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HOW TO DANCE AN UNDEAD WALTZ
The Beginner’s Guide to Necromancy, Book 4
Grier is nursing a broken heart after Boaz announced his engagement to another woman, but life goes on. Or it would if vampire assassins would stop taking pot shots at her every time she leaves Woolworth House. Seriously, who sends archers to deliver murdergrams these days?
To protect herself, Grier must pull out all the stops, even if it means revealing her darkest secret. All eyes are on her, and—for the first time—she begins to understand why Linus wears so many masks. But the target isn’t Grier, and when the archers single him out, it feels like one of their arrows might have struck what remains of her heart.



  




ONE
   
A full moon bathed the rear deck of the Cora Ann in buttery yellow light, and I basked in the pale beams the way a human might soak up the sun. Head tilted back, eyes closed, I let the past month fall away in a weak attempt at forgetting how wildly off course my life had veered since the wheel got wrenched from Maud’s iron grasp.
“I don’t blame you for dying,” I murmured, the thrum of the boat’s engine drowning out my confession, “but I do wish you had told me the truth.”
And I wished I had listened to what advice she had given me.
“That boy will only break your heart.”
That boy was Boaz Pritchard, and Maud’s prediction had come true.
Hindsight had me questioning if maybe, just maybe, she hadn’t been looking down her nose at him the way I thought all this time. She might have just been viewing our compatibility, including our social inequalities, through the lens of centuries of life experience.
“I thought I might find you out here.” Marit bellied up to the metal railing I had been leaning against and peered over the edge into the churning black waters of the Savannah River. “You’re not thinking of jumping, are you?”
“What?” I jerked back like the metal had scalded me. “No. Why?”
“Hey, broken hearts have driven smarter people to do dumber things.”
“I’m not going to drown myself over Boaz.” Rolling my eyes with dramatic flair, I did a bang-up job of stemming the tears summoned by that single name. “He’s not worth it.”
This time my voice only broke a little at the mention. Maybe one day it wouldn’t crack at all.
“Attagirl. Glad to hear you know your worth—and his.” She raked me over with a wandering eye. Having never seen me decked out in the full Southern belle regalia required for all women who worked for Haint Misbehavin’, she gawked. “If boy troubles didn’t drive you out here, then what gives?”
The moon drew my eye again. “I was just wishing Maud was here to give me some advice.”
It took her a second to peg the name. “Your adoptive mom?”
“Yeah.” The topic of Maud parched my mouth. “She died a few years back.”
“Mama died when I was ten.” She cast her gaze out into the night. “You lost your birth mom early too?”
“I was five.” Evangeline Marchand was a memory pressed between the pages of a scrapbook. “I never knew my father.”
“That’s rough.” Her smile wilted. “I want to whack Papa with a stick at least fifty times a day for being overprotective, but I wouldn’t trade his mother-henning for all the world.” She took my hand, squeezed. “I wish you had that. We all deserve someone who takes care of us, even when we don’t need it.”
The well-tread path of my thoughts led me back to Boaz and all the small ways he had cared for me. Groceries when I was light on funds. Gas in Jolene’s tank. Heck, Jolene. He sold me his first love for a dollar at a time when I almost had to search couch cushions to make the payment.
But this time, rather than a straight road, there was a fork.
The tattoo between my shoulder blades. The grimoire on my desk. The home-cooked breakfast in my belly. The blood-ink pen in my pocket. Those were not-so-small gestures as well. And the man who had made them…
Yeah. I had no idea what to do about him either.
“We better get back in there.” I swished my dress from side to side, a bell tolling, then swirled past her. “The dry run commences in fifteen minutes, and I have to greet my victims at the table.”
The victims in this case were crew members paid overtime to fill the seats. Considering how most still blamed me for Marit’s accident, I wasn’t expecting any tips. I barely expected civility.
The ghost boy who was actually responsible for Marit’s near-death experience was around here somewhere, getting ready to shake things up on cue. The crew might never believe I was innocent, but the bosses would overlook my iffy record if I brought paranormal activity to each of my shifts. Oscar would make me too indispensable to pink slip. I just had to get them to notice the correlation first.
I might not have to work for a living these days, but I loved the job, and I wanted to do it well. Plus, the kid needed to get out and stretch his legs. Woolly made a great playmate, but Oscar needed more stimulation than the old girl could provide, and I wanted to give him zero excuses for going poltergeist on us.
Worrying the simple rubber cord around my neck, I rubbed my thumb over the dented brass button that acted as a tether for the ghost boy. The nervous habit earned me a funny look from Marit, so I tucked it back into the neckline of my dress.
Laughing off my weirdness, she linked her arm through mine and escorted me into the refurbished dining room where Oscar had almost killed her. Other than a slight hitch in her stride, a faint catch of her breath, she didn’t give away how much crossing the threshold disturbed her. With a wink, she broke from me to join the bosses at the center of the room.
Her father, Sean Voorhees, owned River Street Steam. Beside him stood Cricket Meacham, the owner of Haint Misbehavin’ Ghost Tours. Combining their businesses had birthed Haint Misbehavin’ Haunted Cruises.
“Ladies and gents, this is the night you’ve been training for,” Cricket rasped around the unlit cigarette in her mouth, her voice low and scratchy. “This new venture promises to rocket Haint Misbehavin’ straight to the top of the charts for best ghost tour company in Savannah.” She beamed at us like a proud momma. “While this isn’t our traditional walking tour, I trust you’ll all do your best to keep it spooky.” Her gaze landed on me. “No mistakes. No excuses. No second chances. Flub tonight, and you’re out of rotation for next week’s grand opening.”
Had I still depended on this income to survive, I might have gulped a little. Okay, fine. I did anyway.
Cricket was fierce, and she handed out second chances the way Scrooge passed out presents at Christmas, and I was on my third. Basically, I was her Tiny Tim. I could not afford to screw this up if I wanted to maintain a slice of normal in my life.
As it was, she made no secret of the fact I was stepping into Amelie’s shoes. Even with no effort on her part, my former best friend was giving me a hand up yet again.
I bobbed in a brief curtsey to show the boss lady I understood and located my table, easily identified by the azure tablecloth that matched my dress. I sashayed over, guide face on, and restrained an eye-roll as panic flashed across the familiar crewmen. One guy not so subtly made the sign of the cross over his navel, for all the good that would do him. I doubt it worked on indigestion.
“Well, butter my biscuits, aren’t y’all a handsome bunch?” I palmed the lacy fan dangling from a silk ribbon on my wrist and flicked it open with a practiced flourish that had taken me all week to master. Points to Cricket for realizing we required a new prop since parasols were unwieldy indoors and in numbers. “I’m your hostess this evening.” Hostess sounded classier than Hi, I’m a River Haint. So I wasn’t complaining. “Welcome aboard the Cora Ann for the maiden voyage of the Haint Misbehavin’ Haunted Cruise.”
Falling into my Blue Belle persona, I made eye contact with each guest at my table to engage them. The last set of peepers, the tawny brown of crushed pecan shells, almost flustered me into a growl. The chair had been vacant when I stepped out on the balcony for a breath of night air, but it wasn’t empty now.
Sandy-blond hair hung in dreads down the small of Hood’s muscular back. He kept the length twisted in a loose tail at his nape. Dressed in a black tee, tactical pants and boots, he mostly blended in with the other guests in their casual attire if you discounted the way humans leaned away from him in response to their hindbrain going nuclear in his presence.
Ugh. Ugh. Ugh.
I did not need a babysitter.
“Sir?” I kept the sugary drawl as I snapped my fan shut. “Might I have a moment of your time?”
The four other men heaved sighs of relief over not being singled out by who they viewed as the attempted murderess in charge of their dinner entertainment.
“Sure thing.” Hood rose with fluid grace that put vampires to shame and trailed me back out onto the balcony. After the door shut on his heels, he smiled. “Something on your mind?”
“What are you doing here?” I whirled on him. “You’re supposed to be waiting by the truck. The truck you insisted on using to drive me here.” After he insulted Jolene. And, to be fair, after discovering Detective Caitlin Russo of the Savannah Police Department had a habit of escorting me to work like I was a flight risk instead of so rooted in this town I drew strength from standing on its soil. There was also the small matter of the bounty on my head, the master vampire on my heels, and the Marchand family breathing down my neck. Okay, fine. So maybe he was right to worry about me. “How did you end up on the boat?”
“That would be my doing.” Marit, who must have spotted my hasty exit, released a dreamy sigh in his direction. “I saw him standing out there, looking gorgeous and bored, and I thought he might dress up the place.”
Hood grinned at her. All lips, no teeth. Polite. Oh boy.
“Marit explained how you were short on guests, so I volunteered.” Mischief danced in his eyes. “I’m pleased to be of assistance.”
“I just bet you are,” I grumbled. “Marit, do me a favor. Don’t invite strange men you find loitering in the parking lot onto the boat in the future.”
“He’s so pretty, though.” She fluttered her lashes. “Plus, he gave you a ride to work. I figured a friend of yours couldn’t be all that dangerous.”
The urge to laugh burbled in my throat and almost choked me. My friends? Not dangerous? Ha.
“Where did you find him?” Marit made goo-goo eyes at Hood. “Do you have any brothers?”
“Only one,” Hood answered. “He’s unmated.”
“Unmarried,” I corrected in a rush. “As in single.”
“Single.” Marit latched on to the word with both hands then leaned in close, cupping her mouth while she whispered in my ear. “Mated, married, more-than-friends. I don’t care what kind of weirdo he is as long as there are more where he came from, and he’s willing to give me directions to the motherland.”
“You have a serious sweet tooth,” I chided softly, not like it mattered. Hood could hear every word.
“I do enjoy man candy,” she agreed, straightening. “Mostly the unwrapping.”
“TMI.” I shoved her away. “T.M.I.”
“Make this quick.” She snapped her fingers in emphasis. “Cricket is making the rounds. Papa won’t be far behind her. I’m supposed to herd the stragglers, so stop straggling.”
Sure enough, I spied Cricket working the crowd, observing hostesses and tweaking performances.
With a finger wave, Marit left us alone on the balcony. Hood watched her go, and she flushed at his attention. But what she mistook as masculine appreciation was predatory intent.
“No stalking my friends.” Where was a rolled-up newspaper when you needed one? “We’ve talked about this.”
“My duty is to protect you.”
That was it. His entire argument summed up in six words.
I shook my closed fan in his face. “How is sabotaging my dress rehearsal a protective measure?”
“Treat me the same as any other member of the crew.” He backed off, hands spread. “You won’t even notice I’m here.”
Gwyllgi dropped that line a lot. Clearly, they underestimated the camouflage abilities of giant dog-lizard things.
A twang rent the air, and I swatted at my ear like a mosquito had buzzed me. “What was—?”
“Get down.” Hood tackled me, his weight crushing the oxygen from my lungs as we hit the deck. The hoopskirt flipped up, pinning one of the hard ridges under my breasts. Nostrils flared, he raised his head a scant inch higher. “I can’t scent the archer. The river masks him at this distance.”
“Archer?” Another thud rang out as a second arrow joined the first in the wooden trim above the door Marit had just walked through on her way to a dining room teeming with humans.
“We have to get off this boat,” he growled. “You’re a sitting duck out here.”
“Hold on.” I cranked my head around to see him. “I can’t just leave.”
Thwang.
“I’ll lose my job if I bail.” True panic welled in me, overriding common sense. “I’m already on my second strike.”
