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Chapter One











December 12
San Diego, CA
Clan Wolf Citadel




“Charles? What kind of name is Charles for a vampire?”




Sid knew that her brother was trying to distract her as they waited in Matri Juanita’s moon-washed garden. A faint glow lit the sky to the east of San Diego, the result of another wildfire in the mountains. At least the wind was blowing the far-off ash and smoke away from the city.




To show she appreciated Laurent’s effort, she went along with the distraction. “We’ve had this discussion for nearly two years. I like the name Charles. It’s a nice, normal name.”






“Laurent’s a nice, normal name,” Laurent said.




“No, it isn’t.”




“It is for a vampire.”




“What would you prefer I named him?” she asked.




“Something with gravitas. Something suitable—”




“For melodrama?” she interrupted. “I’m sick of melodrama.”




“Melodrama comes with the territory, kid. What about changing his name to Anthony?”




Sid laughed. “Oh, please! Our mother is named Antonia. My sire is named Anthony. Your own daughter is Antonia Junior.”




“We call her Toni. Your kid’s going to be called Chuck, you know. Chuck the Vampire. I shudder to think of it.”




“What about Charlie the Vampire?” she asked.




“Almost as bad.”




It had been a long time since Sid had been in this garden. The scent of night-blooming flowers brought back a lot of memories. She noticed that her fingers were twined tightly together in her lap and made a conscious effort to relax. She glanced at the house. “What’s taking so long? Shouldn’t they be ready by now? And why do we even have to do this in the first place?”






They were taking her baby from her, and she hated them.




Laurent put his hand over hers. “You know that this is for the best. You can’t deal with Charles on your own once his fangs come out.”




Mortals had no idea how terrible the terrible twos could really be. She wished she’d had a daughter. Not only did their kind need more females if they were going to remain a viable species, but young vampire females didn’t turn into bloodlusting animals when their baby fangs first came in.




Testosterone poisoning started early among vampire males, and the aggression needed to be controlled, channeled. Young males needed to be civilized if they were to mature into sane Primes. They needed drill sergeants more than they did doting mothers. Or so Sid had always believed, until her own son came along. Generation upon generation of vampire mothers had been through this. The ceremony this evening was supposed to reassure her that the finest care would be taken of her baby, but…




“You weren’t raised in a crèche,” Sid reminded Laurent. “Mom dealt just fine with you. You turned out okay. Eventually.”




“Eventually.” There was no humor in the sound when he laughed. “Antonia did the best she could when she had the chance to be near me. But remember that she was a prisoner, and that I was mostly raised among a pack of Tribe young where the rule is kill or be killed. Sometimes I doubted I would make it out alive. The Clans created a safe, structured environment for our little monsters. This is best for Charles, and for you.”




Sid sighed. “I’m not fighting the necessity of sending my baby away, but I hate it.”




He patted her hand. “Every parent hates it.”




This reminder didn’t make the pain of loss any easier, but it did reinforce the necessity of this custom.




The sound of a door sliding open drew their attention and they both stood as Lady Juanita’s bondmate gestured.




“Please come with me, Laurent,” he said. “Please wait a few moments longer, Lady Sidonie.” He bowed very formally to her, then disappeared back into the house.




“If he knew you better he wouldn’t call you a lady,” Laurent said.




It was the sort of lame joke brothers were supposed to make. She was called Lady Sidonie because providing the Wolf Clan with a child made her head of her own House.




“Go on in,” she told Laurent. “Maybe you can get them to hurry up with this stupid ceremony. Why does Lady Juanita have to be so damn formal anyway?”




He gave her a reassuring kiss on the cheek before he left her alone in the garden.




It was only after Sid was by herself that the memories of the last time she’d been by this bench, in front of this fountain, came rushing back.




Three Years Ago




“I’ve been looking for you, Sidonie,” Joe Bleythin said.




Sid stood. The moment she’d dreaded had finally arrived. “I thought you might be.”




Joe said, “Lucy, you got some ’splainin’ to do.”




If he could joke, maybe this wouldn’t be as bad as she thought. The meeting of vampires and werefolk earlier in the evening had brought out some startling revelations about the entwined histories of their species. It had also left open questions about her and Joe’s relationship that Sid was reluctant to discuss.




“What can I say?” Sid asked. “I’m as surprised as you are to find out that vampires and werewolves can mate.”




