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NEAR CHARLEROI, BELGIUM


JUNE 6, 1815


They had not died gently. No imitation of sleep in their ripped and bloodied corpses. No quiet repose in their twisted limbs and staring eyes.


Mac had counted three already: two in the muddy farmyard, and another by the garden fence. As he stepped onto the house’s porch, a figure threw himself out the door, knocking Mac aside in his rush to escape. He’d only time to glimpse a swarthy head of hair and shirtsleeves drenched in blood before the man hurtled into the wood at the far side of the lane.


Inside, Mac stepped over a woman’s fallen body, her skirts sodden crimson, but for one edge that retained the original springtime yellow. Her hair was a wiry gray, her face, seamed with fine wrinkles like old parchment, now a ghastly white. Her eyes, wide and horrified in death.


By the hearth lay a heap of homespun skirts, one plump outstretched arm lit by a spill of light across the floor from a broken window. A maidservant, perhaps.


Bloody hell, what had happened here? Where was Adam?


Major de Coursy’s shout from the back of the house signaled the discovery of another body. “Mother of All . . . shit . . . shit . . . shit!”


Gray’s vocabulary had coarsened over the last five years. There remained barely a trace of the priggish lordling about him now. Some claimed war turned civilized men to savage beasts, and then there were those who were born that way.


Like Mac. Like them all. Gray, Adam, David.


Imnada—shapechangers and telepaths. A race of impossible origins and uncertain future.


From Lisbon, across Spain, over the rugged Pyrenees, and finally to this out-of-the-way farm on the Belgian border, the four of them had crept and sniffed, prowled and stalked, gathering what intelligence they could for king and country. Tracking the movements of Napoleon’s army. Assessing intent. Relaying attack routes. That is, until Adam’s urgent pathing brought them here. To this . . .


“I’ve found him!” Gray’s voice came again. “Come quickly!”


Mac followed the shout down a short passage to a heavy wooden door partly blocked by another crumpled body.


Within, all was shadows. Heavy drapes had been pulled across the three long windows, letting only thin bars of slanting twilight into the room. The fire in the grate had burned down to a few smoldering embers, and even the candles were little more than melted stubs, only one still flickering in its pool of wax. Books lined the walls that weren’t taken up with cabinets full of treasures and trinkets, including a macabre smiling skull. A globe sat within a mahogany stand. A map table stood spread with charts of the continents and the heavens above. On the desk, an enormous volume lay open as if someone had recently been reading.


Mac was vaguely aware of David crowding in behind him. But his attention was all for Adam crouched naked by the hearth, his shoulders heaving with rage and panic. One hand balled into a clawed fist, the other brandishing a sword, black with blood. He bore the rough form of a human, but his hunched stance and the elongated bones of his face held traces of the lynx that was his animal aspect.


“I had to do it. They knew.”


That’s when Mac noticed the man sprawled dead at the base of the desk, his coat gaping open to reveal a vicious wound.


“I couldn’t let him live.” His words echoed in Mac’s head as a pathing.


Gray shed his scarlet coat and draped it across Adam’s bare shoulders. His voice came low and urgent. “They knew what, Adam? What did these people do to deserve death? Was it about the French? Had they learned about the emperor’s movements? About the coalition’s defenses?”


But, struggling with the shift, Adam was unable to answer. He groaned, sinking to the floor, a shimmer of magic masking his return to human form.


Mac crossed to the desk, callously stepping over the crumpled body on the floor. He’d seen too many corpses to be overly concerned by one more. Pulling the open book around toward him, he leafed through the fluttering pages for clues. “Not the French, Gray.” Mac met his major’s shocked stare. “Us. The man was Other.”


Gray’s piercing blue eyes narrowed.


Mac’s lips thinned as he continued reading. “The book’s a compendium on the Imnada.” He flipped pages, his heart sinking with every entry. “The man must have spent his entire life researching the clans.”


“For what purpose?” Gray asked, twisting his ring round and round, the great diamond winking in the dim light.


David spat his disgust. “There can be only one purpose where Fey-bloods are concerned.”


The men eyed one another, their shared thoughts equally dark. Equally fearful.


The Imnada’s continued survival depended upon keeping their race’s existence a secret. It had been thus for centuries upon centuries, ever since the Fealla Mhòr, the Great Betrayal, when the magical Fey-blood Other turned upon the Imnada with merciless ferocity, almost wiping the shapechangers from the earth. Only terrified retreat into the wild corners of the world had kept the Imnada alive. Only seclusion behind the great concealing power of the Palings guarded the few remaining pockets of their kind. All clan members knew the swift and brutal penalty befalling those careless enough to allow discovery by an out-clan.


Death if the culprit was lucky.


Exile if he or she was not.


“Shit,” Gray muttered. “Just what we don’t need this close to battle.”


“Fey-blood,” Adam murmured from his place on the floor. He was now fully human, but still incredibly weak. “Said he sensed the animal heart of me . . . forced the shift . . . no choice . . . had to kill . . . protect our secret . . . protect the clans . . .”


David knelt beside Adam, his gaze rage-filled. “The Fey-blood forced the shift against your will?”


Gray shrugged, but the tightness of his jaw hinted at his anger. “Must have. Look at him. He’s so drained he can barely move. He’d not have shifted during the waning crescent of Berenth on his own.”


Mac agreed. The Imnada’s powers derived from the goddess moon, mother to all Imnada. As she grew from the slender young crescent of Piryeth to the fullness of Silmith, so did the strength and the ease in which the Imnada accomplished the shift from man to animal and back. As she aged to the waning sliver of Berenth, so did their abilities, leaving them weakened and vulnerable. On the nights of Morderoth when the goddess fled the skies completely, the Imnada’s powers to shapechange disappeared as well, leaving them as defenseless as any human.


So had this Fey-blood Other really triggered Adam’s shift through his magic? A terrifying thought.


Mac scanned the book, his mind churning with every new entry. “These pages are full of references to the Imnada. Somehow this Other must have discovered Adam was of the five clans. Adam did what he had to.”