“You’ve got to choose.” Sympathy darkened his eyes. “What’s more important? Your job, or their safety?”
The answer would have hurt less if someone had ripped out what was left of my heart. “Their safety.”
A burst of inhuman speed left him holding an arrow he pried from the molding. He tucked the evidence into the waistband of his pants as the archer struck where his head had been a second ago.
“Stay down.” Hood climbed off me, keeping low, and gestured for me to go ahead. “Our first obstacle is getting to the first deck without being shot.”
“I can’t crawl in this.” The bottommost circular frame was rounder than my arms were long. “It’s too wide to fit down the stairwell unless I stand and fold it.”
A ripping noise had me biting my lip to hold in a dismayed cry as the hoopskirt collapsed, and the silky fabric puddled around my knees.
All of a sudden, the breeze that had buffeted my cheeks at the railing started caressing, well, my cheeks.
“Blue panties,” he tsked. “You’re a sucker for a theme, huh?”
“Shut it,” I snapped, “or I’ll tell Lethe you were looking.”
“She’s going to get the same free show as me.” He chuckled. “I’m not worried.”
Heat scalded my cheeks—the ones on my face—as I started crawling away from the dining room and all the innocents waiting on the show to start.
We hit the stairwell and climbed down on hands and knees. Hood kept so close, he almost covered me. I might have been nervous at his proximity paired with my relative nakedness had I not seen him with his mate. As it was, he was an old pro at getting around on all fours, and I was grateful for the shield he provided me.
We reached the first deck with its solid metal walls and huddled in the farthest corner from the gap leading onto the gangway.
“What’s the plan?” Dressed in a ripped bodice, panties, torn thigh-highs and tennis shoes, I wasn’t psyched about my options. “How do we get back on land?”
“The archer will be hidden where he can monitor the dock. He’s hoping we’ll panic, run off the boat, and present him with an easy target. That or he’s betting we’ll risk the water.”
“Plans A and B suck. I’ll take C.”
“B it is.” He lifted his head, flared his nostrils. “Can you swim?”
“B?” As I did the math, I squished my spine flat against the railing. “Give me a minute. I can draw on sigils that will—”
“—wash right off in the water.” He scooped me up in a bridal carry. “Take a deep breath.” With no ceremony whatsoever, he dumped me over the edge. “Hold your nose.”
The water smacked me across the back, and it stung like a slap. At least all the air I had sucked down to argue with him kept me from suffocating as I plummeted toward the silty bottom, a victim of momentum until my flailing arms slowed my descent enough for me to start clawing my way back to the surface.
Halfway there, I kicked off my shoes, saying a silent prayer of thanks to Hood for slicing me out of my dress. Those layers would have sunk me like a stone and tangled in my thrashing legs.
A massive splash bathed my face as I breached, and I sucked in enough oxygen to gasp, “Watch it, buddy.”
Treading water, I waited for Hood to pop up, but he didn’t.
A sense of foreboding swept through me, and I ducked again. This late, the dark was impenetrable, and any sigil I drew would wash off in seconds. Not that I knew any to spark a magical headlamp to pierce the gloom or how to create an oxygenated bubble to wear like an antique diving helmet.
Magic had hard limits, and this situation exceeded mine. There was nothing to do but search for him the old-fashioned way.
Gulping air, I dove in the spot where Hood hit the water.
Down, down, down.
Bubbles swirled around me, but I sensed no displaced water to indicate he was flailing too.
About to surface for another breath, I yelped when a broad hand clamped over my wrist, and I expelled my precious oxygen. I would have kicked the groping fingers in their owner’s face if the tickle of soft dreads hadn’t brushed my calf like seeking tentacles.
Hood.
I reached back for him, clutching his forearms, and started kicking for all I was worth. He was dead weight, a lot of it, and demo work had built only so much muscle on my lean frame.
The blackness sucked me down, reminding me of the cold, wet cell where I wasted for five long years.
I was not going to die in the dark.
I was going to live.
And so was Hood.
Gritting my teeth, I released him with one hand to claw at the water, raking it with my nails as I climbed toward the surface. Head bursting free, I filled my stinging lungs while hefting him up my body, dunking myself again in the process.
Despite the wash of night air over our damp skin, Hood didn’t suck in a breath or so much as twitch.
Yanking on his shoulders, I got him floating on his back. An arrow protruded from his chest, and a second one pierced his gut. Both wounds wept into the freshwater.
“You are way too heavy for this,” I grunted, linking an arm across his chest as I began paddling for shore.
Hauling him out of the water wasn’t going to happen solo, and he was in no position to help. The best I could hope for was that Cletus had been monitoring me from the shore and called for backup. The archer would be tracking our progress, I was sure, and I was in no shape to outmaneuver him if he got close enough to take more potshots at us.
The arrows must have been tipped in poison or forged in metal that incapacitated gwyllgi. Two piddly arrows weren’t enough to knock Hood out of the game otherwise.
A cry went up behind us when Marit discovered my torn skirt on the deck. She must have come looking when we didn’t return. A grimace twisted my lips at what she must be thinking. Goddess. I had just promised her not to do something stupid about my broken heart. We didn’t know each other well, but I hoped she wouldn’t jump to the wrong conclusion. Or worse—worry that I had.
All I needed was another entry into my police record. Avoiding Detective Russo was tough enough without giving her a fresh reason to look my way.
At least the night would camouflage our location unless they broke out a searchlight.
Arms and legs on fire, I kept grabbing for the shore while holding Hood’s face above the water. Time becomes elastic when a friend is bleeding in your wake, and my muscles were ready to snap. I swore to Hecate that if we survived, I would eat fewer churros and lift more weights.
When a slim figure skidded onto the dock, his dark-auburn hair kissed by moonlight, I could have wept.
Linus shucked his dress shirt, kicked off his shoes, and dove. His perfect form reflected on long-ago summer lessons. Swimming was the one area where my talent exceeded his thanks to my time spent in the ocean under Odette’s supervision.
The fight drained out of me then, and I reclined on my back, clutching Hood to me.
Within seconds, Linus bellied up to us. “Are you all right?”
“Hood’s been shot.” I panted through a stitch in my side. “Twice. With arrows. Arrows. Who does that?”
Ancient vampires using ancient weapons from their ancient past, that’s who.
“That’s not what I asked.” Gathering Hood against him, he kept his gaze locked with mine. “Are you all right?”
“Tired.” Already I breathed easier. “But good.”
“Can you make it?” Linus hesitated when he should have started swimming. “Or do you need help?”
“Let me catch my breath.” I spread my arms and drifted. “Just give me a minute.”
With reluctance, he started hauling Hood’s limp form toward the two figures pacing at the water’s edge.
It must have been safe enough now, or he never would have left me. He would have drowned himself to save us both. That was Linus for you.
Shutting my eyes, I drifted in a quiet moment, allowing my tears to mingle with the river.
First Atramentous. Then Volkov. Now vampire assassins.
One, two, three. I was definitely out.
Cricket would never forgive me for bailing—yet again—and I couldn’t blame her.
“The Kinases have taken Hood to a healer.”
Linus’s voice carried to me over the hitching of my breath, and I rasped, “Good.”
“Grier?”
I kept my gaze aimed skyward. “Yep?”
“I’m going to bring you in now. Lethe neutralized the archer, but he may not have been working alone.”
“Okay.”
He hooked an arm around my waist, holding me steady, and I gripped his forearm to pull myself closer. We stayed that way a moment, even as the cool weight of his biceps made me shiver. Black filled his eyes, darker than the surrounding night, when he measured me with his gaze. “How bad is it?”
“Oh, you know. Someone shot arrows at me that could have killed my coworkers or our guests. Hood tackled me, cut off my skirt and tossed me in the river, getting shot in the process.” I tipped back my head. “Marit caught me looking over the railing earlier and asked me if I was going to commit suicide over Boaz. She probably thinks I was lying to her and went to lock my heart in Davy Jones’s locker the second her back turned.”
“I’m sorry.”
“It’s not your fault. I grew up human, but I’m not one. Part of me always knew one day I would have to leave their world.” I stuck my toes above the waterline. “I just didn’t expect to get kicked out.”
His tone softened. “It won’t always be this way.”
“You’re right.” I kept watch on the sky as he brought us in. “It will get worse.”
No pretty assurances met with my pronouncement, and I bit my bottom lip to keep it from wobbling.
Back at the dock, he leveraged himself onto the wooden platform then reached down for me. We grasped forearms, and he hauled me from the river using the supernatural strength that came from being bonded with a wraith.
A strangled noise escaped him when he noticed what I was—or wasn’t—wearing.
The bright flush in his cheeks made public semi-nudity worth it. “I did warn you Hood cut off my skirt.”
“You did.” He fastened his gaze on mine and kept it locked there even while he knelt to pick up the discarded dress shirt he hooked around my shoulders. “I wasn’t quite prepared.”
“Trust me,” I joked, shrugging into the fabric that smelled like him. “Neither was I.”
“I called Tony,” he offered once I had everything covered. “He’ll be here in five minutes.”
For the tips from Linus alone, Tony must bless the day he signed up as a driver for a popular ride-sharing app.
“Oh good.” I crossed my arms over my chest, doing my best to ignore the breeze on the backs of my upper thighs. “How did you get here so fast?”
“I didn’t.” He flicked his gaze skyward. “The wraith—” at my amused look, he corrected himself, “—Cletus spotted the archer a half hour ago. He was unable to determine if the vampire was working alone, so I asked the Kinases for assistance. We’ve been scouring the area for the last fifteen minutes.”
“So definitely a vampire attack?”
“He’s been taken into custody by the Elite,” he confirmed. “He’s on his way to the Lyceum.”
The Savannah Elite. A pang had me wondering if Boaz still counted himself in their number, or if he had requested a transfer to a different city. Since he hadn’t stayed on my account, I doubted he would leave on it either.
“I left Cletus to stand watch over you while we hunted the archer,” Linus continued. “Lethe took down the vampire, but not before he injured Hood.”
“He saved my life.” I glanced over my shoulder, back at the Cora Ann, at the lie I could no longer tell myself. “He saved a lot of people.” I shook my head. “The vampires are getting bolder. They moved against humans tonight.” I started rubbing my arms. “We can’t let that stand.”
“No,” he said slowly, as though feeling out my meaning to see if our views aligned. “We can’t.”
The night unspooled around his ankles, whipping tendrils that struck out where the streetlights pooled on the worn planks. The urge to step back never manifested, and I wasn’t sure what that meant. I wasn’t sure about much of anything except I felt the walls rising around me, penning me into the life Maud never wanted for me.
“I think it’s time I met my grandfather,” I said softly. “Come with me?”
A stillness swept across his features. “Are you asking me, or are you asking Scion Lawson?”
Masks upon masks upon masks. Being asked which one he ought to wear told me my worth in his eyes.
“You.” I didn’t have to gut check to know it was the right call. “I want you.”
Scion Lawson had too many tangled loyalties. I wanted my friend. Linus. Him, I could trust.
“Rule number one,” he advised. “Don’t go to them. Make them come to you.”
Smart boy. I shot up an eyebrow. “Are you sure that’s coming from you and not Scion Lawson?”
“I might have picked up a few tips from him.” His lips quirked. “Come on, Grier. Let’s go home.”
Home.
The single best word in the whole English language.
