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To Jeremy, Baxter, and Scout, with love and squares, and to Krista, for her incredible patience, hard work, and amazing memory.




Death waits for no vampire.


—Ethan Sullivan


I like bacon.


—Merit
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BOXER REBELLION


Mid-December


Chicago, Illinois


It was like a scene from a divorce: belongings divided into piles; books labeled with one owner’s name or the other; and everyone emotionally exhausted.


But in this case, there was no breakup. Not of the human variety, anyway. This was more of a secession. A declaration of independence.


It was a rebellion, and the golden-haired vampire next to me was leading the charge. Ethan Sullivan, the unofficial co-Master of Chicago’s Cadogan House, and my boyfriend.


That was still a strange thing to say.


Ethan, looking exceptionally handsome in black pants, a button-down, and a black tie, examined a slim, leather-bound book.


“This one belongs to the GP,” he said, glancing at the spine. “The Metamorphosis of Man,” he read. “From Opposable Thumbs to Descending Fangs.”


“That’s an awful title,” I said.


“It’s their awful title now.” Ethan’s words were humorous, but the tone in his voice wasn’t. The entire House was nervous, the building fogged with magical tension as we waited for the final countdown: Seventy-two hours remained until our official split from the Greenwich Presidium, the European council that ruled American vampire Houses, and the pendulum swung over our heads like Damocles’ sword. The GP’s members were traveling to Chicago for the sole purpose of formally expelling the House—of breaking up with us in public.


Our preparations had been largely uneventful. We’d been separating and packing up the GP’s goods and readying our finances, which seemed to be in order. The GP had been unusually quiet since we’d announced our intention to leave, communicating with the House only about the details of the ceremony and their travel arrangements to Chicago.


Ethan found that silence very suspicious. He’d gone so far as to appoint a “transition team” comprised of vampires and other supernaturals from whom he’d sought advice about the split.


Ethan leaned back and glanced at the bookshelves that lined a long wall in his large office. “This is going to take a while.”


“Yes,” I agreed, “but our other option is letting Darius do it himself. And I don’t think we want that.”


Darius West was head of the GP. He was very proper, very British, and very much not a fan of our House.


“We don’t want that,” Ethan agreed. He handed his book to me, our fingers grazing as he passed it over.


My blood warmed instantly, my cheeks flushing at the intensity of his emerald gaze. Ethan and I had been officially a couple for only a few weeks, and the honeymoon period wasn’t over. I may have been fierce with a katana—the samurai sword that vampires, including myself, carried for protection—but my heart still fluttered when he looked at me.


But we had many books to get through, so I pulled away and placed this one into the old-fashioned, brass-hinged steamer trunk on the floor.


“Work now, play later,” I reminded him.


“I find mixing business with pleasure makes both more interesting.”


“I find I’d rather spend my off-hours not packing away dusty books.”


“Being a vampire isn’t always about getting what you want, Sentinel. Although I’ll concede I can imagine more enjoyable ways of spending our time.” Sentinel was my title, a kind of House protector. Ethan used it when he was aggravated with me, or when he was trying to make a point.


“Then you probably shouldn’t have irritated the GP so much they kicked you out.”


He gave me a flat look. “They didn’t kick us out.”


“I know. We voted to break up with them before they could break up with us.”


This time his flat look was accompanied by an arched eyebrow, Ethan’s signature move. He wore the expression—much like everything else—very well.


“Are you purposely riling me up?” he asked.


“I am. Is it working?”


He growled, but there was a smile on his face as he did it.


I turned back to the books. “Can’t we just randomly grab half the books and throw them into the trunk? Will Darius really know the difference?”


“He might not, but I would. And so would the librarian.” He looked at me askance. “I’m surprised at you, Sentinel. You’re usually the bookish type.”


I had a master’s degree and then some, so I agreed I was the bookish type, and I was proud of it. But his statement wasn’t exactly a ringing endorsement. I narrowed my eyes. “I’m not sure you mean that as a compliment.”


“I’m not sure, either,” he said with a wink, and handed me another book. “But your point is well taken.” As I added the book to the trunk, Ethan stepped back and scanned the shelves.


I did, too, looking for anything obviously out of place. The Presidium Guide to Alienating the American Houses or the like. But before I found anything remotely appropriate, Ethan sidled next to me, a hand propped on the shelf.


“Come here often?” he said.


“Excuse me?”


“I see you’re here in this”—he gestured at the shelves—“library all alone. You must be a student here?” He traced a fingertip down the hollow of my throat, lifting goose bumps on my arms.


Since my mind hardly worked when he did things like that, it took a moment for his words to register. Was he initiating a bout of role-playing … about a library?


“Ethan Sullivan,” I marveled. “You have a library fantasy.”


He smiled slyly. “I have a doctoral-student-turned-vampire fantasy.”


Before I could respond, he whipped a hand around my waist and yanked my body toward him like a pirate on a romance novel cover. I nearly laughed at the move, until I met his gaze. His eyes smoldered, deep green warring with silver.


Ethan leaned down, his lips at my ear. “You aren’t laughing now.”


“No,” I hoarsely said. “I definitely am not.”


“Ahem,” said a loud voice in the doorway.


We looked over. Luc, former captain of Cadogan’s guards, now tied for the position of House Second, stood in the doorway. As House Sentinel, I was an unofficial member of the guards, which made Luc my pseudoboss.


“Sentinel,” he said, “the guests are going to be here in an hour, and we’re nearly done setting up outside. Since this is your party, perhaps you’d like to join us at some point?”