“Do you know that you blink when you lie?”






“I do not!”




Joe gave a harsh laugh. The air around them seemed to grow colder. “So you are lying.”




Her werewolf knew her too well—except for the things she’d made him forget. Sid turned away. “I do not want to have this conversation with you, Joseph Bleythin. At least not here and now.”




“What do you know?” he demanded. “When did you know it? And for how long? And just what haven’t you been telling me?”




“About the Hunyaras? I don’t know any more than you do about the bad guy’s claims about Cathy’s family coming from a werewolf having children with a vampire.” That much was true, even if…




“Your species didn’t seem repulsed by the idea of mating with members of my species when the subject came up. Why was I the one who protested?”




Sid shrugged. “Well, you know Primes. Vampire males see it as their right to have sex with anything that takes their fancy. But—”




“What about vampire females? What about you?”




“What about me?”




“How much have you lied to me about us? Why?”






His anger was shredding her. “It’s complicated.” She sighed. “Maybe the lesson is to never do anything for anyone else’s own good, because it’ll only come back and bite you on the ass.”




“Explain that to me.”




“Okay.” She looked up at the moon rather than at Joe. “I love you.”




He was silent for a long time, and she couldn’t bear to look at him. She heard him pace around the fountain, then come back to her.




“I don’t love you,” he said.




Sid made herself look him in the eye. “Yes, you do. You just don’t remember.”




“What are you talking about?”




“We’ve been lovers, Joe. I made you forget.”




After that, the shouting started.




When it was over, her life might as well have been, too.






















Chapter Two











Present Day




“You’re thinking about Joe, aren’t you?”




Sid didn’t know when her sister-in-law had come to sit beside her. The former vampire hunter moved quietly for a mortal. “How can you tell? You’re not telepathic, Eden.”




“I know that miserable look. It’s not Charles that was on your mind just now.”




Eden was the only person to whom Sid had confided the details of the incredible disaster she’d made out of her relationship with Joe Bleythin. Even then, she’d only told Eden because her observant friend had guessed most of it. The other members of Wolf Clan and Bleythin Pack who worked together thought that Joe had left San Diego and the Bleythin detective agency because he craved even more adventure in his life.




He’d actually left because he hated Sid’s guts and wanted absolutely no contact with her. She didn’t blame him. In fact, she’d originally offered to leave, but he wouldn’t hear of it. So now she bore the extra guilt of being responsible for a werewolf leaving his pack for a lone existence.




“Life sucks,” Sid muttered.




“Don’t it, though?” Eden answered. “Or were you voicing vampire philosophy?”




“You have no respect for my culture,” Sid said.




“Just leavening your melodrama with a bit of humor. You supernatural sorts take yourself way too seriously sometimes. Look at you, for example: clinging to a lot of outmoded customs, when you’re dying to break loose and live in the twenty-first century.”




“Our customs help us survive,” Sid answered. “I know how that sounds, after what I did to Joe and using a sperm donor to have Charles, but I do believe that our way of life mostly makes sense. I have to believe that,” she added desperately. She looked toward the entrance of the house. The waiting was driving her crazy. “You didn’t come here to try to talk me out of tonight’s ceremony, did you?”






She half hoped that was why Eden had joined her in the garden, but the mortal shook her head.




“The crèche system is one that’s worked very well for your people for centuries. Do you know that in all of the generations my people have hunted yours, we’ve never found the hiding place of a crèche? Charles is going to be perfectly safe during a time when he’s most vulnerable.”




“I know.” Sidonie sighed. “But still—”




“I’m here for two reasons,” Eden interrupted. She pointed toward the distant glow. “First, since you’re going to need something to occupy you, how would you like to join a group of us that are going up to volunteer to fight the fire tomorrow?”




“Sure, why not?” Sid answered dispiritedly. “What’s your second reason?”




Eden took Sid’s hand and pulled her to her feet. “It’s time for the ceremony. I’m here to fetch you.”




 




There was a ceremony for every aspect of Clan and Family life. Sid understood the importance of rites of passage, but she wished they’d just let her kiss her baby good-bye and get the inevitable over with quickly.




When she came into the Wolf Clan Citadel’s central gathering room, she saw Lady Juanita’s bondmate holding Charles in his arms. Charles was enthusiastically gnawing on the wrist the Prime held to his mouth.