Even if the wrought-iron fence surrounding Woolly was starting to feel a bit like the bars of a cage.




TWO
   
Woolly strobed her porch light when she spotted the familiar grungy van rolling up her driveway. Not the brightest idea on her part, seeing as how Tony was human, and he spent enough time with us to assume we had the funds to repair any quirks in the old girl’s wiring since Linus dropped fifties the way Victorian ladies had dropped handkerchiefs.
Lucky for us, Tony came from oblivious stock. Put an energy drink in one hand and a slice of hot pie in the other, and he was set. He hadn’t even blinked when he found us soaking wet with me wearing Linus’s shirt and not much else.
“You two an item or what?”
The belligerent question when I had just been dismissing Tony’s mental acuity snapped me from my thoughts and put me on alert. “What?”
“You’re always together.” He met my eyes in the rearview mirror, his more bloodshot than usual. “Like always. I pick you two up. I drop you two off. Are you a thing?”
“Yes,” Linus answered, his voice as crisp as the unfolded bill in his hand. “We’re a thing.”
Alarm zinged through my nerve endings, and I stiffened on the seat beside him, but he was donning the mask of Scion Lawson and didn’t acknowledge my shock.
“We are…” I wet my lips, “…something.”
“Whatever.” The hiss of a fresh can opening made Tony sigh. “You’re both grown-ass adults.”
Apprehension had me searching out Linus, whose eyes had gone dark as he traded one persona for another.
The Potentate of Atlanta held my stare, almost daring me to tremble before him, but I had found the seams where his masks met his true face, and we both knew he would let me pry away this façade if I chose.
There was power in that, and I would be lying if I denied the rush was heady, but the kick in my pulse branded me a traitor to my own heart.
I loved Boaz, had idolized him most of my life, and those feelings didn’t come with an off switch.
The van rocked to a stop, and we exited after money exchanged hands.
Linus ghosted his palm over my lower back to guide me, blasting pleasant chills down my spine, but I turned as Tony leaned out his window.
“I’m always down to earn a few extra bucks.” He grinned at me from behind his liquid caffeine. “Got any plans for later? I can stay local if—”
“We’re home for the evening.” Linus kept his expression polite, but his eyes burned with cold fire. “Thank you for your assistance.”
Sobering under that stare, Tony rolled a shrug through his narrow shoulders then peeled out with a screech of tires.
We watched until his taillights extinguished, and then I huffed out a sigh. “He was fishing.”
“Yes,” Linus agreed, a bite in the word.
“Someone got to him.”
“It was time we cut him loose,” Linus said quietly. “Atlanta complicated things.”
When a man like Linus Andreas Lawson III climbed into a grubby van piloted by a human who hadn’t bathed in a week, it put questions into the mouths of dangerous people. And that was before Dame Grier Woolworth joined him.
This small betrayal was his fault and mine for exposing a human to our world and its myriad temptations, but it depressed me all the same.
There was no point in wondering who had bought him. I had too many enemies to count on one hand.
Flickering light caught the corner of my eye, a reminder Woolly had urgent news, and I opened myself up to the wards. Their song welled in me, the bright notes overflowing into my dark thoughts as her love surged within me. “What’s up, girl?”
A flurry of images smashed into me: a black rubber cord, a dented brass button, a blue-lipped smile.
“I forgot Oscar,” I gasped, my heart plummeting into my toes. “I left him on the Cora Ann.” I dropped my face into my palms. “Thank the goddess there’s no protective services branch for undead children.”
Icy fingers pried my hands from my eyes and held them. “I’ll fetch Oscar.”
The offer stung, my fault, not his. “He’s my responsibility.”
“You can’t go back,” he said, and I wanted to hate him for echoing my own thoughts. “You’ll have to cut ties with the Haints after this. Living with one foot in both worlds is drawing too much attention to you.”
The porch light dimmed as his meaning sank in for the old house.
A whisper of presence tickled my skull as she let herself into my head. Thanks to her upgraded wards, she had an all-access pass to my brain, and she used it to review the night through the lens of my memories.
A frantic burst of energy shattered a bulb on the porch.
Fiddlesticks.
“It’s okay,” I soothed. “I’m fine. Oscar will be too. He’s probably having the time of his life.”
Another pop conveyed her disbelief with explosive results.
“You can’t keep hurting yourself.” I walked up the front steps and wrapped my arms around the nearest column. “Everything is going to be all right. I promise.” A watery laugh escaped me. “After tonight, I’m out of a job, so you can expect me to be around more often.”
The light overhead brightened with excitement that almost banished the misery churning in my gut.
Cheek braced against the flaking paint, I cut my eyes toward Linus. “When will you retrieve Oscar?”
“In a few hours,” he decided after weighing the position of the moon. “I’ll give the Haints time to close out their tour and clean up before I go.”
“Thanks.” I screwed my eyes closed. “I still can’t believe I left him.”
The kid must be terrified after I stranded him where he died all those decades ago. I just hoped no one got hurt when he pitched a temper tantrum. Oscar was a good kid, but he was an eternal six-year-old, and that age wasn’t known for its rational thinking.
“He will forgive you.” Caution dictated his slow ascent up the stairs. Linus was blood, and Woolly loved him, but he had cut her deep. Total forgiveness might not be on the table yet, but she was willing to let him pull up a chair. That was progress. “You did the best you could to keep yourself and Hood alive.” He set his hands on my shoulders, light as birds’ wings. “Oscar will care more that you survived than you forgot.”
“Maybe so.” His praise warmed me beneath the bite of his touch. “For future reference, we should invent sigils for gills and a headlamp.” Cool laughter huffed across my face, and I caught myself smiling along with him. “You think I’m joking, but this is me volunteering for extra credit. You ought to take advantage.”
“Never of you,” he breathed, letting his hands fall to his sides where they curled into fists. “I’ll set you up with your lesson before I go.”
A groan escaped me as I pushed off the column. “A near-death experience doesn’t get me off the hook?”
The floorboards trembled under our feet, a nervous flutter, and I bit my lip. Me and my big mouth.
“I have a surprise for you.”
The distraction worked on us both. Woolly rustled her curtains, attention perked, and I cocked my head too.
“Hmm.” I fingered the rubber necklace he had given me. It cost him maybe a dollar, and he strung it with a dented brass button that acted as an anchor for Oscar. “Please tell me it came from a ninety-nine-cent bin somewhere.”
Dollar gifts I could accept. More than that, and I felt their weight. Cheap came with fewer strings attached. Thrifty was my comfort zone, and I appreciated it when he pinched his pennies where I was concerned.
“A surprise,” he clarified. “Not a gift.”
Linus trailed me into the house, his presence a shiver down my spine.
Sweet relief flowed through me. “What is it?”
A twinkle set off the rich navy in his blue eyes. “The very definition—”
“I’ll pester you until you cave.” I jabbed him in the ribs. “I have mad skills. I’ll follow you everywhere you go, and you won’t get a moment’s peace until you spill. Really, I’m trying to help you.”
The smile twitching his lips told me he underestimated my ability to annoy him, but I had tweaked Boaz enough over the years to have the routine down pat.
A pang arrowed through me, hitting its mark. Even thinking Boaz’s name hurt like the dickens.
“I’ve accepted a petition for resuscitation.” Linus crossed into the office and thumped the textbook on the desk Amelie had claimed as her own before her eviction to the carriage house. “You will assist.”
I flinched away from the word. “Will you bring Julius?”
Familiars boosted a necromancer’s power, so it made sense he might want his great horned owl with him to act as a battery. That meant he would have to check Julius out of the Lawson aviary since I refused to let him stay in Woolly for Keet’s sake. And mine. He was dang creepy.
“No.” To soften the use of a designation that still smarted, he gentled his voice. “I won’t need him for this.”
I bit my lip to stop from saying Good. Owls might be the symbol of Hecate, but he was a pain in my butt.
“You need practical experience,” he continued. “This will help you frame how the process works and put your studies into perspective.”
“How it should work.” That’s what he meant. “For a normal necromancer.”
“Your gift amazes me.” His knuckles grazed my cheek, leaving tingling cold in their wake. “None of us are normal, not by human standards.” His eyes softened, the blue warming. “You’re exactly as Hecate intended. Goddess-touched, remember?”
“More like goddess-washed-her-hands-of-me.” I searched his face. “Where was she when Maud died? When I was in Atramentous? When Volkov took me?”
“Grier.” My name tore from his lips. No. Deeper. He made it sound as if it were wrenched from his soul. “I have lost my faith too many times to help anyone find theirs.”
A shocked laugh burst out of me. “Here I thought you had all the answers.”
“I might be a professor, but theology has never been my area of expertise.”
“How can you invoke the goddess when it sounds like you don’t believe in her either?”
“I’ve beheld miracles.” His gaze roved my face. “There must be an explanation for them.”
“I’m no miracle,” I whispered. “I’m…” an abomination in the eyes of the Society, if my former stalkerpire was to be believed, “…a blade to be forged.”
And the Grande Dame had placed me into his hands. That was an incontrovertible truth, and I hated it.
Another mask lowered across his features, that of Professor Lawson. Linus, my friend, was gone.
“Do your homework.” Head angled down, he pivoted on his heel. “I’ll be home before dawn.”
I positioned myself by the window and watched as he exited the house, crossed the lawn and embraced the night as if he had never been a flesh and blood man. He vanished, whisked away by the darkness, and I wasn’t the only one who had noticed.
Amelie peered out the window of the carriage house. Her hand raised in a timid wave I didn’t return.
Heart bleeding out behind me, I crossed the room, sank into the chair, and cracked open the book.
    
JOYOUS BAYING STARTLED me out of the chapter I was reading on the purifying qualities of sage. The debate on the superior properties of white sage versus garden sage as it applied to resuscitations was about as dry as the herb in question, so I rewarded my studiousness with a quick trip onto the front porch to check on the Kinase pack.
Half bullmastiff and half Komodo dragon, three rust-colored gwyllgi romped across the manicured lawn. Powerful jaws snapped at wagging tails. Tongues lolled across razor teeth. Low growls tapered into canine laughter.
Not gonna lie. The tender organ in my chest swelled three times its normal size watching them play like Hood hadn’t just survived a brush with death. Then again, maybe that was the cause for their celebration.
Feeling guilty for my part in his close call, I pivoted on my heel, leaving them to enjoy themselves.
A sharp bark had me looking back as the largest of the three wagged his tail at me.
“I’m glad you’re okay,” I called. “I didn’t mean to intrude. You guys can go back to your—” frolicking might not be the best word to use when dealing with predators, “—fun.”
A startled gasp rang out that caused my gut to tighten, and I whipped my head toward the carriage house. Amelie stood in the doorway, her eyes swallowing her face as the origin of the commotion registered.
She looked good. That was my first thought. Amelie had let herself go while living at Woolworth House. The heartbreak from her disownment spiraled her to a darker place than the one she had gone to all on her own by welcoming the dybbuk calling himself Ambrose into her life, into her body, into her very soul.
Oh crap was my second thought as Lethe flattened her ears against her skull and stalked toward Amelie.
Linus warned her about the new security measures, but this must be the first time she had come face to face with them.
“Lethe, no.” I took a step toward the gwyllgi before Woolly trapped me on the spot. “Don’t hurt her.”
She continued her hunt, her eyes flashing ruby malevolence, a rumble moving through her.
Amelie stood her ground for two seconds longer than I would have before slamming the door in Lethe’s face.