He was right about the party; I was the House’s social chair, an appointment Ethan had given me as both a punishment and an incentive to get to know my fellow Cadogan vampires. But he was wrong that I’d been avoiding my party-prep duties. I’d cleared my being here with the boss, or at least the one currently wearing a suit.


I slid Ethan a suspicious glance, but kept our conversation private, activating the telepathic link between us. I thought you told Luc you needed my help getting this done before the party?


He shrugged lightly. I thought we’d finish this particular job with plenty of time to spare.


We might have, if his flirtations hadn’t kept slowing us down. But what was done was done. I had arrangements to make, and he had guests to greet.


“Apologies, Luc,” I said. “Miscommunication on my end.” I’d let myself be distracted, after all. I could take responsibility.


Suddenly nervous, I straightened the hem of the fitted leather jacket I’d paired with slim jeans and a flowy tank, a look I managed because the weather had been unseasonably warm the last few weeks. “I truly hope this was a good idea.”


Ethan grabbed his tailored suit jacket from his desk chair while I walked to the doorway.


“Inviting every Rogue vampire in Chicago into our backyard?” Ethan asked. “However could that go wrong?”


Most of the country’s vampires lived in twelve Houses scattered from coast to coast: Navarre, McDonald, Cabot, Cadogan, Taylor, Lincoln, Washington, Heart, Lassiter, Grey, Murphy, and Sheridan. Three of those—Navarre, Cadogan, and Grey—were located in Chicago.


All twelve Houses fell under the authority of the Greenwich Presidium—at least until seventy-two hours from now, when that number would drop to eleven. Now that we were defecting, we were joining the Rogue vampires who didn’t live in Houses. They managed on their own or banded together into unofficial tribes. Either way, they didn’t believe the GP had the right to rule them from across the pond.


Rogues were, in their way, America’s vampiric colonies.


Pretty soon we’d be Rogues as well, which made it perfectly reasonable that I’d arranged a meet-and-greet for Rogues and Cadogan vamps on the expansive grounds that surrounded Cadogan House.


Yes, we were finally having a mixer.


The party would provide an opportunity to ease Cadogan vampires’ concerns about the Rogues—who they were and what we were about to become—and let the Rogues get to know us, too.


Luc offered a sarcastic laugh. “It’s Cadogan House, and Merit is our social chair. I’m thinking this is a recipe for disaster.” Luc, much like Ethan, enjoyed riling me up.


“Har, har,” I flatly said, waiting while Ethan slipped into his suit jacket. “If it is, serves Ethan right for making me social chair.”


“You did attack him for changing you into a vampire,” Luc pointed out.


“Only because he didn’t do it very well.”


“I reject the notion I am capable of doing anything ‘not well,’” Ethan offered.


“So modest, our Liege,” Luc said.


Luc called Ethan “Liege” even though Ethan wasn’t technically Master of the House anymore. That honor fell to Malik, the vampire who’d taken over during Ethan’s brief demise. Now that Ethan was back, even though we hadn’t made any official changes, everybody acted like the old guard was in charge again—Ethan as Master, Malik as Second, Luc as Guard Captain. It was simply easier than treating twice as many vampires as senior staff members, or figuring out what to call them. Ethan certainly didn’t object to playing Master, and the others didn’t seem to mind giving up their promotions.


“In any event,” Luc said, “sorry to interrupt.”


“No, you weren’t,” I challenged.


“No, I wasn’t.” He patted my back collegially. “It’s entertaining to see you flustered. So very human. Reminders like that keep a girl grounded.”


“She’s plenty grounded,” Ethan said, joining us in the doorway. “And not just because I knock her off her feet every time we train.” “Only in your dreams, Sullivan.” Ethan had undertaken to help me with my training as Sentinel. With four hundred years of experience under his belt, he usually bested me. But not always, I thought with a grin. I’d surprised him a time or two, and those victories were particularly sweet.


“My dreams are much more interesting than that, Sentinel.”


Luc swept an arm toward the hallway. “Your guests are arriving soon, and I am plenty disturbed and have no desire to learn more about those dreams, so let’s be on our way, shall we?”


Ethan made a sarcastic noise. “Lucas, I rue the day I promoted you.”


“Probably so, boss. Probably so. You do wonders for his sense of humor,” Luc said to me.


“Funny, I wasn’t aware he had one.”


“And now it’s two against one,” Ethan said. “God willing, our guests are more generous.”


Luc chuckled. “As much barbecue as we’re piling up outside, they should be.”


It didn’t surprise either of them that I hoofed it down the hallway at the mention of barbecue. But this time, I wasn’t just hurrying because of the smoked meats.


It was the supplier I was looking for.


The House’s main hallway led through the first floor to the cafeteria and the door to the backyard.


We stepped outside. The lawn—an expanse of grass that had long since yellowed—swarmed with Cadogan vampires adjusting decor and arranging chairs and tables, all of them sending excited magic into the air. The Black Keys’ “Howlin’ for You” echoed through outdoor speakers, the result of a special permit we’d managed to acquire from the city and the playlist Lindsey, my closest friend in the House, and I had put together for the party. Social chair duties, I figured.


Luc trotted into the yard, waving his arms at a reporter attempting to climb the fence around the House for a shot of the party. Paparazzi loved vampires and parties. The two together, I imagined, were irresistible.


But before Luc reached him, the reporter squeaked and disappeared back behind the hedge.


He’d undoubtedly been found by our hired security, Chicago’s mercenary fairies. They detested humans, and wouldn’t take kindly to the reporter’s attempt to breach the shield around the House.