“Chuck the Vampire needs blood other than yours, mama Wolf,” Laurent said, taking Sid’s other hand.




“I know that,” she answered miserablely.




An altar was set up in the center of the large room. Lady Juanita, the Clan Matri, stood on one side of it. Laurent led Sid to stand on the other side. Candles lent light to the windowless space, concentrated in a golden arc around the statues of the moon goddess and leaping wolf set on the altar. Clan members and friends, all either Primes or Householders, gathered in the shadows beyond the light. Sid watched the Matri, not knowing what would happen next, since you had to be a mother before you could attend a Severing.




Ugly word, that. Severing.




Laurent stepped behind Sid, and her mother, Lady Antonia, and her sire, Tony Crowe, came to stand beside her. Sid assumed that Charles would be brought up to the altar, but instead, Tony and Antonia grasped her arms as Laurent’s fingers settled against her temples.




I just found out I have to do this, her brother’s thought came to her. I’m sorry.




Sorry for what?






Instead of a coherent answer, the trap closed around her. Laurent’s thoughts opened her mind but the vise that closed around it was made up of the telepathic power of everyone in the room.




They were going to take her baby from her! Not just physically, but in every possible way. They were going to make her forget Charles!




Of course not. Memory remains. Lady Juanita’s words came to her. This will protect you both. You won’t be apart forever.




Sid didn’t believe the Matri. She didn’t care even if it was the truth. She fought hard with every mental trick she knew to hold on to the awareness, the love they intended to steal from her.




How can you do this? she mentally screamed. Please don’t do this!




But there was no mercy. Nothing could stop the overwhelming combined strength of those who loved her from doing what was best for her and her child.




When the darkness swept over her, Sid almost welcomed it. Knowing she’d lost, but already not remembering what she’d been fighting for, she prayed the darkness would last forever.






















Chapter Three











December 12
Present Day




Joe Bleythin had no doubt that Dee McCoy was a mortal woman, but she was like no other mortal he’d ever met. For one thing, she was a full member of the Dark Angels, which meant she was tougher than nails and able to keep up with her supernatural comrades. For another, she was a witch. This didn’t mean that she was just psychic, like many other mortal beings. Oh, no—Dee performed rituals and did spells, and they really worked. Joe found that very weird.




He liked to think there were scientific explanations for what happened in the world, even his werewolf ability to shape-shift. Dee had told him that magic was a combination of chemistry, physics, and biology blended with psychic energy, but he suspected she only told him that to calm him down.




He breathed deeply now to at least appear calm as Dee finished casting a protective circle around the campsite. Everyone in the Crew was tired from a day spent firefighting, but they’d agreed to go along with this ritual because Dee claimed this was the right place and the perfect time for it. Plus, Tobias had told them that he didn’t want to hear any bitching; they could get some rest when it was over.




While he waited, Joe looked at the people gathered with him around the fire and wondered if he really wanted his memories back. Maybe Dee’s magic wouldn’t work. If it didn’t, a vampire as powerful as Tobias could probably break through the blocks Sid Wolf had put in his mind. But the last thing Joe wanted was a vampire inside his head.




He’d once been violated, psychically raped by a vampire, and for a while he’d barely been able to be around any of her kind. But if you were going to be a Dark Angel, you had to be able to work with all kinds: vamps, werefolk, selkies, sorcerers—even Jerame, and nobody was quite sure what he was. Fallen angel, maybe? Elf? Anime hero brought to life? He wasn’t telling, and in the Crew it was best not to ask personal questions. They were kind of like the foreign legion that way. Tobias Strahan led, the Crew followed, and nothing but getting the job done mattered.




On their off hours they partied. Or, on nights like this, they sat around and waited while one of their number submitted to a magical cleansing.




Joe drew his knees up and propped his chin on them. He sighed loudly, which got him a look from Joaquin the werejaguar.




“Feeling silly?” the other shifter asked.




“Completely.” He noticed Dee moving in a slow circle around the edges of the camp. Curls of smoke rose from the clay bowl she carried. “I hate that incense she uses.”




“Take a sniff,” Joaquin advised. “For once, the firesmoke in the air is doing some good. It’s completely covering Dee’s herbs. Are we all going to have to get naked and dance around the fire this time?”




“Since when have you ever minded getting naked?” Joe asked.