Lethe cranked her head toward me, registered my panic, and chuffed out a laugh that fit wrong in her throat while trotting back to join the others who welcomed her with yelping cackles that made them sound more like hyenas than dog-lizard things.
“Not funny,” I growled, wrenching free of Woolly’s hold. “Leave her alone.”
Until her indenture was paid, Amelie remained my responsibility. I wasn’t going to present her to the Lyceum missing a few chunks. And okay, fine, I didn’t want to see her in pain even if she had no trouble inflicting it on me.
A buzz in my pocket had me palming my phone. I meandered back into the office and switched it on speaker. “Hello?”
“Hey.” An awkward pause filled the line when there had never been one between us. “How are you?”
“Neely.” I sank into my chair and clutched the phone like he might feel the embrace. “Cruz wouldn’t let me in your room at the hospital, and he wouldn’t let me visit when you got released.” All the words I had bottled up for the last month poured over my lips. “I’m sorry I got you tangled up in this mess. I’m glad you’re okay. I was so worried.”
“Sweetie, what happened to me wasn’t your fault. You have to let go of that guilt.” Forgiveness gentled his voice, but he hadn’t called once since his release. That I blamed on his husband. Grier approval ratings were at an all-time low on that front, so Neely must have a powerful reason for acting against Cruz’s wishes. “You still didn’t answer my question.”
“I…” I’m fine. That was the safe line, the one I ought to use, but I owed him more than that. “Why are you asking?”
“One of the girls called me tonight,” he admitted. “She said you stepped out on the balcony with some beefcake and missed your cue. Marit found your ripped skirt, and there was blood smeared on the first deck railing. It looks…bad.”
A lump formed in my throat when it hit me he hadn’t sounded panicked when he answered, only expectant. As if I got into these scrapes all the time. Truthfully, lately, I did.
“It’s hard to explain,” I started.
“I figured.” He laughed softly. “I just had to know.” He hesitated. “I’m not sure what the story will be this time. I don’t know how you plan on making this go away.” A second pause lapsed, a record for us. “I don’t care, Grier. I’m your friend, and you need friends right now.”
Tears welled, turning my vision glassy, and they spilled over my cheeks. “Thanks.”
“Don’t cut me out,” he warned. “I will hunt you down if that’s what it takes.”
“You know where I live.” Regret washed through me for dragging him into my world, for wanting to extend him an invitation to stay, for hoping our friendship might survive. “I wouldn’t be that hard to find.”
“Remember that.” A masculine voice rang out in the background, and he breathed, “Cruz is home.”
This time I spared us the awkwardness. “I’ll let you go.”
“No,” he snapped, “you damn well won’t.”
He ended the call before I could find a comforting lie to tell him.
“Neely might be a problem,” I informed the old house. “He wants to stay friends.” And I wanted that too, so much. “He called from an Atlanta area code. He must be staying with Cruz in the city.”
Woolly’s floorboards groaned in sympathy.
“We’ll figure it out.” Bored with lessons, I drifted through the empty house, hating the silence. Growing used to laughter and chatter and the presence of others required less time than adjusting to the lack. Linus was a more subdued guest than Amelie had been. He walked on eggshells around Woolly, but I was the one cracking. At the door leading down into the basement, I palmed the knob. “What happened here?”
The antique knob was blown glass, crackled and discolored with age, but not chipped as it was now.
A curtain flipped in dismissal on my periphery, but I wasn’t letting this go. “Who did this?”
Shame crashed into me when my first thought zinged toward Linus, who had proven himself the most dependable of all my friends. But I still recalled the oily blackness left from the night Cletus broke into Woolly and stole Keet, how it clung to this doorframe, to its knob.
Amelie ought to have won first prize, but fresh wards kept her trapped in the carriage house and narrowed my suspect pool to two possibilities.
The same trio of images flashed in my mind: a black rubber cord, a dented brass button, a blue-lipped smile.
“Oscar did this?” The coil of tension in my gut unwound at her reluctant admission. “How?”
The jumble of pictures she dumped in my head made no sense unless…
“He tried to open the door?” I smoothed my thumb over the sharp edge. “From the outside?”
The overhead light brightened with her confession.
“Why would he do that?” I tested the knob, but the lock held, and she wasn’t forthcoming. “The basement is not a playground, Woolly. Keep him out of there, okay? He could get hurt.”
The floor registers ticked with annoyance, but if she acted like a child, then she got scolded like one too.
“I’m going to shower.” I shoved off the wood and angled toward the stairs. “I smell like the river.”
Her presence followed me up to my room. I was stripping off my ruined clothes when the water cut on.
“Thank you,” I called to her then stooped to pick Linus’s shirt off the pile. I rubbed the fabric between my fingers, the impulse to lift the material to my nose surprising me. Any trace of him would be gone. All I would smell was dampness, sweat and blood. “I should get this dry cleaned for him.” A laugh sneaked up on me. “I wonder if he ever wears the same shirt twice.”
Men like Linus owned closets that made grown women weep with envy.
The old house sighed like she had never given menswear much thought, and why would she care about the opposite sex when Woolworth House had remained a bastion of estrogen until I invited Linus to move in.
After dumping my clothes in the hamper, I hung his on the back of the chair at my small desk then padded into the bathroom. The shower felt divine, and I stood under the spray until my neck ached from hanging my head forward.
A frigid gust of air swirled around me about the time a small hand the exact temperature of ice cubes touched my shoulder.
I yelped and slammed my back against the cold tiles, which shocked another scream out of me.
Oscar materialized in front of me, his expression pinched with hurt, his bottom lip on the verge of trembling. “You left me.” Fat tears brimmed in his black eyes. “You left me.”
Slapping a hand over my heart, I did my best to keep it from catapulting up my throat. “I’m sorry.” I folded my arms over my chest then crossed my legs. “Can we talk about this after I have clothes on?”
A faint glow limned his blue cheeks, and he grumbled, “Fine.”
“I heard you scream,” Linus called from the bedroom. “Oscar?”
“Oscar,” I agreed, a flush heating my skin. “Be out in a minute.”
“We’ll meet you downstairs.”
I rushed through the rest of the shower and climbed into pajamas appropriate for mixed company. Towel in hand, I took the stairs. The guys weren’t on the couch, so I checked the hall. I found them standing in front of the door leading down into the basement.
“What’s going on?” I kept drying until I made a bird nest of my hair. “Why aren’t we in the living room?”
“Oscar has a confession to make,” Linus prompted, but the ghost boy maintained his mulish silence. “He was concerned you left him aboard the Cora Ann on purpose.”
The towel slipped from my fingers. “You didn’t really believe that, did you?”
“You told me not to play in the basement.” He stuck out his chin. “I did it anyway.”
“Get over here.” I opened my arms, and he hurled himself against me. “I would never do that to you. You’re family, kid. That means you’re stuck with Woolly and Keet and me.”
His narrowed eyes cut to Linus. “Mr. Linus too?”
“Yep.” I rolled in my lips to keep from laughing. The kid really didn’t like teachers. “Mr. Linus too.”
“Okay,” he mumbled against my shirt. “Will you tuck me in?”
The kid didn’t sleep as far as I could tell, but I let him pick out a room anyway, and he was developing his own bedtime routine. “Try and stop me.” I tweaked his nose. “First you’ve got to make me a promise you won’t go in the basement again.”
Oscar might be six, but that didn’t stop him from thinking he was the man of the house. “I promise.”
“We’re off to bed.” I tousled Oscar’s hair then smiled at Linus. “See you tomorrow?”
“Sleep well.” Linus slid his gaze from mine to the door. “We’ll discuss your new schedule then.”
I sawed my teeth over my much-abused bottom lip. “Aren’t you turning in?”
“Not yet.” He held his ground, and I did too. “There’s something I must do before dawn.”
An exhausted ghost child tugged my arm nearly from its socket, dragging me away, inch by inch.
As much as I wanted to believe I didn’t question Linus’s motives, that I had enough faith left in me to place in one person, in him, I was trying a new thing in not lying to myself, and I had been burned by people I loved better for far longer.
Smile brittle, I left him to his errand and put the rest in the goddess’s hands.




THREE
   
A scream ripped me from sleep, and I woke tucked in the same corner as always. Sweat plastered my hair to my head, and blood wept from crescent-shaped wounds in my palms. I swallowed past a sore throat and grimaced at the sour tang in my mouth.
Pretty much business as usual.
The clatter of dishes in the kitchen perked me up better than the promise of a hot shower to wash off the salty residue on my skin, but Woolly cranked on the water before I could blow off personal hygiene in favor of carbs.
Unhappy at being thwarted, I rushed through my nightly routine then took the stairs at a gallop.
A beefy arm marked by crosshatched scars barred the landing, almost clotheslining me before I ducked and whirled toward the heartbreakingly beautiful man who had taken over my self-defense training. His eyes, a rich aquamarine, held an edge of sorrow as likely to slit his throat as yours.
“Good morning,” he rasped, his grating voice a jarring counterpoint to his sculpted features. “Do you want to eat or train first?”
Morning. Huh. For me it was. For him… The pack was still adjusting to a wholly nocturnal schedule.
“This is a trick question.” I darted a quick glance toward the kitchen and found Linus propped in the doorway, supervising. Midas touched me as little as possible, a true skill when teaching combat techniques. He was as likely to hurt me as I was to tear the wings off a butterfly, but Linus kept to the sidelines in case I required his nursing skills all the same. “What’s on the menu?”
“Smoothies.” Linus twitched his lips at my scowl. “And crepes filled with apples stewed in brown sugar and cinnamon.”
Down at my side, I pumped my fist. “Whipped cream?”
He winged an eyebrow in answer. “First, the smoothie.”
The man was sure getting his money’s worth out of that blender.
Wrinkling my nose, I contradicted him. “First, I train.”
Midas bounced on the balls of his feet. “In or out?”
Woolly gusted a sigh that fluttered her curtains at the notion of another living room sparring match.
“Out.” I shooed him toward the door but paused under the foyer chandelier. “We apologized for breaking the Wedgwood teapot.”
A pained moan rose from the floor registers, and the lights dimmed a fraction.
“I promised to buy a new one,” I reminded her, aware of how Woolly took pride in the collection.
“The seventy-third Grande Dame gifted Maud that piece when Maud was forty-five and the Grande Dame believed her son would marry her.” Linus examined the ceiling. On me, it would have been an eye-roll. On him, it was an unconscious attempt at accessing his mental vault. “Maud refused to give it back when she turned down the offer of marriage, and it sparked a twenty-five-year feud with the Arlington family.”
“How do you know these things?” I shook my head. “You missed your calling as a historian.”
“I thought I missed my calling as a chef.”
“That too.” His multitude of facets made it possible for so many masks to fit him. “Are you coming?”
A pleased flush warmed his cheeks at the invitation. “Of course.”
Midas watched our byplay with a blank expression. “I’ve got fifty-five minutes before my shift starts.”
“Your boss will let you off the hook,” I teased. “You’re covering for Hood tonight?”
“Lethe and I are each working a twelve-hour shift.” He grunted. “She gave him pain meds after our run last night to knock him out cold. That’s the only way to get him to rest while he finishes recovering.”
“The arrow.” I watched his face to see if he would tell me the truth. “What was wrong with it?”
“The archer knew you had gwyllgi enforcers.” Muscles fluttered along his jaw. “The arrowheads were bronze.”