That mild drama addressed, preparations for the invited guests were well under way. I felt a jolt of guilt about having been distracted by Ethan. On the other hand, we’d been through plenty as a couple, and we took our moments together when we could find them.


Normally, stepping outside in Chicago in winter was a chilling venture, which made the lawn a questionable location for a social event. But we were taking full advantage of the unusually warm weather, and stand-up heaters handled any residual chill in the air. Giant white balloons floated lazily in the mild breeze, and a white, open-sided tent offered tables and a small parquet dance floor, its roof a dome of stretched fabric and arched iron, like something you might have seen in Beaux Arts Paris. There were hundreds of unaffiliated vampires in this city, and we aimed to impress them, at least with our stylishness and good taste.


And, of course, there was the food. You couldn’t have much of a party without it, and it certainly wouldn’t have been gracious to invite the Rogues into our domain and refuse to feed them. Vampires craved blood and needed it for nutritional purposes, but that didn’t diminish our desire for human food. If anything, our faster metabolisms made the hunger worse.


I had planned appropriately, ensuring our tables were filled with roasted meats of the most popular barnyard persuasions—pork, beef, and chicken—and all the appropriate sides. Chicago had once thrived as a cattle town, and that legacy lived on today. It wasn’t difficult to find the choicest or homeliest cuts of meat, depending on your preference.


It especially wasn’t difficult when you knew where to look. In this case, I looked to a slender woman in jeans and an apron, an aluminum tray of steaming food in her hands, who was walking toward the tables.


She was Mallory Carmichael, a recently confirmed sorceress and my (maybe) best friend. Our relationship had been strained by her recent efforts to unleash an ancient evil, which nearly destroyed Chicago in the process. Go figure.


Her hair was a newly vibrant shade of blue—or shades of it, actually. She’d dyed her hair in an ombré style; it darkened from pale blue at the roots to indigo at the ends. Tonight it was pulled into a messy bun because she was working as an official employee of the Little Red Catering Company.


Since loosing a fallen angel on the world, she’d been hired by the North American Central Pack of shape-shifters as a girl Friday in their Ukrainian Village bar and diner, Little Red. They were usually a self-contained bunch, but they were concerned enough by Mallory’s behavior that they made an exception. She was now getting the Karate Kid treatment—doing manual labor while she learned to control herself and tolerate the magic that bubbled beneath her skin.


The Pack also realized that with a sorceress attempting to redeem herself, they had enough staff to increase their income. Little Red already produced top-notch Eastern European food, so they’d ventured into the catering business, prepping full-on meals for Chicago’s supernatural denizens. Only supernaturals for now, because humans weren’t yet sure that victuals prepared by shape-shifters were safe to eat.


Mallory put her trays on the table, where they were immediately arranged by the Cadogan House chef, Margot, a vampire with a signature bob of sable hair.


“Mallory looks good,” Ethan said, still beside me.


I nodded, feeling as relieved as he sounded. Fortunately, Mallory was recovering from the addiction to black magic that had led her astray. But the wounds were still fresh, and vampires had long memories. We were in the process of rebuilding our relationship, and this wasn’t the kind of betrayal that was solved by a pint of ice cream or a cathartic cry. I would need time before I could trust her again, and I had the sense she needed time to trust herself, as well.


I didn’t see her nearly as much as I used to, so it was reassuring to see her here, now, helping others instead of creating magical mayhem. That’s precisely why I’d asked Margot to hire Little Red for the catering. Supporting the bar meant supporting the shifters’ new business venture and Mallory’s recovery efforts. It seemed like a good idea all around.


“She does look good,” I agreed. “I’m going to go say hello.”


“Do that,” he said, a hand at my back. “I’m going around to the front to greet the guests as they arrive.”


“And formally invite them to the House so they don’t break any points of vampiric etiquette?” Vampires did love their rules.


“Just so,” he said with a smile. “And perhaps we’ll finish our library discussion later?”


I barely contained the blush that brightened my cheeks. “We’ll see,” I said coquettishly, but the knowing look in Ethan’s eyes told me he didn’t buy the bashfulness.


My evening plans addressed, I caught up with Mallory as she began to walk away from the table, probably to grab another tray of meats.


“Hi,” I said, suddenly self-conscious, our interactions still a little awkward.


“Hey,” she said.


“I like your hair.” That was the absolute truth, but it was less the hair than what the hair symbolized that thrilled me. Mallory’s hair had been blue as long as I’d known her … except for her period as the Wicked Witch of the Midwest. It seemed to me to be a good sign.


She smiled and touched the top of her bun. “Thanks. It took forever, and I lost four towels in the process, but I think it turned out.”


“It definitely turned out. The ombré works for you.”


“I need to get some more stuff from the truck,” she said, gesturing toward the front of the House. I nodded and walked beside her.


“You ready for this shindig?” she asked.


“As ready as we can be. We’re trying to mix two groups of people who’ve basically sworn to have nothing to do with each other. You do the math.”


“That good, eh?”


“I’m expecting some tension,” I said honestly. Many of the Rogues had purposely avoided the House system, and now we were inviting them here to socialize.


A shifter carrying four stacked aluminum trays that smelled of porky goodness walked past us, and I couldn’t help but stare as all that meat disappeared from sight. “I need to find him later,” I absently said. “How’s work?”


“Shiftery,” she said, pointing to a white delivery truck that was parked at the open gate in the Cadogan fence. “I feel a lot better, but I’ve developed a new problem.”