“Our neighbors might mind.”




Even though there were plenty of mortal firefighters and volunteers camped out well back from the fire line, too, Joe was confident of their privacy.






Dee finished warding the perimeter. She spoke to Tobias, who stood guard, then she turned toward Joe. He was on his feet waiting for her, tense with expectation. Or maybe he was just sick with dread.




“Is it too late to change my mind?” Joe asked the witch.




“After Tobias has agreed to it?” She jerked a thumb over her shoulder. “Why don’t you go ask him?”




She knew he wouldn’t. “What do you want me to do, Dee?”




She handed him a thermos cup of steaming liquid. “Drink it all.”




Joe didn’t look at it. He closed his eyes and chugged it down.




It tasted like strong black coffee.




“Uh, Dee, are you sure this—”




“Oh, please,” she complained. “Why does everyone think magic has to be all that woo-woo stuff?” She had a fiery temper to go with her blazing red hair and snatched the cup out of his hands.




“What do I do now?”




“That’s up to you,” Dee said. “Do you want to remember or don’t you?”




“Yes, but—”




She walked away before Joe could finish.






He sat back down and looked at Joaquin. “Mortals are nuts, have you noticed?”




Joaquin shrugged. “They have their uses.”




“I don’t know,” Joe said, gazing into the campfire. He waited for something magical to happen, but time passed and all he was aware of was the hot wind and scent of smoke. He sighed. “Sometimes I think we should all just stick to dealing with our own species and avoid mortals altogether.”




“Vampires can’t do without mortals,” Joaquin reminded him.




Doing without vampires might be a good idea for werefolk, Joe thought darkly. But there was only one vampire he really felt that way about.




He was relieved that Dee’s magic hadn’t worked. He could honestly claim that he’d given recovering his memories a try, which ought to keep Tobias off his back about the need for every member of the Crew to be psychically whole. Joe suspected that if that was absolutely necessary, half of them wouldn’t even be here.




“Besides, hiding from mortals won’t do us any good,” Joaquin went on. “There’s six billion of them, and they’ve got spy satellites and cell phones and Wi-Fi hotspots.”




“We’ve got all that stuff,” Joe pointed out.




“And we’ve got telepathy and all kinds of other psychic crap,” Joaquin added. “But we’re still overrun by the mortals’ population advantage. There’s nowhere to hide because they’re everywhere. Even if we did manage to isolate ourselves, the mortals would just find a way to screw the habitat even faster than they already are.”




Joe pointed his chin toward the distant fire line. “Did they do that or did we?”




“That’s what we’re here to find out,” Joaquin answered. “If we find out that the arson is our mess, we’ll take down the ones responsible.”




Joe couldn’t fathom why any member of the supernatural community would deliberately destroy terrain—except maybe to drive out the mortals encroaching on the wild places. But figuring out the reason for any assignment wasn’t his problem. His job was to kill whoever Tobias ordered them to kill.




Joaquin stood and yawned. “Been a hard day. If we’re not going to get a decent show from Dee’s potion, I’m going to sack out for a while before my watch.”




“Sorry for the lack of entertainment.” Joe got to his feet and stretched tired muscles. “Sleep sounds like a great idea.”






















Chapter Four











Five Years Ago




“The Carlisles’ plane is now wheels up. Rejoice.” Sid glanced up at the Mexican sky from the hotel balcony before she flipped shut her cell phone and turned to Joe with a dazzling smile. “We have returned a teenage runaway to the bosom of her family. Miranda is no longer our problem.”




“Hallelujah and amen,” Joe answered.




He saluted his partner with his beer bottle and she raised her margarita glass in response. For a few minutes, they gazed out at the beach and ocean from their third-floor balcony. Life was good without Miranda in it.






“Technically, this was an easy job,” Sid said, breaking the contented silence.




“Technically,” Joe said. And they both broke out laughing.




“You know, if I believed in demons I’d say Miranda was fathered by an incubus instead of doting daddy Carlisle,” Sid said when she stopped laughing.




“She certainly has the sexual appetite of a succubus,” Joe said.




“At sixteen, so did I.”




“Yeah, but you’re a vampire. You’re supposed to be insatiable.”




Sid fanned her face with her hand. “Why, Mr. Bleythin, you make me blush.”




He looked closely at her face, lit by the setting sun. “No, I don’t.”