“Bronze is bad?” I made a mental note. “You have an allergy similar to wargs with silver?”
“We do.” His lips compressed. “There aren’t many of us in the US. Few of our packs migrated here. It’s not common knowledge but…” He rolled his answer around in his mouth. “We have ties to the fae, and the fae will bargain their own children away for a song if the mood strikes them.”
A tingle I hesitated to label as anticipation jolted my imagination. “Do you think fae are involved?”
“No,” he decided. “Not directly. The pact between fae and necromancers holds strong.”
“Indirectly then,” Linus interjected. “The information was purchased.”
“That’s my guess.” A fine rage trembled through his body that made me regret my choice to spar before I ate. “Let us handle the fae.”
“Happily.” Kidnappy vampires and rival necromancers were bad enough. The pack could keep their more exotic enemies to themselves. “Ready to kick my butt?”
“This is a self-defense class,” he said, shaking his head, “not an MMA brawl.”
From the kitchen, Linus hummed with approval. He might have preferred that I end up with Mathew, a necromancer who taught self-defense classes at Strophalos twice a year, but it turned out Midas was an ideal replacement.
The gwyllgi volunteered at women’s shelters in Atlanta, teaching women and their children how to protect themselves from their abusers. His kid-glove approach appeased Linus, and while I missed the bite of exertion I got from sparring with Taz, even I had to admit it didn’t suck walking away from his sessions without a limp.
Plus, he lived in the woods at the rear of the property. Talk about convenience.
The NDA Linus forced the pack to sign before allowing them access to me and my secrets boosted the trust factor too.
Midas and I exited the house and started warm-ups in the backyard, hidden from curious eyes.
A whisper of sensation shot my gaze upward, where Cletus hovered in an undulating wave above me.
“Good night, Cletus.”
The wraith inclined his head then flowed through the air to position himself at Linus’s shoulder.
Linus watched our interaction with marked curiosity that I had to admit I shared to an extent. Cletus was evolving. What that meant for him—and us—remained to be seen.
Midas would have hit me mid-sternum if he hadn’t pulled his palm strike at the last second.
“This isn’t social hour,” he reminded me. “You’ve got to focus.”
Sinking into the fighting stance he favored, I cast aside our audience and fell into the easy rhythm of the katas he was teaching me.
After we limbered up, he shifted gears into the hands-on portion of the lesson. “I’m going to walk you through the triangle choke, the bow and arrow choke, and the Americana armlock.”
“Those all sound painful.”
“Ladies’ choice.”
“Armlock?” That made me flinch the least. “Let’s try that one.”
Gait stiff, he retrieved a set of mats from the porch and flattened them over the grass, giving us a cushioned area to practice. That done, he dusted his hands. “On your back.”
I ducked my head before he read my shock. During our first lesson, he warned me to do whatever I could to avoid the ground. I figured he would cover worst-case scenarios eventually, but as much as he avoided physical contact, I hadn’t expected him to pick this course so soon.
The plastic was squishy beneath me as I made myself comfortable, legs bent, hands linked at my navel.
Midas knelt on my right side and adjusted my left arm at an angle on the mat. He bent over me and clamped his palm over my wrist. “Note the slant of your arm. Your elbow is in line with your chest.” He nudged my arm a fraction higher. “This puts your elbow in line with your face.” He looked down at me. “Avoid both of these positions. They require too much work and leave you open to a countermove.”
“Got it.” I nodded. “Elbows bad.”
Ignoring me, he repositioned my elbow down toward my hips. “This is ideal.” He leaned over me, careful to keep a fraction of space between our bodies as he maintained his hold on my wrist with his left arm while sliding his right forearm under my biceps and locking that hand over his opposite wrist. “All I have to do is lift—”
“Yowch.” I grunted as he torqued my elbow skyward with just enough force to burn. “I feel that.”
“Apply weight to limit your opponent’s mobility.” He briefly rested his side across my hips. “This works.” He shifted, exerting even less pressure as his opposite ribs got up close and personal with my face. “This works too.”
Midas was off me, his weight resting on his ankles, before I formulated any questions. “My turn?”
Jaw tight, he nodded, exchanging places with me so that I knelt beside him while he lay supine.
“I clamp your wrist like so.” I gripped him then slid his elbow into alignment with his hips. “I hook my arm under yours then cup my own wrist to create the lock.” I settled my weight onto him, pinning his hips with my side. “From here, I twist up and voilà.” About to shift toward his face and execute the move from that position, I noticed the urgent rise and fall of his chest. “Did I apply too much pressure?”
“No,” he panted. “You did fine.”
The wild glint in his eyes prompted me to withdraw from him slowly. I had seen that same panic reflected at me in the mirror often enough to sympathize. “Better?”
“Much.” Gulping air, he shot into the upright position. “How about we save the other chokes for next time?”
“Works for me.” I backed away to give him plenty of room to stand and then helped him gather the mats and put them away for the night. “I’m a good listener if you ever need to talk.”
Midas studied me, that wounded thing in his gaze winding tighter. “Has that line ever worked on you?”
The muscles in my shoulders pulled taut. “Call me out on my hypocrisy, why don’t you?”
“I respect what you’ve been through.” He raked a hand through his damp hair. “You’re a survivor.”
“So are you.” The scars on his body were too methodical to have been made during brawls or dominance fights, assuming gwyllgi tussled the same as wargs. “Can you handle this? What we’re doing here?”
“I don’t talk about it,” he said, low and rough. “This is my therapy.”
“Can I ask a question?” I acknowledged the line I was toeing. “Just to give me perspective?”
All those slabs of lean muscle coiled tighter than a rattler preparing to strike. “Okay.”
“You teach women and children.” I fumbled to grasp the right question. “How was this different? What triggered you?”
“Necromancers are hard for me to trust.” He held out his arms, exposing his wrists and the long slices that scarred his inner forearms. “I’m hoping we can help each other.”
The sentiment made me wonder if Odette wasn’t right, if Woolly wasn’t a halfway house for broken dreamers. I’d tried helping Taz, but that didn’t end well for either of us. Maybe Midas would be different.
Until his gaze snagged on where I massaged my left wrist, I had forgotten the exact spot where I cut myself with a ceramic shard, choosing to bleed out rather than be recaptured by Volkov.
Midas had gotten further in his attempt than me, and he wore that bleak history on his skin while Linus had ensured I carried no physical reminder. “There are sigils…”
“I earned these scars,” he said, not unkindly. “Erasing them doesn’t wipe away the past.”
That sentiment I understood all too well. “I had to offer.”
“That kindness is why I’m here.” A slight grin curved his lush mouth. “Most necromancers would toss me a quote, not a freebie.”
“I’m not most necromancers.”
Recent financial straits left me with a greater appreciation for money than any attempts Maud had made to drum my good fortune into my skull, but I lacked the mercenary aptitude that defined the High Society. I must have been absent the day they handed out killer instincts in necromancy school.
Don’t get me wrong—I wanted a career that could pay my bills. I wanted fair compensation for the work I would one day do. I wanted to earn a fraction of the recognition Maud had for her skills. But what good were these gifts if friends in need couldn’t benefit from them?
Midas toned down the last portion of our lesson. Unlike Taz, who had focused on us venting our aggression on each other, he was into this whole healthy-living deal. He ran. For fun. Worse. He expected me to lace up and go with him.
Last week, he convinced me to invest in an elliptical and a set of weights for the room he was determined to convert into a home gym. So far, Woolly wasn’t on board with us converting the adjoining room into a dojoesque space for sparring, but that had been prior to the Wedgwood’s untimely death.
“Good workout.” Midas tossed me a towel then mopped his face with his own. “We’ll push harder tomorrow.”
A soft thud drew our attention to the carriage house, the swish of curtains hinting at an eavesdropper.
“Your friend smells wrong.” Nostrils flared, he drew in Amelie’s scent. “The beast is tempted by her.”
“The beast?” I looked back at him. “Your beast? You? When you shift?”
“Yes,” he said slowly. “It’s in our nature to put down injured or sick prey.”
A twang in my heart had me moistening my lips, afraid of what his judgment meant for her chances of recovery.
“Amelie is a good person.” I twisted the towel in my hands. “She’s made some not-so-great choices, but she’ll get better.”
Pinpricks of red flamed to life in his eyes. “I hope you’re right, for her sake.”
I kicked up my chin. “Are you or the pack a threat to her?”
The question occupied him for a moment. “Can she leave the carriage house?”
“No.”
He shook a hand through his sweat-dampened hair. “Then no.”
“Good.” I accepted the towel from him to toss in the washer. “I’ll warn her to keep the door closed.”
And by I, I meant Linus, who was acting as our intermediary. Childish? Probably. Necessary? Definitely.
Thirty days wasn’t enough to ease the ache in my heart. The Pritchards had done too much damage for me to heal so quickly. Two legs of our tripod had been kicked out from under me, and it was tough balancing alone. Without Linus shoring me up, I would have fallen. I don’t want to think about how far.
“That’s wise.” Warmth broke through the usual conflict in his demeanor. “Lethe is pregnant. Hood and I will both be less able to control our impulses while our animalistic sides reign.”
Misery twined through me at how close Hood had come to never knowing his child. “She didn’t tell me.”
“She worried you would try to send us back to Atlanta.” He shifted his weight onto his back foot. “You were attacked at the Faraday on our watch. Protecting you is a matter of duty. Our honor, as a pack, is at stake for what happened to you.”
“Associating with me puts you all in danger.” Last night was a fresh and sobering reminder of that fact. “I can hire security. You don’t have to put yourselves at risk.” I didn’t want more blood on my hands. “At least consider Lethe and the baby.”
“We are,” he assured me. “The child will be born into a proud and healthy pack.” His stance softened. “This is what we do. This is who we are. We were bred for violence, born for vengeance. We live with the taste of blood in our mouths, and we’re always hungry for more.”
Remembering how Hood had taken down the woman outside the Faraday, it all made a bit more sense why an uncommon species with ties to the fae would choose that life. “That’s why you’re in security.”
“Among other things.” He ducked his head then squinted up at me. “Can you do me a favor?”
“Sure.” It occurred to me that I had agreed too quickly, but we were talking about the guy’s family, who I was responsible for until they decided their debt was paid. “What do you need?”
“Act surprised when Lethe makes her announcement,” he said, sheepish. “I didn’t want to steal her thunder but…”
“You didn’t want me to burst her bubble either.” And that’s exactly what I would have done by saying Congratulations, now pack your bags. You’ve won a one-way ticket back to Atlanta. “I’ll put my acting skills to good use if you let me host the baby shower. You guys don’t have pack in the area, as far as I know, and Lethe deserves all the frills.”
Truthfully, it was a selfish offer. Without my job, I had nothing but lessons on my hands. This might help keep me sane by giving me an excuse to be social.
“I’ll ask her.” A true smile blossomed, and I might have staggered back from the wattage if I hadn’t glimpsed its potential in the dozen previous half-smiles he had awarded me. “After she breaks the news.”
“Deal.” I did an internal happy dance. Woolly would go nuts. Kids and parties were two of her favorite things. “I’m hoping she’ll co-plan with me. I have no clue what to buy a baby, let alone a baby gwyllgi.”
Linus must have gone in at some point since he appeared at my shoulder holding a pink smoothie with my name on it. He passed it over then looked to Midas. “Will you join us for breakfast?”
Midas eyed the drink with about as much enthusiasm as a toddler handed a carrot stick. “No thanks.”