“What’s that?” I asked, fearing a new magical addiction or another demigod with an attitude.


The answer came quickly, and it was decidedly shorter than a demigod.


“Mishka!”


Mallory frowned as a barrel-chested woman with bleached hair stepped out of the truck and headed our way. She was a shifter named Berna, and she tended bar and worked the kitchens at Little Red. She also supervised Mallory, apparently to Mallory’s chagrin.


“She calls you Mishka?” I wondered.


“Among other things. And she’s driving me crazy.” Mallory picked up more aluminum trays, then turned to Berna with an obviously forced smile. “Yes, Berna?”


As soon as Berna reached us, she poked me in the arm. She was always concerned I wasn’t eating enough—which was never the case; it was just my vampire metabolism—so the poke was actually an affectionate hello.


“Hi, Berna. The food looks good.”


“You eat enough?” she asked in her heavy Eastern European accent.


“Always,” I assured her.


“You eat more,” she said, then poked Mallory. “You back to work.”


“I was just saying hello to Merit.”


Berna made a sarcastic noise and pinched my arm. Hard. “Still too thin,” she pronounced, then walked away, yelling at another shifter who was heading toward the back of the house carrying plastic bags of yeast rolls.


“I should get back to work,” Mallory said. “She has a very specific plan about how this gig should operate.”


“I take it you two aren’t getting along?”


“She’s driving me up the freaking wall.”


“Berna’s intense,” I said, rubbing the sore spot on my arm. “Motherly, in her way, but intense.”


“That’s precisely the problem. It’s been a long time since I’ve been mothered, and twenty-eight is too late to start.”


Mallory’s parents had been killed in a car accident years ago, and she didn’t have any living relatives.


“I can see how that would be awkward.”


“It is. But she means well, so I’m going to shake it off later with a hot bath and stack of gossip magazines.”


I wondered whether she’d also shake it off by talking to Catcher Bell, her boyfriend—or at least, he’d been her boyfriend before her unfortunate magical incidents. I wasn’t entirely sure where they stood, but since she didn’t bring it up, I didn’t either. Not that the curiosity wasn’t killing me.


“Do the bath and magazines help?” I asked.


“Less than they should. But when you aren’t supposed to use your magic, you do what you can. It’s like the world’s worst diet.”


“Mishka!”


“I’m coming!” Mallory yelled, then smiled apologetically. “It’s good seeing you, Merit.”


“You, too.”


She looked up at me a little shyly. “Hey, maybe we could do something sometime? If you’re up to it?”


It killed me a little that I hesitated before responding. But I still needed time. “Um, yeah. Okay.” I nodded. “Give me a call.”


She smiled a little brighter, then jogged back to the truck to arrange food at Berna’s command.


Say what you would about Mallory, but the girl was trying to claw her way back into her life. I had to respect that, and I truly hoped she could make it stick.





CHAPTER TWO
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PAS DE DEUX


An hour later, the yard was full of vampires of the Rogue and Cadogan persuasions. They seemed to be mixing relatively well—which was the entire point of a mixer, really.


If the fashion was any indication, the crew here today was much more eccentric than the Rogues who’d previously visited the House. A few were outfitted in the black military-style duds we’d seen before. But the others wouldn’t have passed a military inspection. They wore heavy biker leathers and tie-dyed shirts, classic Goth ensembles and cocktail dresses.


Some of them had been snubbed or excluded by the House system, and some of them had purposely chosen the Rogue life. None of them seemed the worse for it.


Ethan worked the crowd like a master diplomat, moving from cluster to cluster of vampires, shaking hands and listening attentively while they chatted.


Luc stepped beside me. “Not bad for a last-minute party.”


“It was only a last-minute party because we’ve been focusing on the transition,” I pointed out.


Ethan appeared at my side and gestured across the lawn to a broad-shouldered man who chatted with Kelley, who’d served as the captain of Cadogan’s guards when Luc was promoted. I guess now she was a cocaptain, since Luc had essentially reassumed the position. Seriously, our leadership structure was a mess.


“Noah’s just arrived,” Ethan said. “Let’s say hello.”


I hadn’t seen Noah since he’d offered me a spot in the Red Guard, a clandestine organization of vampires whose mission was to keep an eye on the Greenwich Presidium and the Houses’ Masters to ensure vampires were treated fairly.


I’d accepted Noah’s offer, and Jonah, the captain of the Grey House guards, had been appointed as my partner.


Ethan didn’t know about the RG or Jonah, or that Noah was affiliated with the organization. Seeing Noah again made my stomach clutch with nerves. I wasn’t much of a poker player, but I was going to have to bluff my way to nonchalance on this one.


I followed Ethan across wet grass and toward Noah. He stood in a clutch of black-clad vampires who looked like the type of Rogues I was familiar with. Noah looked up as we moved closer, giving both of us slight nods of recognition.


“Ethan, Merit,” Noah said, then looked at his crew. “I’ll find you later,” he told them, and they disappeared into the crowd.


“Everything okay?” I wondered.


“Personal matters,” he said without elaborating, then smiled. “You two look happy and healthy. I was glad to hear you successfully managed Mallory and the Tate twins.”


Seth Tate, the former mayor of Chicago, was also an angel who’d been magically linked to his demonic twin brother, Dominic. He’d slain Dominic and left Chicago to seek redemption for the crimes they’d committed while sharing a psyche. We hadn’t heard from Seth since.


“So were we,” Ethan said, “although it was touch-and-go for a while.”


