.


“We hope they don’t,” I said. And there was no chance in hell I’d go down without a fight. And I’d make it a good one.


I gave Saul a heads-up and promised that help was on the way. He didn’t look entirely convinced . . . until I told him the riots were anti-vampire and I was part of their target audience.


“I don’t want you or your place to get hurt because of us,” I said. Saul nodded, a little guiltily, and shut and locked the door again.


I knew I wasn’t human, that I was separated from them by genetics, fangs, and bloodlust. This was a poignant reminder of that separation, of the differences between us.


I looked at Mallory, who nodded and plastered a smile on her face. “You said we were party girls out for a night on the town. So let’s, like, totally get out of here. For reals.”


“Are there valley girls in Chicago?”


“Tonight,” she said, “there are.”


We started toward the car, avoiding Division, darting from the restaurant into the alley across the street, then running through darkness to the other end, where we peered out to survey the source of the noise.


There were dozens of humans, maybe forty or fifty altogether, and they moved up the middle of Division in a cluster. In a mob. They ranged in age from young enough to be carded to their mid-forties, and they were obviously passionate about their cause, which they shouted loudly and often.


“Clean Chicago!” they yelled in unison. “No more fangs! Clean Chicago! No more fangs!”


They repeated the words like a mantra of hatred, yelled at people on the street, waved bats and hockey sticks in the air and against one another, and smashed car windows and streetlights as they moved.


These were modern-day villagers with torches, and I was Dr. Frankenstein’s monster.


“What a bunch of assholes,” Mallory muttered.


“No argument,” I said. “And we need to get out of here before they get any closer.” Escape in mind, I scanned the street for the Volvo. It sat safely up the block, no missing mirrors or windows, but we’d have to sidestep the rioters to get to it.


“Party girls,” I reminded her. Mallory nodded, and I slipped my arm into hers. I stuck on my most human expression, and we walked arm in arm toward the car, just two girls returning from a night on the town.


I worked not to wince at every tinkle of breaking glass and volley of anti-vampire cursing lobbed behind us, and kept my eyes on the prize. But that didn’t stop my heart from racing. There were more humans here than I could handle alone, especially without a weapon other than the blue-haired girl next to me, who was utterly off-limits.


Sirens sounded around us as the rioters destroyed store windows and set off alarms. As we reached the end of the block—only a few dozen more feet to go—we ducked around the corner, hearts pounding as the rioters drew closer.


Unfortunately, that only riled up my inner predator, which was more than willing to take its chances with humans. Bitchy, whiny humans.


“So, funny story,” Mallory said, her back flat against the wall of the building, her arm tight around mine. “Once upon a time, I tried to have dinner with my best friend, and the apocalypse happened.”


“No kidding,” I murmured in agreement, wincing as sounds of violence punctured the night around us.


“Merit,” she said. “Look.”


I followed the direction of her gaze to the other side of the street, where two young guys had been stopped by rioters who’d split off from the main group.


The kids carried the awkward bearing of adolescence. One was hauntingly thin; the other was more heavyset. They wore ill-fitting clothes that didn’t look warm enough for the cold night, but that was hardly the primary concern.


The rioters, who had six or seven inches and a lot of muscle over them, stood over the guys menacingly. The taller of the bullies had a pincushionesque haircut and a chain with a giant dollar-sign pendant in gleaming gold. His friend, who was four inches shorter, wore a satin jacket with a dragon embroidered on the back and a Cubs cap.


I considered that an insult to the Cubs.


The more heavyset kid must have said something the rioters didn’t like, as they both reached out and shoved the guys’ shoulders, sending them stumbling back a few steps.


“Merit, we need to help them.”


I’d have liked to help them, but first and foremost I had to help her. I could feel the magic beginning to simmer around her, bubbles of it beginning to reach the surface. Soon enough, that magic would reach a full boil, and I might not be able to stop the transition.


“Mallory, I’ve got to get you out of here before something happens.”


She gave me a flat look. “Before I go postal?”


“Frankly, yes.”


“Caroline Evelyn Merit. I am not going to go postal.”


So she said. But her track record wasn’t the greatest. We’d managed to create an alliance with shifters, but it was fragile. I didn’t want to be the one to knock it off-kilter.


I looked longingly back at the car.


“I’m not unsympathetic,” I said, “but I have responsibilities, and right now you’re the main one.”


“Shut it,” she said. “You love acting like a vampire hard-ass.”


Without warning, she let out an earsplitting whistle. “Hey, assholes! Why don’t you pick on someone your own size?”


All four gazes turned to us.


“Mallory Delancey Carmichael,” I muttered, swallowing down a sudden bolt of fear. I might have been a vampire, but the rioters had inches and pounds on me, too. And a lot more hatred.


The guy with the pointy hair glared at us, lip curled. “You got a problem, bitch?”


The harshness of the word cut right through the fear. I gave him an Ethan Sullivan–worthy eyebrow arching.


“What did he just say?”


“Oh, no he didn’t,” Mallory whispered. “Go kick his ass.”


Easy for her to say, since I wasn’t supposed to let her do anything. But it was too late to back down now; she’d set the wheels in motion.


Resigned to my fate, I shook out my shoulders, blew out a breath to calm my nerves, and put on my best suit of vampire moxie. “Keep an eye on the main group, and let me know if they get too close for us to get to the car. We can’t take on an entire mob, not alone.”


Mallory nodded.


I rolled my hips into a saunter that kept their gazes on me as I approached them.


“Um. Did you call me a bitch?”


Haircut and Dragon looked at each other and snorted, then bumped fists like they’d scored points by using a one-syllable word.


“I did,” Haircut said. “What are you gonna do about it?”


I ignored the question and looked at the kids. “These guys hassling you?”


“They like vampires,” Dragon said, as if that explained and justified their attitudes.


Frankly, the kids didn’t look like they cared either way about vampires. They just looked scared, and eager to get the hell out of Wicker Park.


“We just, you know, think people should get a fair shake,” said the more heavyset kid, nervously scratching his arm as he did it.


I couldn’t imagine the moxie it had taken to get out those words in the face of two bullies, and I wanted to reach out and hug him for the bravery. But that was not what I was here for.


“Fuck you,” said Haircut.


“Yeah,” Dragon agreed.


But the kid had spoken his peace; he had found his courage. He wasn’t about to back down, either.


“You’re an asshole, you know that?” He tugged at the front of his jacket. “You think beating the shit out of me makes you brave? It doesn’t. It makes you an idiot. So beat me up if you want to, if that’s gonna make you feel better. But at the end of the day, I know who I am. And you don’t know shit.”


Haircut might not have known shit, but he knew when he was pissed off. He reached out to grab the kid by the collar . . . but he wasn’t fast enough for me.


In the split second before his fingers grasped fabric, I reached out and snagged his hand. He froze in shock—that someone had thought to defy him, and that I’d done it so easily.


“Here’s the ironic thing,” I said. “I’m a vampire. And these guys”—I gestured to the kids—“are on my side. You, as it turns out, are not.”


I gave his wrist a gentle squeeze. Not enough to break bones, but enough to let him know I was really and truly different, and I was very serious.


“Bitch,” he muttered, but he didn’t move his gaze from his wrist. Beads of sweat had begun to dot his brow. “Do something, Joe!”


Joe, otherwise known as Dragon, lifted up his shirt, showing off bony hip bones and a matte black handgun stuffed into the waistband of his pants.


“Oh shit,” said the second kid, the quieter one. “We don’t want any trouble. We’re just walking home.”
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