“But slaughtering the entire household?” Gray protested.


“You know the laws,” Mac answered. “It was them or us. What would you have done?”


Gray scanned the room once more, his gaze coming to rest on the body of the Fey-blood. “There must be another way,” he mumbled, his frustration clear.


“What now?” David asked. “We’re due back to camp by dawn.” His face pressed into harsh weary lines. Which one of them wasn’t exhausted? Surviving on a knife edge? They’d been scouting for weeks, hoping to ascertain the disposition of French troops. It was only now, so close to Morderoth, that they’d completed their mission and begun the march toward Brussels, where Wellington’s staff remained billeted.


Gray straightened, shoulders back, head up, as if sensing an answer on the evening breeze. But it was not the major who spoke.


The corpse on the carpet moved in a sudden gurgling breath. “You’ll pay for your crimes.”


Mac slammed the book closed. “He lives.”


“Imnada . . . treacherous . . . demons . . .” the man gasped, his agonized gaze passing from soldier to soldier. “My family . . . Where . . .”


David’s gaze flickered, his jaw clamped shut.


“Dead . . . you killed them . . . so shall you all be punished for the crime of one . . .”


“We murdered no one,” David cried in defense, but Gray held up a hand. As the highest-ranking officer, Major de Coursy still held sway, and David fell silent, though Mac felt resentment in the younger man’s thoughts.


“Mest gelweth an’a noa pystrot a’gan’a mamsk hath an’a kollyesh esh a’na cronil,” the Other whispered, his body shuddering in pain.


The gibberish meant nothing to the three of them. Not until Adam straightened, the coat sliding from his shoulders to the floor. “Stop him!” he shouted.


But the strange language came faster and stronger now, as if all the dying Other’s remaining life were poured into the hellish words. “Imnadesh Prytsk. Owgsk mollothegh. Dydhweytsk dea. D’wosk’ an’a goedhvith. Dhiwortsk nana bya.”


Adam fell, trembling. The rest of them remained transfixed as the Other spat his curse to the wind. The curtains billowed. The final candle was snuffed out, leaving the room in darkness. But a light burned blue and silver within the man’s dying face as if his spirit hovered beneath his skin.


“Get out!” Mac shouted, a premonition of evil vising his chest. The air grew heavy. He couldn’t breathe. Every hair stood at attention as if he were caught within the heart of a lightning storm. “Grab Adam! Now!”


Gray lunged for Adam. David scrambled for the door, Mac urging his friends onward, but the curse rode on swifter wings, and there was no escaping. Not the room. Not their fate.


Blue fire engulfed them. Unearthly wails, high and shrieking, beat against Mac’s brain, breaking through every mental shield he threw up. The Other’s curse sank into his blood, into the marrow of his bones. The taint moved through him like venom.


His limbs transformed, his body shifted, the change overtaking him even as he struggled against it. He could not control it. Could not stop it.


His companions fared no better. As the fireball burned without heat, without smoke, it crackled over fur and feather. It rippled in silver and aquamarine over beak and claw. And as the last red rim of the sun sank below the trees, it was wolf and panther, lynx and eagle, that emerged from the farmhouse to scatter like hunted beasts into the forest.
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ST. JAMES’S PICCADILLY CHURCHYARD, LONDON


OCTOBER 1816


Bianca paid off the hackney with the last shilling she’d tucked in her reticule that morning. She could only hope the rain that had threatened all day would hold off a few hours more. She didn’t relish a long, soggy trudge, especially since she’d stupidly worn her newest bonnet and a lovely pelisse in violet merino wool she could barely afford. She pinched her lips together. Actually, she hadn’t been able to afford it at all, but Adam insisted the color became her perfectly. Like a graceful purple Iris ensata, he’d raved. Rain or no rain, it seemed fitting to wear the outfit to say good-bye to her dearest friend.


She regretted coming as soon as she descended onto the flagway. A mob thronged the area around St. James’s. What did they imagine? That they might catch sight of Adam’s naked, ravaged body? That he might rise from the grave to point an accusing finger? Expose his murderer to the world?


Whispers swirled around her.


“. . . recognize her from Covent Garden . . . Viola last spring . . . beautiful . . . no better than she should be . . . foreigner . . . actress . . . dead man’s whore . . . murderess . . .”


A shiver raced up her spine, but as if she were preparing her entrance onstage, she firmed her shoulders, straightened her back, and lifted her chin, eyes sparking. Adam had been her friend. He hadn’t deserved to die as he had, and she owed him a final farewell. Crowds and their ugly slander be damned!


Bianca passed through the churchyard to the grave site. Once beyond the ghoulish sightseers, she found herself almost alone in her grief. A minister presided over a trio of men standing awkwardly, their faces arranged in expressions of mourning, though she questioned their sincerity. After all, she’d never seen any of them before. Not once in all the time she’d known Adam.


Perhaps a clue rested in the uniformed crispness of one, his hat tucked beneath his arm, a sword hanging loosely from his hip. Bianca knew that Adam had served for years in the army, selling out after the emperor’s final defeat at Waterloo the summer before last. Could these men be former brothers in arms?


They looked up as one when she swept forward to stand unapologetically beside them. She sensed a slow-burning appraisal from the golden-haired Adonis to her left, greatcoat hanging elegantly from his wide shoulders, cravat tied in careless perfection. A gentleman with the looks and—if she read him right—the knowledge of his own power to attract.


A regal gentleman at the foot of the grave eyed her down his straight aristocratic nose, lips pursing ever so slightly, hand tightening on the knob of his cane. It didn’t take a mind reader to interpret his disapproval.


Only the officer spared her no more than a glance before returning his attention to the minister reading from his Bible.


Dismissing the three men with a jerk of her chin, she focused on the reason she was here. Adam Kinloch. A true friend and gentleman when so many others of her acquaintance wanted something from her. Her talent. Her favors. Her body.


Adam had never asked for more than her friendship. And in offering his in return. he’d reminded her of the life she’d lost when Papa died and Lawrence had swept her from the gardens and greenhouses outside Baltimore to the clogged and cluttered streets of London.