“Well, you put an end to the crisis, and that means something.” He took in the sweeping height of Cadogan House, our home in Hyde Park. The mansion was three stories tall, made of pale stone and iron ornamentation. It was built around Chicago’s Gilded Age, when cattle and manufacturing made the wealthiest citizens flush and they built stately homes to prove it. Some of those homes were gone, and some had been split into apartments. A few still existed as single-family homes … but only one was home to a pride of vampires.


“Are you ready to say good-bye to the GP?” Noah asked, dropping his gaze to us again.


“Only time will tell what it’s like on the other side,” Ethan said. “Although given the venom the GP’s been spewing in our direction lately, I don’t anticipate a significant change. If they’re going to hate us, they might as well do it without our tithe. You and yours have managed well enough.”


“With care and technique,” Noah said. “We keep our ears to the ground and our bodies out of the GP’s line of sight.”


“Is it that bad?” I wondered aloud. Ethan had told me the GP took an all-or-nothing approach to its membership—the vampires within its purview were members, or they were enemies. But I’d never seen the GP take aim against a Rogue vampire. They seemed more interested in harassing the Houses and punishing those within the system who didn’t adhere to their standards of behavior.


“Most of our drama lately has been internal,” Noah said. “Issues among Rogues, not Housed vampires. But there was a time when the GP kept the lines between the Houses and the Rogues clearly marked and enforced those lines at sword point.”


“So many things in the world to worry about,” I mused, “and they decide to create animosity for no particular reason.”


“Oh, there’s a reason,” Ethan said. “If they convince the Houses that those outside the Houses are bad, the GP is good by default. They offer constructive criticism and protection from all that’s bad.”


“So the GP is a protection racket,” I said.


“A year ago,” Ethan said, “I’d have said that proposition is ridiculous. Now I fear it’s not far off the mark. But they aren’t here, and we haven’t been Decertified yet. So for now, let us eat, drink, and be merry.”


“For tomorrow we … ?” Noah asked.


Ethan smiled slyly. “We’ll see.” He glanced across the crowd at someone I couldn’t see, and nodded before looking back at us. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m being paged from afar. Be nice to our new allies, Sentinel.”


“Har, har,” I muttered, enjoying the view as he walked away.


“You seem smitten,” Noah said.


My cheeks warmed. “I am, as it turns out. Although God knows how that happened.”


“He’s not the type I would have imagined you with.”


“Me, either, and not just because he’s fanged.” I’d initially planned to avoid dating vampires; that plan hadn’t succeeded. “But whatever the reason, we work. We complement each other. I can’t explain it, as much as I like to try.”


“Connections like that are a rare and fortunate thing,” Noah said, with enough bleakness in his voice that I thought he had experience with that rarity.


“Jonah indicates your relationship with Ethan won’t affect your RG involvement?” He asked the question casually, although it seemed unlikely he’d have asked at all if he’d actually believed Jonah’s answer.


Margot walked toward us with a tray of delicate crystal glasses shimmering with golden champagne.


“Drink?” she asked.


Nodding, I pulled one from the tray and took a hearty sip. Noah did the same.


“I made a commitment,” I promised when she was out of earshot again. “And I intend to keep it.”


“See that you do,” Noah said. His tone was just mild enough that I wasn’t sure whether he was confirming my allegiance—or questioning it.


When dinner was served, I joined Lindsey at a table beneath the tent.


She was blond and fit, and incredibly bright. She also had a great sense of fashion, a piercing sense of humor, and a strong streak of loyalty, which had nearly tanked her burgeoning relationship with Luc. She’d been afraid a relationship would ruin their friendship, but they seemed to be doing okay.


Across from us at the table were two Rogue vampires.


Alan, who wore a button-down plaid shirt, looked as happily average as they came. He explained that he worked in insurance; I didn’t entirely understand his job, but it seemed to involve a lot of math and, fortunately, allowed him to work at night.


Beth, who dressed with Gothic flare, was a tattoo artist with a shop in Wrigleyville and a part-time burlesque dancer. She had dark, wavy hair and a curvy figure with a nipped-in waist, and she snorted a little bit when she laughed, which she did a lot.


Alan and Beth had recently met on an Internet dating site for Chicago vamps, and my mixer was their very first outing together. I took an obscene amount of pride in that, even though their finding each other had nothing to do with me.


Alan put down the bottle of root beer he’d been drinking. “You know, the GP may call you Rogues, but there’s still a big difference between you and us.”


“How do you mean?” Lindsey asked.


“You’re Housed,” Alan said. “Even if you aren’t in the GP, you’re still part of a unit. You’ve agreed to live and work together, to hang out together. It’s basically a vampire fraternity, right?”


I actually hadn’t agreed to live and work in Cadogan House—I’d been attacked by a Rogue vampire and left for dead. Ethan had made me a vampire to save my life. Membership in Cadogan House had been the side benefit. Or cost, depending on your perspective.


“Alan,” Beth scolded, but he shrugged off the concern.


“I’m not trying to be rude,” he said. “I’m just being honest. That’s the perception of a lot of Rogues—that you think you’re in a club and that makes you better than everyone else.”


That thought hadn’t even occurred to me, and I doubted it had occurred to Lindsey, either. We weren’t the elitist type. If anything, Cadogan was the least elitist House in Chicago. Navarre, in my humble opinion, was snootier, and the vampires of Grey House, which was all about athletics, had a built-in tendency to hang together.