Waving, he set off at a jog toward the privacy of the woods to complete his change and begin his shift.
A sniff of the drink only hinted at strawberries and maybe a banana or two. “What’s in this one?”
We took the stairs into the kitchen, and I claimed a stool at the counter while he stood by the sink.
“A different vintage,” was all he said before he started hand-washing dishes to soothe his nerves.
Thankfully, that meant he missed the face I made at his back. A different vintage meant he had sourced another donor to test his hypothesis that what the stalkerpire confessed was the truth. That the term goddess-touched put window-dressing on the fact I was a hybrid: half necromancer on my maternal side and half vampire on my paternal side.
Meaning the reason why I remained anemic despite his best efforts to fatten me up might be due to the lack of a certain something from my diet that Maud must have been slipping me for years.
A goddess-touched necromancer might be nothing more than the offspring of a vampire and a necromancer. The Marchands might not be genetically disposed to producing hybrids so much as they bred for that goal.
The Grande Dame would blow a fuse when she found out about the Marchand family secret, if Linus hadn’t already told her. Me? I planned on keeping my mouth shut until she pried the confession out of me. As much as I wanted the mysteries of my life solved, I refused to help her leash me.
Bracing for the tang of old pennies in my mouth, I sipped a little and then a bit more. A metallic ribbon underscored the fruit mixture, but I liked the bite. “This isn’t half bad.” I swished it around and decided I could live off this cocktail if it did the job. “Do I want to know?”
A burst of pink colored his cheeks when he glanced at me, highlighting the freckles dotting his fair skin.
Understanding dawned, and I choked on the smoothie. “You?”
“I can’t be certain without access to Maud’s personal library, but I suspect she used me as your donor.” He rubbed the base of his neck as he turned and braced his hip against the sink. “She taught me how to draw blood for my ink, and I kept raw samples here, in the lab, for her use. Her more sensitive work for the Society required a control sample—hers. I always assumed she was using mine to verify her findings.”
“Until you did the math on the volume you were donating times the growing half-vampire living under her roof.” The glass slid from my hand and thunked on the marble. “You fed me all those years?”
“I don’t have proof,” he said to soften the blow. “I’ve been researching the feeding preferences of vampires at the Lyceum. It’s not uncommon for a made vampire who pairs with a human to starve itself to death after their partner dies. They grow used to the flavor. Nothing else satisfies. They either retrain their palate, or they wither.”
Maud strikes again.
What had she been thinking? Using him like that? Her own nephew, reduced to a blood bag.
As much as I wanted to uncover the truth about her death and my incarceration, I found it easier and easier to put off asking the wrong questions of the right people. Each revelation shattered a bit more of the foundation of my childhood and left me feeling like I had never really known her.
“What’s the fix?” I shoved away the glass. “How do the other vamps avoid donor addiction?”
“They switch partners every six months to a year.” He lowered his gaze. “Older vampires are more prone to be connoisseurs. They alternate donors every thirty days.”
“I don’t understand.” I recoiled from the frosty glass and its contents. “Why would I still give preference to you after a five-year hiatus?” I massaged my forehead. “Atramentous should have broken the addiction.”
“You’ve been losing weight since your release.” He kept studying the floor, his shoes. “I’m not sure you could have survived five years without proper nutrition.”
The laugh that burst from my chest was cruel and ugly, sharp and hateful. “They starved me and drugged me and beat me. There was nothing proper about Atramentous.”
Dragging his gaze up to me, he gave himself a moment to compose his features. Another mask clicked in place, shielding me from the worst of his reaction. The cold rage boiling in his eyes, though. That he failed to warm in time. The endless black spilling from corner to corner identified this mask as belonging to the potentate. This mask I sometimes thought of as vengeance.
“I can’t imagine what you endured.” Frost limned his crisp words. “I can promise those responsible will wish their fate was as merciful as the one they granted you.”
“Linus.” I extended my arm toward him, and he came to me, sliding his chilly hand in mine. “Thank you.”
“It’s not enough.” He gestured toward the drink, but his meaning encompassed so much more. “None of it will ever be enough.”
“I survived.” I squeezed his fingers, amazed to find them pliant and not molded from ice. “I made it out.”
Eternity stared back at me, bleak and endless. Unforgiving. There was no reasoning with this version of him.
Though I knew the answer, I had to ask him. “Who had access to your blood and to me?”
Whatever stores were kept in the basement were lost when Maud died. Assuming he was right, and he usually was, a fresh source would have been required to meet my dietary needs. The number of people who could claim such privilege might number the fingers on one hand.
“Mother,” he admitted, the bite in his tone aimed at her. “Strophalos.” He noted my shock, and the frost melted from his words. “They require faculty to donate blood for the students’ use. The samples aren’t labeled, and they’re kept in unmarked refrigerators.” His sigh warmed him even further. “That makes it impossible to track a teacher’s individual contribution. There’s no guarantee, since the program is anonymous, that the phlebotomist checked in what I gave. They could have kept it, and no one would be the wiser.”
As much as I wanted to point the finger at the Grande Dame, I had to admit this made it more likely that a staff member at the college where he taught was to blame. “Those are our only two suspects?”
Allowing my bias to blind me was a rookie mistake that let me forget the Society was founded on two principles: lineage and wealth. Blood spent the same as currency in our circles when it came to potent magic like his.
“The Elite,” he gritted out. “I’m required to give a blood sample each time I visit a secured facility. The amount is small, only large enough to test against previous samples, but it accumulates over time.”
Just how often was he visiting Volkov? And to what end? That’s what I wanted to ask, but I worried he might protect me from the truth. Goddess knows Boaz and Amelie had adopted that philosophy. Any curiosity I harbored on that front could wait until I was ready to risk the fallout, and I wasn’t there yet. I couldn’t stomach losing another person to lies this soon.
“We don’t know how much blood you require. The amount will be trial and error after you settle on a donor.” A shrug rolled through his shoulders. “A vial stolen here and there might be enough.”
Hating to expose any vulnerability, I admitted, “I don’t think I can do this without you.”
And by you, I meant his blood.
The previous concoctions made me gag after one sip. I couldn’t imagine choking down enough to figure out how much juice was required to keep a goddess-touched necromancer running in optimal condition.
Black wisps swirled through his eyes, and he wet his lips. “I’m happy to provide for you.”
A shiver traipsed down the length of my spine that might as well have been his cool fingertip.
“Thank you.” I wrapped my hand around the glass and pulled it back to me. “Are you sure you’re okay with this?”
Linus watched my lips part around the straw before sliding his focus to my throat as it worked over the frosty mix. “Yes,” he rasped. “I don’t mind.”
Unable to drink while watching him, I dropped my gaze to the countertop and pretended interest in the lightning strike of veins forking through the marble. A flush heated my cheeks and left my lips buzzing, or maybe that was the effect his blood had on me.
Finished with my appetizer, I exchanged the glass for a plate of the crepes he promised me.
The can of whipped cream he set on the table with a grimace. He preferred to make his own fresh.
How a man who barely ate or drank became an epicurean boggled the mind.
“Join me?” I patted the seat Amelie used to occupy, the one beside me. “Are you sure you don’t want to share?”
“I grazed while I was taste-testing,” he assured me. “I couldn’t hold another bite.”
“Mmm-hmm.” I tucked into my meal while he pulled out his stool. “What’s on the agenda for tonight?”
“A field trip.” He wrapped his hand around mine and aimed my fork at his mouth, stealing my next bite. Expression thoughtful, he chewed then swallowed. “Needs more nutmeg.”
Shocked down to my toes, I gaped at him until he cut another bite and forked it into my mouth.
Smart move on his part. Stuffing my face might have been the only move guaranteed to shut me up.




FOUR
   
Pining for a taste of freedom, I ran my fingers across the closed garage door on our way past. “I miss riding Jolene.” I fluttered my lashes at Linus. “I have a pristine driving record, and Boaz left his riding leathers in my garage.”
His pace slowed as he wavered, but his resolve firmed up again. “I’m not comfortable with motorcycles.”
“You’ll never know until you try.” I walked on with a sigh. “You might love the wind in your hair.”
With a deft twist, he drew the auburn length into a tail at his nape. “What about the bugs in my teeth?”
“Hey, if you’re smiling big enough for your mouth to double as a grille, you’re doing something right.”
“Maybe one day.”
“Maud fed me the same line with the exact inflection a million times. Your one day means never.”
He ducked his head to hide his grin at being caught. “I was being polite.”
“Who’s our ride?” I scanned his hands for his cell. “You don’t have the ride-share app up yet?”
“We don’t need it.” Hood strolled past us. “I’m playing chauffeur tonight.”
I did a double-take. “I thought your mate left you passed out in bed.”
“I don’t kiss and tell.” He clicked his tongue. “I also don’t drink or eat food that makes my nose burn.”
Lethe was not going to be happy when she realized Hood had pulled the wool over her eyes.
“Stay put.” He opened the gates then checked both ways. “I’ll be right back.”
Minutes later, a black van pulled up to the curb and parked.
Linus glided the side panel open, revealing its custom interior. The standard three rows of seats had been mounted in a nonstandard U configuration. The longest bench ran along the backside of the driver and front passenger seats. A shorter one sat before us, and an even stubbier one—basically one oversized seat—fit in the space not occupied by the rolling door. Built-in cabinets filled the rear of the van, and I bet the obvious seam meant the doors were still functional. There were even refrigerated trays tucked under the seats.
“This is new.” I smoothed a hand over the buttery-soft leather seats, black with red piping. “How many cows sacrificed their lives so that we might lounge in comfort?”
“I didn’t ask.” Linus appraised the interior with a critical twist of his lips. “Leather is easier to clean.”
The man had a valid point. “You bought this?”
“I did.”
For me? Unable to ask the question, I let my eyes do the talking.
He read me like a familiar book highlighted with his favorite passages. Who else?
“He placed the order after Atlanta,” Hood explained. “I oversaw production myself.”
“Tony was past his expiration date even then.” I climbed in and sank onto the far bench. I liked the idea of having an exit right in front of me. I sat there, waiting to see if the new environment stirred any anxiety, but it was spacious, and Linus was with me. “I should have checked his throat for a barcode.”
Linus chuckled, and I flushed scarlet when I caught the drift of his thoughts. “It’s not that funny.”
Despite the fangy half of my parentage, I wasn’t a vampire. For one thing, I didn’t sport canines of unusual size. For another, I didn’t have a fridge stacked with blood bags or a snack lounging in the guest room.
But I did have one following me into the van.
Linus was my friend, not food.
Dang it.
He was kind of food.
Picturing Linus cling wrapped did it. I chuckled at the mental picture, and then I laughed out loud.
“The joke wasn’t that good.” Hood twisted around in his seat. “What am I missing?”
Linus left me to enlighten Hood or not. “Turns out the reason I’m so puny is I require blood in my diet.”
“Makes sense if you’re half vamp.” He slid his gaze to Linus. “That your chew toy?”
Fire engines rolled off the production line in paler shades than my cheeks just then. I searched out Linus to commiserate with him, but he wasn’t blushing. He sank on the short bench opposite me, his knees an inch from brushing mine, and he locked stares with the bigger predator in the van in obvious challenge.
“I’m her donor,” he acknowledged, his chest puffing out an infinitesimal amount. “It goes without saying that no one outside our circle can know this. Share with the pack. Make them aware it’s a dietary requirement for her in case…” he made a point not to look at me, “…I’m ever indisposed.”