What sort of monster would have killed him in such a horrible, shocking way? Would leave him naked and gutted, abandoned like so much refuse to be scavenged by dogs and beggars?


Tears pricked the corners of her eyes, her stare burning to hold them back. No doubt these cold-eyed men assumed, like everyone else, that she and Adam had been lovers. She’d always let people believe what they wished. Better that than discovering the far more disturbing truth.


As if sensing her thoughts, the uniformed man met her watery gaze. His strange almond-shaped eyes were a pale green-gold, long-lashed and deeply set. His lips were full and sensuous. Smiling, he would have been devastating. But he didn’t look as if he smiled often, if at all. In fact, he could have been carved from stone. From across Adam’s grave, he watched her steadily as if he could see right into her heart. She knuckled her hands together, refusing to look away first. He wanted to stare? Fine. He could stare all he liked. She was used to eyes on her.


As the service concluded, the others drifted away, leaving her alone with the gravediggers clutching their spades.


She dropped the small nosegay she’d purchased from a flower seller into the grave. “I’ll not forget you, my friend,” she whispered. “And never fear, as you kept my secret, so shall I keep yours. You have my promise.”


As the first scoop of earth thudded against the coffin’s lid, the heavens opened, the autumn rain falling in a chilling drench that immediately drooped her ribbons and soaked through the expensive wool to her gown beneath.


Shielding her head as best she could with her reticule, she turned, almost knocking into the officer, who had lingered behind.


“Pardon,” he said, his voice a gruff rumble, his gaze doubly intense at a distance of inches. He opened his mouth as if he might say more, but she dodged past him in her haste to leave this awful, forlorn, hopeless place.


The crowds had dispersed in the downpour. The sidewalk was empty but for a knife grinder hurrying for shelter and a man selling meat pies to a dripping-wet customer.


She lifted a hand to hail a hackney before remembering she had no fare. Instead she hastened east down Piccadilly on foot, all the while feeling a gaze leveled at her back, tickling her shoulder blades. She would not turn around, but her steps came faster until, cowardly as it made her feel, she was almost running.


*   *   *


“The woman knows, I’m sure of it.” Captain Mac Flannery splashed brandy into his glass before downing it in one quick gulp, letting the heat travel soothingly through him. Without any explicit invitation, the group of old friends had ended up at Gray’s town house after leaving the cemetery.


Mac poured another, trying to wash away the grave stench clinging to his nostrils, the roof of his mouth. The memory of earth striking the coffin lid as Adam was entombed. The Imnada did not hold with enclosing their dead in the ground but released their spirits with fire, the better to send them back through the Gateway to be reunited with their ancestors. Unfortunately, Adam’s murder had garnered too much public attention to make that possible.


Instead, he’d died as he’d lived: in exile from his clan. His kind. Only Mac’s intervention keeping him from a pauper’s lye pit with the rest of the unclaimed dead.


“You think Adam betrayed us to an out-clan?” Gray demanded from his seat by the fire.


Mac hadn’t seen de Coursy since the chaotic days following Waterloo. The estranged heir to the dukedom of Morieux lived a reclusive life in the north, rarely venturing to London, and even then shunning the usual Society entertainments. Some gossip blamed it on a horrible disfigurement acquired during the war. Others whispered he kept his mad wife locked in a tower. The most salacious hinted at black arts and satanic rituals carried out in the catacombs beneath his bleak Yorkshire estate.


If only the truth were that simple.


“Was that Bianca Parrino paying her last respects?” David St. Leger paused in shuffling a deck of cards to hold out his glass for Mac to refill.


“Who?” Mac asked, glancing at the faces of the men he’d once soldiered with. Men who at one time had been as close as brothers. The Fey-blood’s curse had shattered that bond as it had destroyed so much in their lives.


Friendships forged by blood and steel had frayed like ragged cloth as if each of them had hoped to flee the curse by running away from each other. They should have known their fates and Fey-blood magic had tied them too closely for escape. They were bound by darker forces than the war.


“All work and no play, Captain Flannery.” David gave a disgusted shake of his head. “Do they have you chained to your desk over there at the Horse Guards?”


Mac chose not to answer. This wasn’t David’s first refill.


“She’s an actress at Covent Garden,” he continued. “All the rage this year. Audiences love her.”


Of course. That was why the woman at Adam’s funeral had seemed so familiar. Mac had seen her penned likeness staring out at him from countless newspapers. They didn’t do her justice.


Statuesque as any Nordic queen, she carried herself with a pride that bordered on the insolent. Hair blond as corn silk. Eyes a chilling blue. And just enough of an accent to give her an air of the exotic. But it was what she’d said more than how she’d said it that had truly rooted him to the spot. As you kept my secret, so shall I keep yours.


Had Adam been foolish enough to trust her with the Imnada’s existence? And could this reckless confession have led to his murder?


“They say she’s high in the instep as any duchess. Throws men into a quake with one glance from those alluring blue eyes,” David said, refilling his own glass this time. “They also say she and Adam were lovers.”


Gray rose to toss another log on the fire. “I find that hard to believe while the Imnada are forbidden marriage outside the clans.”


“I never said he was marrying her. I said he was swiving her,” David said with a leer.


Gray’s face betrayed his disgust.


“Wrinkle your princely nose all you want, de Coursy, but you know as well as I do that as long as we lay under the curse, a quick shag is all you and I are ever going to get.”


“That may be, but some of us still wish for more than a tumble with some faceless, nameless doxy.”


David shrugged. “Wish all you want. It won’t change the facts. Besides, what does it matter to the man they refer to as the ‘Ghost Earl’? With that tall, dark, and mysterious act, you’ve got every woman in England panting for you, ring or no ring.”


If David’s smirk was any indication, Mac and Gray would do best to ignore him. St. Leger had always been a loose cannon. It was doubtful whether the curse had diminished his reckless ways.


Mac stepped into the breach. “Terminology aside, if Adam and Mrs. Parrino were lovers, she might know about the Imnada. About us.”