On the other hand, he was right that we were part of a club. There were three hundred vampires associated with Cadogan House. Nearly one hundred of us lived together in Cadogan House in our dormlike rooms, ate together, worked out together, and sometimes worked together. We had positions and titles, rule-books, and T-shirts and medals that proclaimed our membership to the world.


“We kind of are a fraternity,” I said. “That makes us loyal to each other, and willing to work for the House’s good. But I don’t know anyone in the House who thinks we’re better than anyone.”


“Well, I think you seem cool,” Beth said.


“She is cool,” Lindsey said. “For a nerd.”


Beth and Alan also seemed cool, and they certainly didn’t seem miserable just because they lived outside the Houses.


Beth smiled. “And it’s not that we think anything’s wrong with living in a House. We just don’t do it.”


The clink of metal against glass brought our attention to Ethan, who stood nearby, a champagne flute in one hand and a fork in the other.


“If I could have your attention,” he said, placing the fork on a nearby table while the crowd quieted. “I’d like to take this opportunity to welcome the unaffiliated vampires of this city to Cadogan House. I hope you’ve felt our door was open to you, and I certainly hope that you’ll feel that way after our status changes. It is true that we’re a House. But we are now, have always been, and will continue to be a collective of vampires. We have chosen to come together just as you have chosen to stand as proud individual vampires, and we respect your decisions to do so. We are searching for a new way to live and thrive as vampires.” He smiled rakishly. “We may come to you for advice.”


There were a few appreciative chuckles in the crowd, and a few suspicious grunts. It was becoming clear that the city’s Rogues weren’t just going to welcome us with open arms; we’d have to prove our worth to them just as we had to the GP. Maybe, unlike the GP, the Rogues would actually listen.


Ethan looked down at the ground for a moment, his forehead wrinkling in the center. That was a sign he was worried, and when he looked up across the crowd again, the concern in his eyes was clear.


“These are strange times,” he said. “We have been tested, as this city has been tested. Recent events have been difficult for vampires and Chicago, and they may become more so. Other supernaturals’ announcements of their existence, while taking some of the spotlight off vampires, have made humans increasingly nervous about our presence. Tate’s antics did nothing to improve the humans’ esteem; nor has the new mayor offered any help.”


There was no disagreement with that point. Diane Kowalcyzk, Chicago’s new mayor, wasn’t bright, and she seemed to be overtly prejudiced against supernaturals. She’d even made friends with McKetrick, first name unknown, a former military type with a raging hatred of vampires.


“At the risk of speaking ill of our soon-to-be former leaders, it probably won’t surprise you to learn that the Greenwich Presidium has turned a blind eye to those developments, and has refused to accept the changing world. We don’t think that’s fair, and we think it’s time for a change. This week we take our stand. We cannot predict the future,” Ethan said. “We do our best, and we hope—with love and luck and friendship—that we survive these turbulent times.”


He held up his champagne glass. “May the winds blow fair through your journeys, wherever they may lead. Cheers.”


“Cheers,” responded the crowd, and everyone took a sip.


Without missing a beat, Ethan walked to Noah’s table and shook his hand. The chatter returned to normal levels, vampires digging back into their proteins while two of the most important vampires in the city made nice in front of their minions.


I had to give it to Ethan: He was right that times were precarious, but he’d managed to convince a chunk of the city’s unaffiliated Rogues to venture into our domain, break bread with us, and toast our collective futures. Fanged or not, the man had a way with words.


Fortunately for me, his skills weren’t limited to his vocabulary.


As if sensing the somewhat lurid direction of my thoughts, Ethan turned toward me and smiled, my toes curling just from the heat of a look.


His conversation with Noah done, he walked toward me, every female eye—and some of the men’s eyes, too—on him as he moved, the embodiment of masculinity. A vampire in his prime.


He stopped behind my chair and held out a hand. The entire table went silent.


“Dance with me,” he said.


My cheeks warmed. “There’s no music.”


Before he had time to respond, the quartet in the corner—a group of Cadogan and Rogue vampires with musical talents—began to play a jazzy tune.


I gave him a sardonic look. “Did you just telepathically direct them to start playing that?”


“What’s the point of being telepathic if you can’t use the connection for a wee bit of wickedness, Sentinel?”


I heard the yearning sigh of a female vampire to my right, and caught the dreamy-eyed gaze of a male vampire to my left. Ethan was an equal-opportunity crush.


He wiggled his fingers. “Merit?”


With the audience’s eyes on me, it would have been difficult to say no to Ethan even if I hadn’t had feelings for him. That I did made it virtually impossible.


“Of course,” I said, putting my hand in his and letting him lead me to the makeshift dance floor.


Oh, my God, could he move.


Ethan whipped a hand around my waist like he’d trained with the cast of a televised dance competition. With moves that were a mix of swing and tango, he led me around the floor like a dance master, all the while keeping those ridiculously green eyes focused on me. Fortunately, I’d been a ballerina in my former (human) life, so I managed to keep up with him. I even tried to put on a good show—or at least as good a show as pants and a fitted leather jacket would allow—to the surprise of Rogue and Cadogan vampires.


The song ended, and Ethan dropped me into a dip, his smile mischievous and his eyes twinkling. The rest of the world came rushing back in a roar of sound as the vampires on the margins of the dance floor burst into applause.


Ethan brought me back to my feet, my ponytail bobbing over a shoulder. “And that, Sentinel, is how you impress a crowd.”


My cheeks warmed as I waved a little at said crowd, acknowledging their applause.