Tightness spread throughout my gut. “As in you have to go to Atlanta on business?”
He was on loan, only here for as long as he required to train me up for the Grande Dame’s use.
“That’s one possibility,” he allowed. “We have to make arrangements.”
Feeding arrangements. I swallowed when I found myself staring at the column of his throat.
Hood decided the road in front of him was five times more interesting than the conversation behind him and pulled into traffic.
“Six months,” I blurted. “We’ll try weening me off then, so I don’t turn connoisseur on you.”
“All right.” The set of his mouth tightened. “We can do that. I would recommend we start cutting my blood with other donors after that point.” He strapped in with more force than necessary. “You could be fully transitioned within a year.”
“Call me crazy, but you don’t sound relieved.” I gestured toward myself. “I’m a parasite, Linus.”
“You’ll be free of me in twelve months,” he repeated. “Will that suffice?”
“You wounded his ego,” Hood informed me. “Necromancers are only as good as their blood. He’s willing to provide, but you’re turning down his offer. You’re telling him he’s not good enough for you.”
“That’s enough,” Linus said coldly. “Grier can make her own decisions.”
“Lethe reacted the same way,” he confided to him. “She was a huntress, and when I brought her a deer carcass as a courting gift, she squatted over its head and urinated on its face.” He shook his head. “She ruined all that good meat to make the point she didn’t need me to provide for her.” He sighed. “The things I admired most about her—her strength, her ferocity, her independence—I insulted with a single thoughtless act.”
“I do need him, though.” I twisted my hands on my lap. “I can’t figure this out alone, and I can’t stomach anyone else’s blood. I’m not pushing him away.” Hurt throbbed in my next words as I turned them on Linus. “You’re the one with a life outside Savannah. You have a home, a career, friends. You’re going to leave, but I never will. I have Woolly.” And now I had Oscar. “I have to stay. That means learning to be self-sufficient. You can’t drive down from Atlanta every morning to blend me a protein shake.”
“You’re stronger than you give yourself credit for,” Linus told me. “You’ll be fine without me.”
I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from disagreeing with him. Independence was the goal. I couldn’t let him become a crutch. Those got kicked out from under you sooner or later. I had to be able to stand on my own. That was the point of the self-defense classes and the reason for my dedication to the education he was providing. I wanted to be able to function within the Society, yes, but I wanted to live my own life more.
“We’re here,” Hood announced. “I’ll park then walk the block while you do your thing.”
“A cemetery?” I scooted to the edge of my seat. “What are we doing here?”
“Knollwood Cemetery.” Linus opened the door and stepped onto the sidewalk. Reaching back for my hand, he guided me out into the pleasant night. “We’re collecting grave dirt.”
The van pulled away, leaving us alone in the dark with a single streetlamp to light our way.
“I haven’t been here in ages,” I admitted. “Maud hated cemeteries.”
Linus knew all this as well as I did, but it still felt good talking with someone who had loved her.
“Five hundred years is a long time to live.” He unhooked the simple wooden gate and let me enter ahead of him. “We have no concept of how it will feel to find ourselves counting our final moments in what feels like a timeless existence to us now. I suspect, as we age, we’ll find ourselves less inclined to visit reminders of our mortality either.”
“Graves reminded her that no amount of money could save you in the end,” I mused. “The one thing she hated more than a problem magic couldn’t solve was one money couldn’t fix.”
We shared a laugh, and I almost felt her standing there, between us.
The sensation intensified until I tipped back my head and spotted Cletus hovering above us. From this angle, he resembled Spanish moss dripping from the old oaks as they forked their limbs protectively over the dead.
“Hey, Cletus.”
The wraith twitched his fingers in what might have passed for an attempt at waving.
“We’re going to have to talk about him.” Linus eyed his wraith with a mixture of curiosity and suspicion. “This level of awareness isn’t natural. We’re taught that wraiths are unthinking, unfeeling entities, but he’s too familiar with you for me to believe that’s the case any longer. You’ve altered him.”
“For the good.” I watched the wraith retreat into the shadows. “He was creepy. Now he’s friendly.”
“Toward you,” Linus emphasized. “Heightened awareness means he will start making his own decisions about others, how he behaves toward them, what actions he deems is a threat to us, and that means he’s an increased risk in public. We can’t guess how he’ll react in dangerous situations, and that makes him rogue.”
“The Society puts down rogues.” The reality of what I had done, however accidental, sank in and left me dragging my feet. “What can be done about a wraith once it’s bonded?” A worse thought occurred to me. “What will happen to you?”
“I don’t know,” he answered honestly. “I can’t recall a case where a wraith was unbonded.”
“Please tell me it’s not because the wraith became a moot point after the necromancer involved died.”
His eyes crinkled with amusement. “I believe I can control Cletus, with your help.”
“You’re not comforting me here.” I gripped his forearm. “What will happen to you if he’s put down?”
“Bonding with a wraith is a life sentence. They’re bound to their master until death. Practitioners have been executed for misusing their wraith or wraiths, but this is a first.”
“I doubt that.” I reflected on all I had learned about my condition so far. “The Great Library was probably chockful of incidents like this one.”
“That resource is gone. We’ll have to start our own.” He cast his gaze around the gloomy acreage. “One perk of the modern era is I can keep notes in my grimoire as well as in a cloud to access from my computer or phone. Any research we collate on your condition will be preserved for future generations. Maud’s notes will prove invaluable once we locate them.”
And there it was. The first subtle hint he still wanted access to the basement since moving in with me.
I had hoped it would take him longer to circle back around to the topic, but I wasn’t all that surprised.
What he lacked in caloric intake, he made up for in the sheer bulk of knowledge he consumed.
“We need eight ounces of old grave dirt and eight ounces of fresh.” He plowed ahead, on to a new topic. I could have hugged him for letting me off the hook before I got the chance to writhe. “I brought plastic baggies and bone scoops for each. Do you have a preference?”
“I’ll take the old dirt.” I accepted the sandwich bag he passed me as well as the whittled scoop made from a human femur. “I like reading the inscriptions on the headstones.”
“Cletus.” He waited on the wraith to appear. “Stay with Grier.”
The wraith billowed acknowledgment and drifted toward me.
“A funeral was performed earlier today.” He readied his own supplies. “It shouldn’t take me long to collect a sample.”
“Be careful.” His preventive-measures chat with Hood rang in my ears. “Call if you need help.”
Warmth filled his eyes, a startling counterpoint to the chill of his skin. “I will.”
Embarrassment flooded me once he turned his back. Linus could protect himself, on all fronts. Worrying about him was silly. Except…I could still picture him limp in the front passenger seat of the van we borrowed from Mary Alice after he got cut with a poisoned blade. Proof none of us were as invulnerable as we imagined ourselves to be.
“Thank you,” he tossed over his shoulder, as if the waves of mortification crashing against him demanded comment. “For caring.”
“No problem.” I hesitated when a glint in the bushes forming a neglected hedge around the oldest graves caught my eye. I watched as a pattern emerged and suppressed a growl of frustration. “First one done buys the other dinner.”
“Deal.”
The illuminated message repeated, broadcast in bright spurts. I considered ignoring it. I considered pointing it out to Linus. I considered pivoting on my heel and running the whole way home. Instead I did the worst possible thing. I walked toward it, moth to a battery-operated flame, like an idiot.
“I wasn’t sure you’d come.” Boaz clicked off his flashlight then sheathed it in a loop on his utility belt. “I’m glad you did.”
Moonlight warmed his milk-chocolate irises. Lighter bands, liked swirled caramel, brightened them even further. White scars stood in stark contrast against his tanned skin, almost as pale as his platinum-blond hair. Whiskers covered his square jaw, and his features came across harsh without his trademark charm softening them.
I refused to acknowledge the uptick in my pulse at the sight of him. “What do you want?”
“To see how you’re doing.” He noticed the implements in my hands and started scanning headstones. “I worry about you.”
“Please don’t go there.” I planted my feet. “You lost the right to worry about me when you got engaged behind my back.”
“I don’t see another way out,” he confessed. “There’s no happy ending no matter how hard I squint at things.”
“You did this to yourself.” The hateful words hurled from my mouth before I could censor them. “You chose your match. You picked another woman over me. You should be thrilled you got who and what you wanted, that your parents didn’t resort to playing matchmaker for you.”
“I chose my family over you.” He clenched his jaw. “I didn’t pick her. I don’t want her.”
But he needed her, which was just as bad. “That doesn’t make it hurt any less.”
“Amelie—” he began.
“Amelie is a grown woman who made her own choices. Bad ones. Vampires lost their lives, and she almost cost me mine too.” I tightened my mouth into a grimace to keep my bottom lip from trembling. At least it wasn’t sadness about to cave me in. I was pissed, vibrating with rage. “I don’t need a lecture on your sister.”
“All you need is him,” he snarled. “Linus Fucking Lawson.”
“His middle name is Andreas, actually.”
“He’s waited for this since his balls dropped, Grier. You’re an ideal to him, not a person.”
“Really?” I cocked an eyebrow at him. “Given our history, that’s the best you’ve got?”
The Boaz I had panted after since I sprouted armpit hair was a pipe dream. He was smoke. All it had taken was a strong breeze to blow him right out of my arms.
His shoulders cranked tighter. “He doesn’t know you like I do.”
“The people who know you best always wield the power to hurt you the worst.”
“Is that the appeal?” A fraction of his tension ebbed. “Is he the safer option?”
Boaz was wrong. On so many fronts. This argument only highlighted the myriad flaws in his reasoning.
There wasn’t a single thing safe about Linus. Not one. The bookish exterior provided camouflage for the predator lurking under his skin, and few suspected what prowled through the chambers of his heart.
The most lethal thing about Linus wasn’t his power, his wealth, or his connections. His family name and his mother’s position made him a force, true, but none of those frills appealed to me when I possessed those same advantages.
I was Dame Woolworth, the Woolworth heir, Maud’s chosen daughter. I was goddess-touched, destined to become a power in my own right, and I was gathering dangerous allies to me. Honestly? I counted him among them.
“I have work to do.” I shouldered past him. “You should get back to selecting your china patterns.”
“Grier.” He closed his hand over my upper arm. “You aren’t safe with him.”
“Yes—” I pried him off me, a tremble in my limbs, a trauma that still reared its head in inopportune moments, “—I am.”
Unhurried footsteps strolled the path I had taken, heading straight for us, and I suppressed a groan.
Thanks, Cletus.
“Have you had a chance to collect your sample?” Linus tossed a bag of rich soil and caught it in his hand. “I can take over if you need another moment.”
“I’m on my way to do just that.” I sidestepped the pissy Elite in my path for the last time. “Good night, Boaz.”
“This is not goodbye,” he gritted out from between clenched teeth. “I’m not letting you go.”
“You let me go when you asked for another girl’s hand in marriage.” I gripped the scoop until my bones smarted. “You can’t have it both ways. I’m not interested in being the other woman, and your future wife deserves better than to enter into a marriage contract with a man who has no interest in making a life with her because he already has one with someone else.”
“Christ, Grier.” Boaz stumbled back a step. “I’m not asking you to be my mistress. I would never—” He wiped a hand over his lips like he wanted to wipe the word from his mouth. “You deserve better, you deserve everything. I would never expect you to settle for less than marriage, less than love.”
“Why are you here?” Exhaustion dragged on me. “What do you want?”