“I still don’t believe it,” Gray declared. “Adam would never have betrayed us to an out-clan. It was his very determination to keep the Imnada’s secret that led to the . . . to our . . .”


“Say it, de Coursy,” David urged, his features rigid. “Or are you too frightened to speak of it out loud? Will the shade of our maker rise up from the grave and strike us down? Curse us again? What the hell could he do that’s worse than what we already suffer? Forcing the shift . . . renunciation by the clans . . . Death would be preferable.”


David’s histrionics aside, Mac had to agree.


Tainted by Fey-blood magic, the four of them had been declared mortally damaged and a blight on the clans, their bloodlines forever corrupted. Worthless. Contemptible. Abominations.


And yet, they’d not been offered the swift mercy of a falling ax or a sharp snap of the neck. Instead, the Gather elders had pronounced a far harsher sentence of exile, severing the four of them from the protection and community of clan and holding, cutting them off from everyone they cared about, erasing them from the world they knew as if they’d never been born.


Mac’s back twitched with the memory of the destruction the Ossine’s enforcers wreaked upon his body as they stripped him of his clan mark. His bowels loosened as he recalled the violent shredding of his mental signum, as if a great claw had ripped through his brain. Both punishments had destroyed every bond with his past, leaving him adrift and alone. He’d only survived by hardening his mind and his heart against any pain and any loss, becoming as unfeeling and remote as a speck of dirt, focusing no further than the next day, the next cycle of the moon, the next season.


“Had your grandfather not caved to the Ossine’s commands, we’d have faced a quick end and you could have been the Ghost Earl in earnest then,” David jibed.


“That’s enough.” Gray’s terse command was unmistakable.


St. Leger lashed out, smashing his glass down on the tabletop, the shards spraying his hand, cutting his cheek. Blood slid down his face like a single crimson tear. “You’re not my superior officer anymore. I don’t take your orders.”


“Did you ever?”


David froze for a moment, his expression unreadable. His body poised as if he might throw himself on Gray and beat him to a jelly. It wouldn’t be the first time these two had come to blows. Like oil and water, they were, with Mac the inevitable peacemaker. He’d thought those days long past.


But as quickly as David’s rage had ignited, it dissipated in a bout of laughter. “Damn, but I forgot what a right bastard you are.” He passed the palm of his hand across his cheek, wiping away the blood.


“Feeling’s mutual,” Gray grumbled.


Mac swallowed back his aggravation. “That woman is aware of our existence. I’d bet on it. We’re vulnerable—the Imnada are vulnerable—until we discover the extent of the danger.”


Immediately his mind returned to Bianca Parrino. Her whispered words had set a queer pang jolting through him. Worry had taken root, and no amount of scoffing by these two chuckleheads would dissuade him.


“You think Adam was killed because he was Imnada? None know the clans survive. The enforcers have seen to that.” David plunked himself down on a couch, dabbing at his cut with a handkerchief.


“Would you bet your life and the lives of every man, woman, and child within the clans on that assumption, David? Would you bet the lives of your family? Your friends?” Mac argued.


“Friends? Family? Where were they when the Gather pronounced our sentence? When our clan marks were obliterated and we were cast out half-dead into the world?”


“Not all of them wished us ill. There were those who spoke against our exile.”


“For all the good it did us. No, Mac. We’re emnil. Outlawed and living on sufferance. I say let the clans fend for themselves.”


“Then forget the clans and remember Adam. He was our friend. We owe him justice, if nothing else,” Mac challenged.


“Adam was no traitor,” Gray reiterated. “He understood the allegiance owed the Imnada and the dangers in exposure to the outside world.”


“People change,” Mac shot back.


David’s mouth twisted to a sneer. “Every night like clockwork, eh, Flannery?”


Mac sighed before tossing back another brandy.


They were a company again. The three of them. The accursed.


With his death, Adam had bound them together once more.


*   *   *


Wiping Froissart’s seed from between her thighs, Renata stepped through the curtain into the inner chamber, dropping the heavy fabric into place behind her to muffle his snores and grunts. His foul breaking of wind. The creaks of the bed as he tossed and turned.


Pitching aside the rag, she toyed with the thought of killing him. How easy it would be. How quick. None would question it. They would mourn with her—the young, grieving widow. A thought quickly dismissed. The man was a pig, but he’d served his purpose. She had succeeded where all had called her mad to try. She had tracked those who slaughtered her father to this horrid gutter of a city. After a year and a half, vengeance would finally be hers. Only then would Froissart meet his final reward. Until that moment, she would prevent what attentions she could and endure what she could not.


“Is he asleep?”


A figure stepped from the shadows. She had known he was there, had felt his arrival as a tremor in the air, a touch upon her mind. She even knew when he parted the curtains to watch as Froissart spent himself inside her, his great bulk jerking and wheezing as he came. She’d felt his eyes upon her and smiled, her husband thinking the pleasure was for his sake.


“He is.” Taking up her brush, she sat before an enormous mirror, one of four, each covering a wall of her dressing chamber.


Alonzo stepped behind her, pulling the brush gently from her hands. He slid it through her long black hair, tangle by tangle. He had always known how to soothe her. Milk-siblings, they’d shared a breast and then a nursery before he’d been packed off to the military and she to school with the priestesses of High Danu at Varennes. Until then, they’d been inseparable. As they were once again.


Tonight he smelled of tobacco and wine and leather and sex, and she felt an instant’s jealousy for the whore who’d pleasured him. Then she looked up to catch his eager gaze upon her naked body, and her envy dissipated. She had nothing to worry about. He would always be hers.


“Froissart is a pig,” he spat. “Why do you allow him to touch you?”


She laughed at the echo of her thought on his lips. They were so close, their minds flowed in tandem. Sometimes a mere flash of shared reflection. Other times, it was as a stream coming together with a river, thoughts rippling and diving and curling upon each other so there was no way to tell where one began and the other ended. So it had ever been since she’d discovered a mere skin-on-skin touch allowed her to travel into his mind—drift and spread into a corner to lie curled and watchful there. An invisible witness to all he saw and heard.