But when I caught sight of Noah surrounded by the same black-clad vampires he’d been speaking to earlier, I realized my fun would be short-lived. There was no mistaking the distress in Noah’s expression, or the fact that his companions kept sneaking anxious looks in our direction.


Delicately, I put a hand on Ethan’s arm and leaned toward him, my lips just brushing his ear. It was a move the crowd would mistake for a show of affection, which was a perfect bit of sleight of hand.


“Something’s up,” I whispered. “Noah’s surrounded by Rogues, and they look worried. They’re at your eight o’clock.”


In the guise of pressing a light kiss to my cheek, Ethan glanced over his shoulder. “So I see,” he said, turning back to me again. “Can you get the gist of it?”


As predators, vampires had uniquely strong senses—hearing, sight, smell. But there were too many vampires in the crowd, and too much magical energy, for me to tell what trouble was brewing.


“I cannot,” I said. “Perhaps an invitation to your office?”


“That seems wise,” he agreed. He took my hand and, with smiles and waves to the crowd, stepped out of the spotlight.


“Keep the guests busy,” he whispered to Luc, who nodded obediently and stepped into the middle of the dance floor.


“It’s a party!” Luc said, clapping his hands together as a jaunty David Bowie tune filled the air. “Let’s all dance.”


With Luc’s encouragement, vampires spilled onto the dance floor.


We slipped through the tent to reach Noah and the worried Rogues. Fear marked their expressions, and they radiated tense magic that made my skin feel tight from the contact.


“Is everything all right?” Ethan asked.


Noah glanced among his Rogues, meeting the gaze of a female vampire with cropped hair and small silver spikes above both eyebrows. Her look was edgy, but her tearstained eyes belied her appearance. She nodded at Noah, giving him approval for something. Rogue democracy at work.


Noah paused, as if weighing a decision. “Perhaps we could speak privately?” he asked. “We have a concern, and we’d appreciate your thoughts.”


“Of course,” Ethan said, gesturing toward the door. “Let’s go to my office. We can speak there.” He glanced across the group of Noah’s friends. “You’re all welcome to join us.”


But they edged away like feral kittens nervous about being led indoors.


“I’ll be back,” Noah said to the rest of the Rogues, then supportively squeezed the hand of the spiked girl. Both of them followed us into the House.


We walked silently down the hallway, and Ethan closed the office door when we were all inside. Noah immediately headed toward the conversation area and took a seat in one of the leather club chairs there; the female vampire followed him. I took a seat on the opposite couch, and Ethan did the same.


“What’s on your mind?” Ethan asked when all were settled. “Two of my vampires have disappeared, and we’re afraid they might be in trouble.”


Ethan’s eyes widened. “I’m sorry to hear that. Start at the beginning, if you would.”


Noah nodded. “Last night we had a gathering—a meeting—that we hold monthly for Rogues in the city. Nothing formal, nothing official, just a chance for us to get together and chat. Some Rogues aren’t interested in attending; some are. On average, we get thirty to forty vampires. Most of them are regulars, including a couple of kids named Oliver and Eve. They came up from Kansas City when the GP consolidated the Rogues down there into Murphy House. Living in a House wasn’t their bag, so they moved up here. But they didn’t show up at the meeting.”


“Is that so unusual?” Ethan asked.


“Unusual enough,” Noah said. “I can’t recall a meeting they’ve missed since they came to Chicago.”


“They broke pattern,” Ethan said, and Noah nodded.


“Precisely. And that’s gotten a few of our Rogues worried.”


“Understandable,” Ethan said.


“I’m going to be honest with you—I’m not convinced there’s anything to this. Oliver and Eve are generally quiet kids, and I don’t tend to ask a lot of personal questions. It’s not impossible they had business to take care of that they simply didn’t want to tell us about. Kansas City vampires tend to be reserved like that.”


“If they didn’t attend the meeting, when were they last seen?” Ethan asked.


Noah’s expression darkened. “A place we all have to go sooner or later.”


That cryptic response sent my imagination on a tear. To what places did vampires have to go? Fang orthodontists? Plasma centers? Vampiric couturieres?


“A vampire registration center?” Ethan flatly guessed.


Chicago’s politicos had decided, in a fit of ethnocentrism, that forcing vampires to register with the city would somehow make Chicago safer. The conclusion might have been correct, but for the wrong reason. Registration scared and angered vampires, precisely the emotions humans wanted to avoid. There were a handful of registration offices across town, their existence funded by the fees vampires paid to register.


Noah nodded. “Exactly. Two nights ago, Eve took a picture on her phone when she and Oliver were in the registration line. She sent the pic to a few of her friends, including Rose.” He gestured at the vampire beside him.


“Given what you’ve told us about them so far, and their reason for moving to Chicago, I’m surprised they decided to register at all,” Ethan said.


Noah nodded. “So was I. Most of us haven’t registered. Many Rogues feel that if registration of vampires is the first step, internment is the second. They don’t even align themselves with Houses of their own kind; they certainly aren’t going to set themselves up for de facto incarceration by humans.”


I could understand his concerns, even if I couldn’t evade them. My father was a real estate mogul, and my picture had been in the paper. I was too well known to avoid registration even if I’d wanted to, which was why my laminated registration card was safe and snug in my wallet, even as much as it offended me.


“If they were last seen two nights ago,” Ethan said, “what’s made you nervous tonight?”


“Rose got a call from Oliver’s phone earlier this evening. She didn’t actually talk to Oliver; no one was speaking on the other end. But she thinks she heard something in the background.”


I glanced at her. “What did you hear?”