She might not have been blushing, but he did notice that his close scrutiny caused her nipples to pucker under her thin, aqua silk tank top.




“Oh, my,” Joe murmured.




Sid took another sip of her drink, then ran her tongue slowly around her lips. Joe’s entire body tightened, and the air between them sizzled with mutual desire.




They were partners. This was a professional relationship. He was a werewolf. She was a vampire.






But he’d been wanting to kiss her since the day they’d met.




She stood as he came around the small table. Her arms went around him as his mouth came down on hers.




Her mouth clung to his while her words came into his mind. Do you have any idea how jealous I was when Miranda tried to seduce you?




You were jealous of me? Joe was full of wonder. I go green when anyone even looks at you.




His hand slipped under her shirt to cup her breasts. He had every intention of kissing his way down her long, lovely neck, all the way down to the peaks of her nipples, to worship her breasts—and that was only the beginning.




Except that out here on the balcony probably wasn’t a good place to do it.




Joe swung Sid into his arms and took her inside the suite. It was only a few steps to the bedroom but Joe stood in the sitting room for a while with his eyes closed, enjoying the weight of her in his arms, the warmth of her skin against his, the feel of her gold hair against his cheek, and all the marvelous scents that were the essence of Sidonie Wolf.




Her ear was pressed against his chest.




“Listening to my heartbeat?” he asked.




She stroked his neck. “Mmmmm…delicious.”






He carried her into the bedroom and caught his breath at the way she slid slowly down his body when he set her down. Her tongue flicked across the base of his throat.




Joe groaned. “Are you going to bite me?”




Blue eyes full of mischief and desire gazed up at him. “Do you want me to?”




Good question. Hard question. Joe didn’t want to think right now.




“Better not,” he managed, though the decision was damned hard.




“Later.”




Sid took his hand and led him to the bed. He wondered if she’d heard the promise in her voice and if the word frightened and thrilled her as much as it did him.




She unbuttoned his shirt and he savored every tiny touch of her fingers slowly working down his chest.




“Fuzzy,” she said after his shirt dropped to the floor.




“Werefolk,” he reminded her, and held his breath at the momentary fear that she’d reject him.




Instead, she spun him around and tossed him onto the bed. “Vampire,” she reminded him at this feat of strength. Then she swiftly shed her clothes and straddled his hips. “Insatiable is the term you used, I believe? Darlin’, you have no idea…”






She bent down for a swift kiss while he stroked her breasts. His cock strained upward against her belly, the throbbing heat and pressure driving him crazy. His hands stayed on her breasts as she sat up and she arched her back in response.




“I’ve waited a long time for this,” he told her as he watched the pleasure on her face, the passion in her eyes.




“We both have. Joe, I—”






















Chapter Five











December 13
Present Day




The raw hunger in Sid’s voice still sounded in Joe’s mind as he came up out of the dream. The same raw hunger echoed in his blood and bones and skin. He reached for her, knowing he’d find nothing but empty air, knowing he was alone in the dark. The pain of the memory brought him awake with tears in his eyes.




Acrid smoke in his nostrils and stinging the back of his throat reminded him of where he was. He lay on his back in the tent and swore to himself at the realization that Dee’s memory potion had worked all too well.






Joe sat up and rubbed his throbbing temples. What had Dee put in that potion of hers?




Joe noted the distinct scents of the two other Crew members inside the tent. The night scents and sounds outside were less than they should be because the animals and people had fled the area of the fire. He heard the sounds of helicopters and planes in the distance as the night shift fought the blaze. He picked out the smells of fuel and fire retardant. Wind whipped and the night roared. The situation outside wasn’t pleasant, but all was as it was supposed to be.




Inside the tent people slept, and that was as it was supposed to be. Outside people passed on guard duty or sat around talking, waiting for the day.




Everyone slept but him, because he’d been woken by a nightmare. That was all it was, he told himself, just a bad dream.




A bad dream about great sex.




He wiped the sweat off his brow and tried to think of something other than his erection. Dee had used the power of suggestion to put him in a mood where he expected to remember something and that had triggered the dream and—




Except that it had all happened. Every word. Every touch. Every smell and taste and sensation.






Joe couldn’t deny the reality of it for more than a few seconds.




“Goddess damn it,” he muttered.