What began as a child’s game had blossomed through study and practice into a rare and extraordinary talent: the ability to touch another’s mind and, for brief flashes, to shape, influence, and even control. No longer was she constrained by actual touch: a lock of hair, fingernail parings, a drawn tooth, was all it took to open the door.


She kept these precious mementos in a case upon her dressing table, making use of them only when absolutely necessary. To indulge in such powerful magic spread her soul thin like high mares’ tails stretching wispy across a wide sky. The body she left became an empty husk. Functioning but without a will. Quiescent. Vulnerable.


“I am strong, Alonzo, but even my powers have limits,” she said. “It is easier to allow him his liberties and harbor my strength for more important business.” She shot him a smoldering, pouty look. “But perhaps you don’t ask for my sake but your own. Are you jealous, Alonzo? Do you wish to replace the toad Froissart in my bed? To possess my body as I possess your mind?” She ran the tip of her tongue across her lips. “To scream your release as you spill your seed within me?”


The answer was clear in his jealous gaze moving over her breasts, the creamy flat of her stomach, the jointure of her legs. A gaze reflected over and over within the four mirrors. Naked hunger stared out at her from every angle. His control held by a hair’s width, his lust for her like an animal clawing at his innards.


“This pig-dog is worse than shit beneath your heel, Renata. He doesn’t know you as I do. He sees you as nothing but a furrow to plow with his pig-dog babies. I would worship you as you deserve.”


She shivered but did not yield to the tempting images heating her blood. She had come too far to give everything up for the feel of Alonzo moving inside her, the grip of his strong, broad hands upon her flesh. “That may be, but Froissart is useful to me. He is money and position. He is power.”


“You have a hundred times more power than this bastard abruti in your little finger.”


“Émile’s power lies in respectability and connections. We need the cover of his embassy to shield us while we hunt. We found one, but my father’s man claimed there were four soldiers at the house that day. Four with swords and guns and death in their eyes.” She swung around, catching Alonzo by surprise. He rocked back on his heels, clutching the brush like a weapon. “Did you go to Kinloch’s residence? Did you find anything that might lead us to the others?”


“I searched his house but came away empty-handed. Just books on plants and flowers. Pretty drawings. Jars and bowls, coils of wire. The man was naught but a gardener.”


She turned away in disgust. So close they’d come. So close to finding them all. And Alonzo had bungled it. Allowing the man time to conceal. Time to run. Though they’d caught him in the end. His time finally ran out.


“I will have the men who slaughtered my father. I will have them on their knees and at my mercy. A mercy I shall not give.”


“All’s not lost. I went to the funeral. Watched to see who attended.”


Her eyes flashed up to meet Alonzo’s hungry gaze within the mirror. “And?”


“There were three men there, though no way to know who or what they are.”


She rose from her chair, catching up a silk robe to cover her nakedness. “You risk coming to my rooms to tell me this? That you may or may not have learned something? That you may or may not have found the treacherous Imnada vermin?”


“Are you so certain these men are Imnada? That race is naught but dust and stories. The Other saw to that centuries ago.”


“We’ve had this argument before. My father’s servant swears the chevalier trapped one of them. Forced the monster to shift. All those years my father’s theories were correct. Somehow the Imnada survived when we all thought them extinct. The beasts live among us still and remain as treacherous as ever.”


“Then let us tell what we know. Go to the warriors of Scathach or the priestesses of High Danu; those with the power to root them out and destroy them once and for all.”


“No!”


Rage bubbled up through her and, unthinking, she grabbed Alonzo’s empty hand. Immediately the depthless black sea stretched out before her, ribbons of smoke twining about her, pulling her out of her own body and into his. For a moment she saw herself through his eyes. The long, rippling flow of black hair parted to hang on either side of shoulders pale as milk. Small, firm breasts, the dusky rose of her nipples visible beneath the diaphanous silk of her robe. The perfectly formed oval of a face; long, narrow cheekbones, lips parted, eyes shimmering gold with excitement.


“Renata,” Alonzo groaned, making a small raspy sound deep in his throat. He shifted uncomfortably, and she was back. Hands at her sides. Alonzo’s mind closed to her.


A whistling, grunty snore and a squeak of mattress ropes drew the two of them close in the dark.


“Trust me, Alonzo. I will reveal all in the end, but my own vengeance comes first. I have waited too long and sacrificed too much.”


“As you will it.” He nodded. “There was another at the churchyard. That actress everyone is talking about. Madame Parrino.”


“Kinloch’s slut? Interesting,” she purred, tapping a finger to her lips. “I wonder . . .” She closed her eyes, turning thoughts over to see what might lie beneath before once more facing Alonzo, brisk and commanding. “Follow her. Watch her house. See if any of those men come or go.”


“Already done.”


“I am relying on you. Do not fail me, old friend,” she said, her voice pitched low, words slippery as the silk of her bed hangings.


He nodded once more before falling back into the shadows. Leaving her alone in the room with her thoughts—and her husband.
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Mac scanned the newspaper. A mysterious killing in the St. Giles stews, a woman who claimed she’d spoken to the spirit of the late Duke of Hargreaves, a dangerous beast escaped from Exeter Exchange. He paced off the dimensions of the sitting room—again. He checked his watch for the third time. That couldn’t be right. He couldn’t possibly have waited for Mrs. Parrino for a full hour—he checked the door—and counting. What the hell was she doing up there, weaving the damn dress herself? He hadn’t even seen the maid since she’d disappeared up the stairs to announce him.


He snapped the watch case closed, stuffing it back into his pocket. Counted the dots in the drapes for a second time—still four hundred and fifty-three. The flowers in the sofa upholstery—twenty-seven.


Why was he surprised? His sister, Siobhan, had spent hours in front of her mirror, while cathedrals had been built in less time than Lina took to ready herself for the day. He drew a short sharp breath as if in pain. Banished his ex-betrothed back to a cobwebby corner of his mind. He’d more important worries than the shallow, unfaithful heart of a beautiful woman.