Her voice was soft. “I don’t know. I thought he’d called me accidentally—like a misdial. Nobody was speaking, but I thought I heard something loud, and then voices, but they were muffled. I’m not really sure….”


She glanced at Noah, and seemed hesitant about offering more, so I gently nudged.


“Anything else?” I asked.


“I thought I heard … maybe a scuffle? Or a fight? Like furniture moving or people falling down? That kind of fleshy sound?”


Ethan nodded, then returned his gaze to Noah. “Have you advised the police Oliver and Eve may be missing?”


Noah shook his head. “I haven’t, and I don’t plan to. We aren’t fans of the city’s police establishment. Their history with vampires leaves something to be desired.”


Noah linked his hands together, elbows on his knees, and leaned forward. “Look, maybe this is something; maybe it’s not. Oliver and Eve have left a vampire community before. This could be the same situation. And we aren’t crazy about involving others. Bringing you into this is … challenging for us. But it’s unusual enough that we think it’s worth checking into. I apologize for the timing; we certainly hadn’t planned to bring trouble to your door tonight.”


Ethan shook his head, dismissing the worry. “You’re troubled, and we’re colleagues. We’re happy to listen.”


Nicely subtle bit of politicking there, I thought.


Noah nodded. “At the risk of ungraciously putting you on the spot, perhaps you could make some inquiries? You have certain connections. Your grandfather, for one,” he said to me. “Chuck Merit’s a good man. I’d appreciate any help he could offer.”


I nodded in agreement. My grandfather was unquestionably a good man. One of the best, in my opinion. He’d been the city’s supernatural Ombudsman, at least until Mayor Kowalcyzk did away with the position. But my grandfather wasn’t dissuaded from his mission; he set up shop in his own house.


They both went quiet for a moment. Ethan, I suspected, was considering whether we had the resources to take on someone else’s problem, especially when it wasn’t entirely clear there was a problem at all.


“I know you have a lot on your plate right now,” Noah added. “But you’re the House that listens.”


Ethan looked at me. Are you willing to discuss this with your grandfather? he silently asked. As Noah notes, I do have a bit on my plate.


Of course, I said. And besides—if we don’t help, who will? The new mayor wouldn’t much care, and the other Houses avoided politics and controversy at all cost.


There was a flash of pride in Ethan’s eyes. He was glad that I hadn’t shrunk back from the problem, that I was willing to face it head-on. I was glad of the same from him—that he wasn’t letting appearances and political considerations sway him from a course we needed to chart. Of course, now that we were leaving the GP, those considerations were even more flexible.


“We’re on board,” Ethan said. “Perhaps we could review the photograph Eve took outside the registration center?”


“I’ll do you one better,” Noah said. “I’ll escort you to the spot.”


Ethan advised Malik and Luc of our plans and ensured the party was well tended. Rose went back to her group of Rogue friends, and we met Noah in the House’s foyer. We were all dressed severely in black, and we looked displaced among the House’s holiday decorations.


“Do you need a ride?” Ethan said, but Noah shook his head.


“I have things to take care of when we’re done. I’ll meet you there?”


Ethan nodded; Noah had already given us the address of the registration center, a spot in Chicago’s Little Italy neighborhood near the University of Illinois at Chicago. “We’ll be right behind you.”


Ethan, being a senior House staff member, had a coveted parking spot in the House’s basement. He wouldn’t have to dig his car out of a Chicago snowstorm, have someone hold a spot on the street as he neared the House, or attempt to parallel-park between gigantic cars and a mountain of snow that cemented into a secondary curb.


We took the main staircase to the basement, and he keyed his way into the garage. I stopped short in the doorway.


In Ethan’s parking spot, which an Aston Martin had temporarily filled, sat a shiny two-door coupe with a deep red finish and grinning grille.


“What is that?” I asked.


Ethan beeped the security system and walked to the driver’s side. “This, Merit, is a Bentley Continental GT.”


“It looks brand-new.”


“It is.”


I glanced around the parking area; his Aston Martin was nowhere to be found. “Did something happen to the Aston Martin?”


“No,” he said, frowning. He opened the door. “The Aston just didn’t do it for me.”


Ethan had lost his former car, a sleek Mercedes convertible, in an unfortunate run-in with the Tate twins before their separation. Tate had thrown the car off the road—with us inside—and the Mercedes hadn’t survived the fall.


I understood well the bond between car and driver. I was still driving the boxy orange Volvo I’d had for years. It wasn’t much, but it was paid for, and it got me where I needed to go.


Still. He’d had an Aston Martin. A brand-new, right-off-the-lot Aston Martin delivered to him by a very pleased salesman.


“All due respect, a brand-new Aston Martin ‘didn’t do it’ for you? That’s James Bond’s car.”


“I’m no James Bond,” he cannily said. “I loved the Mercedes. It fit me perfectly. The Aston just … didn’t.”


“So you traded up?” I asked, walking toward the car and opening the door. “Do you treat your relationships in the same way?”


“Yes,” Ethan gravely said. “And I spent four hundred years shopping before I met you.”


It was comments like that that kept me around, even when Ethan was being otherwise insufferable. He popped them into conversation just often enough to make my heart melt.


“Then by all means,” I said, “let’s see what she can do.”





CHAPTER THREE
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FOUNDING FATHERS


We drove to Little Italy, which was southwest of downtown Chicago.


In all fairness, the Bentley handled like a dream, which I suppose was the point of spending so much money on the car. Along with impressing your friends and intimidating your enemies.
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