He remembered tracking the runaway Miranda Carlisle from California to a resort town on the Baja peninsula. He could remember the taste of cold beer and the sparkle of light on the water. He wanted to remember anything but the things that demanded his attention.




Damn Dee.




Damn Sidonie Wolf.




The thought of her name opened the floodgates.




 




“What are you staring at?” Sid asked. “Are you peering into my soul? I think I should warn you that—”




“You have the most beautiful eyes I’ve ever seen.”




He leaned up on one elbow and stroked her blushing cheek. The long length of her warm body pressed against his in the bed, every delicious curve so right against him. They’d been resting together for a long time. Days. They’d make love, they’d sleep, they’d talk a little then they’d make love again. He was hungry, but only for her.




“Everything about you is the most beautiful I’ve ever seen.”






She ran her fingers through his hair, pressed her palm against the back of his neck. “You shouldn’t be talking like this, Joe.”




“Why not?”




A sad smile played across her lips. “Because it tempts me to say similar things.”




“Like what?”




She gave in to his eagerness. “Well, like how I love how black and soft your hair is. And how your voice always turns me on even when you’re just saying ‘Do you want another cup of coffee?’ Or ‘Answer the phone, will ya?’”




“Do I say will ya?”




“You do.”




She ran a finger from his neck down his spine. The current from her touch sprang straight into his cock. She arched up and he moved between her legs. The next thing he knew, he was inside her again, living for her surrounding heat and their endless pleasure.




 




“Damn it!” Joe jumped to his feet, or would have, if he hadn’t gotten tangled in the sleeping bag. He ended up rolling into one of his tent mates.




“Animal grace isn’t your strong point,” Dee murmured sleepily as he scrambled away from her.




“What the hell did you give me?” he demanded.






“The truth.” She yawned. “Get out of here before you wake us all up.”




Joe managed to step over her to the entrance without causing any more trouble. Once outside, he looked up at the smoke-obscured stars and took long, deep breaths. He managed to get his arousal under control after a few minutes, mastering the ache in his body. But the one in his heart was still killing him.




Why on earth had he thought he wanted to remember?




Because—




 




“We can’t go on like this,” Sid said as he came up behind her on the balcony.




Moonlight lit her pale hair and took his breath away. Joe’s arms went around her waist and he leaned his cheek into the soft strands. “I know,” he answered. She’d come out to the balcony while he’d been on the phone. “The folks back at the office are not happy about our taking an unscheduled Baja holiday.”




She chuckled, then sighed. “How long have we been neglecting home, hearth, and duties?”




“We’ve been humping like bunnies for three days.”




She stiffened, then turned in his arms to look at him in wide-eyed alarm.






“Don’t worry,” Joe said. “I didn’t tell them what we’ve been up to.”




The Bleythin detective agency was a family-run business. The last thing he and his partner needed was to return to teasing from his brothers back at the office.




“Good. Good.” She gave a relieved little laugh. “We can’t let anyone know about this. I can’t even let anyone suspect.”




That sounded far more serious than being afraid of teasing.




“Uh, hon—” he started.




Her fingertips settled on his temples. It gave him the odd image of exotic butterflies lighting on him. “This won’t hurt you a bit,” she said. “Forget.”




 




Joe threw back his head and howled at the smoke-obscured stars. He was a werewolf, nobody in the camp thought this odd. He did get yelled at for disturbing peoples’ rest, and a boot came sailing out of the night to hit him on the shoulder. But nobody asked what was wrong.




He couldn’t have told them anyway. His insides burned with humiliation, and his heart ached too much for him to speak. He could barely form thoughts. For a long time, his only thought was, I hate you, Sidonie Wolf.






















Chapter Six











December 14




“Thanks for helping me move my stuff back home,” Sid said as she closed her town house door.




“No problem,” Tony Crowe answered. “It’s not like you had that much to bring back.”




“True.” She set down her suitcase and laptop and looked around the living room. “I’ve missed my place. I don’t know why I let Lady Juanita talk me into being a guest at the Citadel for so long.”




To protect your son. He said cheerfully, “Well, you’re home now. For a couple of hours anyway.”




He followed Sid into the kitchen, where she rummaged in the freezer and brought out a bag of coffee.




“Want some?” she asked.




“Yes, please.”




Tony watched her carefully for any sign of doubt, any sign of trouble.