At least that particular beautiful woman.


Whether Bianca Parrino fit into the same category remained to be seen.


Gray and David might think he chased shadows, but he couldn’t shake the sense of impending doom. A trap slowly closing around them all. And while the Gather elders may have cast the four of them out, Mac couldn’t sit idle when one of his race was attacked and their existence threatened. To turn his back on the clans was to give in to the despair that crouched waiting for any break in the stone he’d wrapped round his heart.


He fumbled with his krythos, turning over choices and consequences as he turned over the far-seeing disk. Dare he go against the terms of his sentence and use it to sound a warning? Or would doing so only bring down the Ossine’s swift and deadly wrath? The shamans’ authority had grown until their brutal enforcers were almost as feared among the clans as the Fey-bloods, and few dared challenge them. But surely this was important enough . . .


“Sir?” Mac wheeled around to face Mrs. Parrino’s mouse of a maidservant. She flushed scarlet, her hands wrung in her apron. “My mistress says she’s not at home to visitors.”


As if taunting him, a man’s voice carried down the stairs from the drawing room above. “. . . watched you for weeks . . . the man’s dead . . . grieve forever . . .”


So Bianca Parrino wasn’t turning all visitors away. Just him. Annoyance turned to stubbornness. He was a soldier. He’d lay siege to her bloody doorstep if he had to, but he wasn’t leaving here without finding out what Adam had told her.


“. . . don’t struggle . . . have everything you could want . . .”


The sound of shattering glass brought Mac’s head up. A high-pitched cry had him brushing past the maid to take the stairs in the space of a heartbeat.


He threw open the drawing room door to find a gentleman clutching a bloody handkerchief to his nose. Broken glass glittered across the carpet like diamonds, flowers scattered and floating in a spreading puddle beside an overturned side table.


The man dropped his handkerchief long enough to demand, “Who the devil are you?” before he clamped it back onto his swollen nose.


Mac stepped closer, his gaze moving slowly between Mrs. Parrino and her attacker. “Is there a problem here?”


“Not at all, Captain,” Mrs. Parrino answered smoothly. “Lord Braemer just realized he was late for an appointment elsewhere, didn’t you, my lord?”


The man’s bluster subsided as he summed up his well-armed adversary. “Yes, so there’s no need to take things amiss. Just a little misunderstanding between Mrs. Parrino and myself.” He made a few more dabs at his nose before stuffing his handkerchief in a pocket. “I’d discounted certain nasty rumors circulating, but perhaps my faith was misplaced.”


“And what rumors would those be?” she asked with barely a flicker of an eyelid.


“They say once the bloom was off, the gardener became the weed. Pulled viciously out of the ground and left upon the sidewalk to be swept up with the other trash.” His smug gaze raked Mac up and down. “Now I see why. A new farmer is plowing the field.”


Despite her chalky pallor, she faced the man down, blue eyes crackling. “You’re mixing your metaphors, my lord. I believe it’s best if you leave.”


When the man looked as if he might argue, Mac settled a hand menacingly upon the hilt of his dress sword.


Lord Braemer plucked his hat and cane from a nearby chair. “Of course. We’ll consider the matter closed and my offer retracted.” Offering Mrs. Parrino a jerky bow, he hurried for the door beneath Mac’s glower. “But a mere soldier? You sell yourself short, m’dear. If you planned on jumping into another’s bed so soon, better by far to have chosen mine.”


Tipping his hat as if he’d just concluded the most amicable of morning calls, Lord Braemer passed the apron-wringing maid on his way out. The door below shut with an audible click.


“Miss? Are you all right? His Lordship didn’t hurt you, did he?” the maid asked.


Bianca Parrino turned a look of tongue-in-cheek amusement in Mac’s direction. “No, Molly. This gentleman rescued me in the nick of time.” Her gaze narrowed in dawning recognition. “You’re the man from the cemetery.”


“Captain Mac Flannery.” He sketched her a terse bow.


“So brave, him charging up here,” Molly gushed, her worshipping eyes fixed on Mac. “Just like a knight on a white horse.”


Mrs. Parrino sagged onto a sofa, looking hopelessly at her torn gown. “Wasn’t it? I don’t know how I’ve survived so long without someone to protect me.”


“Shall I lay out a change of clothes, mum?”


An almost imperceptible tremble shook the woman’s fingers as she touched the torn fabric of her morning dress. “If you would, Molly. My muslin was no match for His Lordship’s overwrought passions.”


The maid dropped another adoring glance on Mac before scuttling out the door.


“She’s gone,” Mac said. “You can drop the pretense.”


“Excuse me?”


He heard the annoyance glazing her voice, but he was too angry to care. She’d been manhandled by a damned lecher, and here she sat acting as if she’d not a care in the world. He might not be able to read thoughts outright—once common among the Imnada, that power surfaced rarely these days—but he definitely sensed the lie in her casual manner.


“Your flippant attitude as if being mauled was just another lark. Look at you: you’re shaking.”


Her blue eyes met his, their irises wide and dark as a stormy sea. “What would you have me do, Captain? Fall into hysterics? It’s not the first time a man has assumed I’d welcome his attentions. It won’t be the last. A hazard of my profession.”


Damn, but she was lovely. All tumbled golden hair and creamy satin skin. No wonder that ass Braemer had made a fool of himself over her. What male with a pulse wouldn’t? “Don’t you have a companion living with you? A large, loud dragon of a woman to keep these louts at bay?”


“I prefer to live alone.”


“Then at least employ a footman. Some big, hulking brute. That wee chit of a maid couldn’t scare a pigeon.”


“I’m perfectly capable of handling men who annoy me, Captain,” she said pointedly.


Mac’s gaze fell upon the bruise marring the pale flesh of her upper arm. “Oh, really? Is that mark what you call handling men?”


She threw herself to her feet. “No”—she stalked to the door—“it’s what I call none of your business.”


*   *   *


Alone in her bedchamber, Bianca clenched the torn fabric of her ruined gown as she grimaced at her reflection in the mirror. Hair a wild tangle down her back. A slight puffiness of her lips where Lord Braemer had slammed a sloppy wet kiss on them.


He’d offered her a fine house with a full complement of liveried servants. A carriage of her own. Jewels. Wealth. All a woman like her could want. His assumption about her character rankled. As if avarice and self-interest were unheard of among his vaunted class.


He’d been floored when she turned him down.


Had refused to take no for an answer.


How far would he have gone in persuading her?


How insistent would he have grown?


A wash of queasy panic splashed over clammy skin. Marriage had taught her the answer all too well. Men were bullies. They took what they wanted. Feasted on weakness. Gorged on fear.


Lord Braemer played the enamored lover as well as any actor, but she knew it for the role it was. After all, she’d seen it performed far more convincingly by Lawrence.


He, too, had been an attentive suitor until they were married. Then sweet-talking had become suspicion and consideration grew into controlling. She’d excused it as a new husband’s adjustments to a wife. But time only increased his brutishness as it did his drinking and his whoring until she’d been glad of his long hours at the taverns and the low women he rogered, for it kept him away from home—away from her. Until the end, that is. Until he made no distinction between his wife and the cheap slags he frequented, and life became a held breath, his death her only means of escape.


She slammed a hand on the table, snapping herself free of the nauseating memories. Heaved a deep cleansing breath. Rolled her neck. Stretched her shoulders. And began the repair to her wardrobe.


Buttons. Ribbons. Combs. Pins. The correct drape of a fresh gown. The artfully arranged curl just so against her forehead. The deliberate process worked to restore her inner equilibrium. A woman’s armor. A woman’s mask. Amazing how much darkness you could hide behind a pretty face.


Finally, she slid open the top drawer of the cabinet beside her bed as if to reassure herself. Her pistol remained in its place, the dull gleam of its barrel winking at her as she touched the crosshatching of the handle, warm beneath her hand.


She’d be at no man’s mercy again.


Shutting the drawer, she descended the stairs to the drawing room once more. Glancing down, she stumbled on the threshold and swallowed a muttered oath.


That dratted captain was still here.


Face set in an expression of regal tranquillity, she entered the drawing room as if she were meeting the enemy on a field of battle.


“I’m surprised you stayed. As my maid told you earlier, I’m not at home to visitors this afternoon.”


“And yet, here I stand talking to you.” There it was, and just as devastating as she knew it would be—that beautiful mouth curving into a slow, delicious smile, softening the harsh lines and angles of his face, shining through his luminous green-gold eyes.


She returned his arrogant appraisal with one equally slow and studied. No decorative toy soldier, Captain Flannery bore a confident swagger with none of the posturing, and despite his spotless regimentals and the streamers of gold braid across his chest, he carried himself with a fighter’s precision. This was a man who’d honed his muscled body and whip-fast reactions on the battlefields of Europe and not, like most of the men she met, in the training studios of upper-crust London. The afternoon light sheened his dark hair and picked out the hard lines around his mouth, the hollow beneath his jaw.


She glanced away, her gaze falling on the battered remains of what had been a bouquet of tall-stemmed white lilies interspersed with enormous purple asters. Lord Braemer’s ham-handed love overtures had left them broken and strewn across the floor, but in Bianca’s absence someone had gathered the blooms up and jammed them, lopsided and top-heavy, into an urn on her mantel.


“It was all I could find,” he offered. “I’m afraid some of the wounds may be fatal.” His voice came slow and deep, the slight breath of a brogue layered beneath his otherwise public school enunciation. “The big one there seems to have lost most of its petals.”


She busied herself with rearrangement of the stems, hoping to hide the unwanted smile worming its way up through her system. It wouldn’t do to offer him encouragement. No doubt most women melted like hot butter in his company. She refused to be one of those women. “I can purchase more at the market. If I’m lucky, they’ll have dahlias and maybe some amaranth, though it’s late in the season for those.”


Her words fell into the silence like stones into a bottomless well. The captain studied her as if she were a particularly interesting specimen. Until then he’d concentrated on her face, those sparkling cat’s eyes drilling a hole into her brain. But now his piercing gaze traveled over every inch, picking her apart in a fashion meant to intimidate and humiliate. “I’d not have taken you for a flower lover.” His skeptical expression clearly revealed his inability to reconcile her diamonds and diaphanous silks with dirty nails and a gardener’s secateurs.


“Appearances can be deceiving, Captain. Actresses know that better than most. My father was a botanist. I assisted him in his scientific work when I was a girl.”


“And now?”


She dipped a shoulder in a shrug. “I attend lectures given by the Horticultural Society of London, visit Kew Gardens and the nurseries in Chelsea, and wander the market stalls at Covent Garden.”


Another silence welled up between them, though this time she forced herself to accept it. She’d already revealed more than she’d intended. It was time to take the offensive. Crossing to the drinks cabinet, she poured her guest a brandy and herself a fortifying sherry. She needed it after the events of this afternoon. He accepted with a nod, his expression giving nothing away. “I’m curious,” she said. “What kind of a name is Mac? It sounds made-up. Fictitious. Like a stage name.”


“I could say the same of you. What kind of name is Bianca? You don’t look or sound Italian.”


“I’m American.”


“That explains it.”


“Explains what?”


“The accent. It’s subtle. I couldn’t place it.”


“Much like yours.”


“Oi can spake in a broad Oirish brogue if yer want me ter.” His voice thickened, vowels and consonants rolling round his mouth like honey. She could be carried away on that delicious accent. He cleared his throat, once more clipped and public school proper. “Mac’s short for Cormac. Cormac Cúchulainn.”


She winced in sympathy.


A corner of his mouth twitched. “It could have been worse. I’ve been told my father considered Blath-mach Ercc.”


“The man sounds positively sadistic.”


“How did you guess?” For a moment his eyes grew diamond-hard.


“Not holding a grudge over that atrocious name, are you?”


He gave a gruff snort that might have been laughter. “Goes a bit deeper.”


“Did you seduce the neighbor’s daughter? Gamble away your inheritance?”