She turned back to him when the scent of brewing coffee filled the air. “Are you sure you don’t want to go firefighting with us?”




Tony shook his head. “That’s not my sort of thing, sweetheart.”




“You’re a Clan Prime,” she reminded him. She ticked off his accomplishments on her fingers. “You’ve been a soldier, a cop, and you now run security for every supernatural-run business in Los Angeles.”




He nodded. “Yes, all very brave and heroic, but you will notice that I’m a city Prime. Fighting forest fires is so…rural.”




“Being a soldier during World War Two wasn’t?”




He chuckled. “Honey, I got to Paris as soon as I could and stayed there.” More or less. Most of the time.




“Except for a cold winter trip into Belgium,” she reminded him.




He stiffened “I don’t want to talk about that.”




“I know.” She poured two cups of coffee, then they carried them outside to the tiled patio.






Painted pots of cactus circled the perimeter of the tiny fenced-in yard. Instead of grass, the yard itself was covered in a layer of decorative stones. Tony approved of the décor, and not just because it was suited to the desert environment. Anyone coming in over the fence would have to deal first with the cactus spines, then with the crunch of stones underfoot. Their kind had to think about security before beauty every time.




“It’s December,” Sidonie said after they sat in silence for a while.




Tony gave her a suspicious look. “Are you making a Christmas list?”




“I celebrate the Solstice, Dad,” she reminded him. “You’re the one who takes an interest in Christmas. The anniversary’s coming up.”




Tony almost groaned in frustration. His daughter might not like to think of herself as a typical vampire female, but she had matchmaking in her blood.




He sipped his coffee. “I’m not rising to your bait, sweetheart.”




She was undaunted. “I was thinking that maybe you should come up to the fire line with us—to keep your mind off of it.”




“My mind would not be on it if you weren’t bringing it up.”




“Bullshit.”






He sighed and sat back in his chair. “Yeah, you’re right. December always makes me nostalgic.”




“It breaks your heart, you mean.”




“There’s nothing I can do about that.”




Sid nodded. “The family tendency to stoicism sucks, doesn’t it?” she asked bitterly.




His tone was equally so when he answered, “We serve our Clans.”




She turned her chair toward his, leaned forward, and asked eagerly, “Why should you put up with it any longer? Why not dump all this Clan Prime obedience, since the Corvus Clan Matri who made that stupid decision died decades ago? Why not fly free, Crowe?”




So spoke the trapped Wolf. He didn’t blame Sidonie for chafing at the bonds of duty and custom and biology, but he didn’t like her urging him to do what she could not.




“Am I feeding your rebellious spirit?” she asked.




He got up and walked around the tiny yard, his footsteps crunching on the stones. “It doesn’t need feeding,” he said when he came back to her.




The conversation was interrupted by the sound of the doorbell. Sid went to answer it and returned with Eden and Laurent. Tony stood to greet Eden and as usual gave Laurent Wolf a long, assessing look. And as usual, Laurent smiled knowingly in response. He was nothing if not irrepressible.




After several years of knowing Laurent, Tony still reserved judgment on Sidonie’s older half brother. When he’d first met him, Laurent had been firmly in the camp of the bad guys. Born and raised a Tribe Prime, he served his evil Tribe sire. Laurent had changed his ways after falling for mortal Eden and surviving some tricky machinations Sid instigated to get him away from the Dark Side.




He wasn’t the first Tribe Prime to change his ways, but such Primes were usually taken in by the Families, which had lower standards of behavior than the Clans. Laurent had been accepted as a Wolf Prime by his mother Antonia’s Clan. Tony liked him—it was hard not to—but trust a reformed Tribe Prime?




“You still perceive a whiff of brimstone around me, don’t you, Tony?” Laurent asked him.




“Shouldn’t I?” Tony asked.




“He’s never going to be an angel,” Eden spoke up. She put her arm around Laurent’s waist. “And we wouldn’t want him any other way. I’ve got a question for all of you,” the mortal woman went on. “In what truly stupid way are mortals and immortals alike?” She didn’t give them time to guess. “Because we’re as likely to run toward a raging inferno as we are to run away from it. Are we all ready to go risk our lives up in the mountains?” she added.




“Not me,” Tony said. He looked steadily at his daughter and responded to the hope in her eyes. “I have to go see about a girl.”
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