“Those crimes might have been forgiven,” he said, his expression thunderous.


Had the man simply come to glower at her? If that was the case, she’d had quite enough. “This conversation has been wonderfully scintillating, Captain, and I’m grateful for your assistance with His Lordship, but I’ve had an exhausting afternoon and really need to prepare for the theater.”


She started to pass him on her way out the door.


“Wait.” She gazed at his hand gripping her upper arm as if it had sprouted there. “I need to speak with you.”


So here it was. She couldn’t say she was completely surprised. The man dripped sensuality and self-confidence in bucketloads. “Let me guess.” Her voice sharpened to a cutting edge. “You’ve come to tell me how much you adored me as Rosalind or as Cordelia in last spring’s pageant. That I’m the most—insert ‘fabulous,’ ‘talented,’ or ‘ravishing’ here—actress you’ve ever seen. You can’t sleep or eat due to the mad throes of this wild infatuation, and you’ll do anything to make me yours.”


Rather than cringing with embarrassment, the barest twitch of a smile lifted the corner of Captain Flannery’s mouth. The tiniest hint of laughter lit his eyes. “Men say those things?”


“Some. Then there are those, like Lord Braemer, who believe expensive gifts are the way to a woman’s heart. Fans, books, jewelry, flowers. You name it. I’ve had it sent round by some goggle-eyed fanatic with tented breeches and a pea brain. They think I can be bought for their thirty pieces of silver.”


By now his eyes danced with laughter, and she was questioning how she’d managed to fall into a conversation with the man when she’d meant to freeze him with a haughty silence.


“I am not for sale, by the way,” she added, trying to regain her footing and her upper hand. “So what’s your lure, Captain?”


“Pardon?”


“How do you intend to try to sweep me off my feet? Are you here to read me a poem in honor of my eyes, or have you an expensive bauble that would perfectly grace my swan-like throat?”


The humor died as if someone had doused a light, and he was once more grim and implacable. “I came to speak to you about Lieutenant Kinloch.”


All her righteous indignation drained away as if she’d been stuck with a pin. Grief blossomed like a physical pain under her ribs. “Adam’s dead. What more do you need to know?”


“I need to know who killed him and why.”


*   *   *


She sat upon a stone bench beneath a willow, its long, leafless skeins drifting like a curtain around her. She’d led him here after motioning meaningfully toward the drawing room door, where doubtless her maid crouched listening. He’d capitulated, following the slow sway of her hips, spine straight as a spear, as they made their way to her garden. This late in the season, few flowers bloomed in the tidy beds and the north wind carried hints of colder weather to come, but it was surprisingly tranquil even with the city’s bustle a wall away.


Despite the ghostly pallor of her face and the tension tightening her mouth, she fairly glowed from the top of her perfectly coiffed head to the tips of her silver slippers. He almost waited for the trumpets and the celebratory cannonade. He’d never seen anyone as absolutely, iridescently radiant. So perfectly sleek and controlled. And yet, he’d witnessed for himself the bloodied Lord Braemer. This rose hid some vicious thorns.


“I still can’t accept that he’s gone.”


Mac leaned against the garden wall, arms folded over his chest. Recalling David’s smarmier insinuations, he asked, “Was Adam one of those who wrote odes to your eyes and brought you gifts?”


Her eyes spat blue fire.


“Gossip says the two of you were lovers.”


“Then it must be true.”


He winced but did not back down. “His home was broken into the night following his murder. The constable on duty was knocked over the head and came around to find the place completely ransacked, as if someone had been searching for something.”


“The papers said it was footpads that killed him. A robbery gone wrong,” she answered.


“I served with Adam for five years. Knew him for longer. It would take more than a thug with a knife to get the better of a seasoned soldier. He wasn’t killed over a few coins for gin. The constable said his attacker was a big chap. Reddish hair.”


A pensive line formed between her brows.


“Adam’s house was searched. I want to know why, Mrs. Parrino.”


“Do you think I can help you? Or are you hoping I’ll confess?”


“Did you kill him?” he asked bluntly.


If she spat fire before, this time it was as if an entire fusillade had been leveled in his direction. “I won’t even dignify that with an answer, Captain.”


“The gossips claim you were the last person to see him alive.”


“According to those same gossips, I’ve either made the Prince Regent weep with heartbreak or borne his secret love child. One of the reasons I pay little heed to what people say about me anymore.”


“Then tell me about the last time you saw Adam,” Mac said, ignoring her anger. “Convince me of your innocence.”


“Why should I? You’re not a magistrate, and like everyone else you’ll believe what you want whether it’s complete and utter hogwash or not. Besides, what’s your opinion one way or the other?”


“Speculation has a way of growing. A dead man in St. James’s Park nearly at the gates of Buckingham House is no small matter. People will be on the hunt for an answer.”


“And you believe a man’s whore is an easy scapegoat.”


He shrugged. “A crime of passion is a momentary lapse, not likely to be repeated. Makes everybody feel better.”


“Except me.”


“So, tell me what I want to know and I’m an ally if things get sticky.”


She snapped off a long willow tendril. It lay across her lap as she picked it apart. “Fine. You want to know what happened the last night I saw Adam? Absolutely nothing. He arrived at the theater just before I was due to go on and proceeded to pace around my dressing room like a caged bear while I finished applying my makeup.”


He latched onto one word. Dragged it free, turning it round and round in his head. It couldn’t be. She must be mistaken. “Night? Not earlier during the afternoon?”


“No, it was half past six or close to it. I remember because my dresser was complaining about Adam interrupting just as the bell rang announcing the half-hour warning. The performance was due to begin at seven. By the time I came back down to change between the first and second acts, he had left.”


Mac’s pulse thundered in his ears. “Did you see Adam often at night?”


Her gaze grew shuttered, no emotions marring the impenetrable mask of her face. “As our schedules allowed. He had his life. I had mine.”


Mac barely heard her answer. His earlier fears of exposure to an out-clan drowned beneath the avalanche of a new discovery. One that could spell an end to the living death of an emnil. A return to the clans.
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