“I heard about the archer.” The firmer conversational ground helped him recover. “Reports are coming in hot and fast from the Cora Ann. Your old boss is making a stink about your disappearing act. She gave a description of Hood to the police.”
“I was going to call her.” I sought out the moon. “I had no idea what to say, what lie to tell this time.”
“Your skirt was ripped off, and there was blood on the railing. People heard you hit the water. It doesn’t look good.” He expelled a long breath. “Savannah is your home. You can’t burn this identity, or you’ll be a shut-in for the next fifty years waiting on this generation of humans to forget they ever knew a Grier Woolworth.”
A lightbulb moment flashed, blinding with its clarity. “You’re here on official business.”
The twang of my heartstrings indicated a direct hit, but I didn’t feel the impact. Numbness wrapped my shoulders like a shroud as it sank in this hadn’t been some misguided attempt at mending fences with me. The opportunity had simply been a bonus.
“I’ve been assigned to you,” he admitted. “We share history, and my superiors like that.”
“Assigned to me?” A shrill note ratcheted my voice higher. “What does that mean?”
“All the key political figures within the Society have a shadow.” Furrows gathered across Linus’s brow. “Mother has one, and I do too.” He measured Boaz with a frown. “Protocol dictates the watcher must not reveal their identity. The potential for abuse is too great when you’re talking about wealthy, influential necromancers with secrets to keep.”
Boaz smiled, all teeth. “Skeletons in your closet got you nervous?”
“I accept full responsibility for my actions,” Linus said plainly.
The barb struck home, and Boaz failed to conceal his flinch. “I don’t trust you, Lawson.”
“The feeling is mutual.” He cut his eyes toward me, and another layer of Boaz’s armor dented. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have business to attend.”
Here was more proof that Linus got me. He was speaking for himself, not for me. He was letting me choose to linger with Boaz or extricate myself from the situation. If he kept this up, kept treating me like an equal, I just might find my own voice, discover who I am when I’m not being told who I ought to be.
“We have business to attend.” I prepped the plastic baggy with more attention to detail than the press-and-seal seam required then turned my back and started walking. “Enjoy the rest of your night, Sentinel Elite Pritchard.”
Linus fell in step beside me, and we walked in silence for a long time. “Was I wrong to interrupt?”
“You got me out of there before I made a total fool of myself.” I brushed my shoulder against his. “I appreciate the save.” A crumbling headstone with letters erased by the elements caught my eye, and I knelt. “Do you think he was telling the truth about being assigned to me?”
“I can ask Mother.” He angled his face away, but not fast enough to conceal his amusement. “I doubt she knows who’s in charge of the program. Even though the Elite share the same resources as the sentinels, they’re a separate entity. They police us.”
Hearing the Elite framed that way, and knowing Boaz was one of them, unsettled me. Given his reaction to my incarceration, he wouldn’t move against me in any official capacity unless I had done grievous harm. But, I wondered as Linus joined me on the cool earth, would that same clarity of duty keep those around me safe or merely tighten the noose the Grande Dame had fit around my neck?
“Look at this.” The grave I had chosen appeared to be a popular one. A hole had already been dug. “Someone helped themselves to more than eight ounces.”
Linus scanned the area, his frown growing, then stood and crossed to another grave. “This one’s been disturbed too.” He walked farther. “There’s another one.”
I shoved to my feet and set off in the opposite direction. Almost every grave within the hedges had been visited prior to our arrival. “What do you think it means?”
“It’s possible one of the local instructors brought a class of fledglings out to stock their inventory.”
“The first rule of collection is leave no trace where humans are concerned. An instructor would get their butt handed to them by the Grande Dame if this was discovered by the deceaseds’ relatives.”
Graverobbing was sensational, headline-grabbing. In other words—it was bad news.
In a historic town, where folks got it in their heads to dig for buried pirate gold, stranger things happened on a nightly basis. But random holes being dug in the oldest cemetery in town might rate a story on a slow news day. Or a tweet or a blog post or a mention on other social media platforms.
“That’s not the biggest concern in an area like this one. We’ll have to circle back and check the active plots.” He indicated I should take what I needed while we were here. “I didn’t notice if there were any other disturbances in the area.”
After I filled my baggy, I pulled out my phone. “I’m going to snap pictures of the headstones. I doubt this has anything to do with which graves got hit, but we won’t get this opportunity again.”
“Good idea.” He removed his cell from his pocket. “I’ll start on this end. We can meet in the middle.”
The sentinels would have to be notified, and they would quarantine the area to perform their own investigation. Grave dirt was a common resource, but a necessary one. Necromancers observed a code of etiquette when gathering supplies to ensure the person who came after them could also collect.
The pattern grew as I made my search, and the piecemeal design it created bothered me.
“There are just enough gaps to convince me it’s intentional,” I told Linus when I rejoined him. “I can’t spot any correlation between the birth dates, death dates, or names of the deceased.”
“I don’t see any connections, either.” And that tweaked him as much as it concerned me.
We kept an eye out as we crossed to the portion of the cemetery still in use. Cletus joined us, sticking close to me, his cloak tickling my arm.
“This is where I was when Cletus informed me of your guest.” He indicated a grave topped with freshly tilled soil. “I’ve waited all week for this funeral. The next freshest grave ought to be over there.” He pointed toward a small hill riddled with plastic flowers. “The woman died in a car accident nine days ago.”
A dull ache, a kinship with the dead, throbbed in me. “You passed on her because of me.”
“I wanted this field trip to be as painless as possible.” He set out toward the new plot, its fresh sod green and vibrant against the wilting roses overflowing the vase at the base of the headstone. “I wouldn’t have told you how she died, but you would have found out when you started cross-referencing the graves.”
“Mom died a long time ago.” I acknowledged his small kindness with a smile. “I can handle this.”
We drifted apart, each of us taking an opposite corner of the lawn. Working toward one another, we mapped out the disturbed graves. The ones on this side of the cemetery all fell in the nine to sixteen day range, according to the dates on the headstones. The light rain from this week had tamped down the fresh dirt, making the job of identifying them that much easier.
Carrying my phone jammed with evidence, I waited on Linus to join me beside a mausoleum guarded by an angel with tousled curls. His tunic slipped off one dipped shoulder while his hem rose up his muscular thigh into the danger zone. The symbolism of the wide sword gripped in his hand was plain.
I ran my finger along the dull edge of the blade. “Promise you won’t bury me under a phallic symbol.”
Linus jerked midstride, snapping his attention to the angel. “Statistically, women outlive men.”
“You just volunteered to proofread my will.” I ambled down to join him. “You’re welcome.”
“I can do that,” he agreed, still pondering the figure. “Though I’m not an attorney.”
“Give it time,” I kidded, leading the way toward the exit. “You will be. What’s another four years?”
“Nothing in the span of our lives.” He fell in step with me. “What about you?”
“I’m not interested in law school. I have a healthy disrespect for the system that wouldn’t translate well.” I noticed him staring and understood. “Oh, you’re asking what I want to be when I grow up.”
“You had your heart set on college,” he pointed out. “What did you want to study?”
The truth left me vulnerable next to him. “Anything. Everything. I was hungry to prove myself to Maud.”
Low Society members often went on to become doctors or nurses. Lawyers were a popular option too. Accountants. Research and development, which Linus dabbled in with his inventions on a scale nonpractitioners could only dream about achieving. Any field earmarked as useful by Society standards, any career that made them valuable commodities, was the goal.
Assistants made bank depending on their specializations, but Maud had trained me with a common specialty that required little talent and less magic in the blood. Any hope I had of distinguishing myself would have come from accolades lavished on me by the outside world.
“Amelie is taking online classes.” He studied my reaction, testing the edges of a tender wound with careful fingers. “You could do the same if you’re not interested in attending on campus.”
“I’ll think about it. Maybe when things die down I can audit a class, get a feel for it.”
“Test your limits.” His mouth drew to one side before he hit me with more teacher logic. “How else will you discover what they are?”
“You could just tell me?” We reached the sidewalk and stood there under the moon. “You’re pushing me pretty hard. You’ve got to have a goal in mind. A finish line you’re nudging me toward with all this.”
“I can’t do this for you.” The softness in his tone implied he would if he could, even if he abhorred cheating. “You have to make some discoveries on your own.”
I clucked my tongue at him. “And here I thought that’s why you earned the big bucks.”
“I won’t always be here,” he reminded me, chin lowered, eyes downcast.
And just like that, I made my first discovery.
I didn’t want him to go.




FIVE
   
Hood rolled up to the curb less than five minutes after Linus texted him for a pickup, and we piled in.
“I ran the perimeter.” He tapped out a rhythm on the wheel. “You had company.”
“Boaz.” I strapped in with a shrug. “He came to warn me to clean up my mess on the Cora Ann.”
“No, not him.” His gaze speared the darkness through the windshield. “Vampires. Two that I counted.”
“You’ve encountered your share of vampires in your line of work.” Linus folded himself into his seat and sealed the door behind him. “Do you recognize their clan?”
“Addax and Mercia. And before you ask, no. The archer belonged to neither.”
“Mercia.” I plumbed my memory for where I had heard the name. “Their heritor was at the estate when the Elite extracted me.” After Volkov abducted me from Woolworth House and stashed me at the sprawling country manner staffed by the master’s mixed-clan support network. “He took his own life before they could question him.”
“Mercia is an old clan. They’ve fallen on hard times in recent years, but their bloodline is ancient.” Linus considered the rest. “Addax is new blood by vampire standards. Their clan is only six or seven centuries old. They’re wealthy and influential among made vampires. They keep a hand in human politics. That’s how they fill their coffers and their ranks.”
Humans had no idea how many of their movers and shakers wore high collars to conceal bite marks.
“Most old vampires snub new blood.” The same as the High Society turned up their noses at mingling with the Low Society. A vampire with the clout the master was tossing around made me think Last Seed. Those were the ones to watch, the ones with the longevity to spin the deadliest webs. “The master is either supremely tolerant for a vampire his age, assuming he is an ancient, or he’s smart enough to fake it until he reclaims his position.”
“Smart is worse,” Hood tossed in. “It means he’s adaptable.”
“Ancients can’t amputate their core values.” Linus ran his thumb across his bottom lip. “Until we gain an audience with him, we can’t peg his age. There are always aspirants hungrier than those who came before them.”
Hook cranked his whole body around and shot Linus an incredulous glare. “Gain an audience?”
“I was thinking…” Cold light blossomed in his eyes as they met mine. “What do you say to a ball?”
I recoiled so fast, I smacked the back of my head against the glass. “Are you serious?”
Darkness swirled in his irises. “The Society expected you to revel in the change in your circumstances.”
“I enjoy a party as much as the next girl.” A blatant lie made obvious by the dryness of my tone and the history between us. “I regret the gossipmongers were deprived of juicy morsels, but I was a tad busy with surviving to celebrate my good fortune with one hundred of my nearest frenemies. The drugs would have made deciding on a theme and selecting refreshments, let alone organizing a guest list, rather difficult.”
Full black swallowed his gaze from edge to edge at the reminder of why such frivolity had been impossible. “This is an opportunity to show your enemies why they should fear you.”
“You’ve put some thought into this.” I shifted on the seat, uncomfortable beneath his intense scrutiny. “I won’t invite those people into my home.” Her new wards might not allow the mass trespass in any case. “Woolly isn’t in any shape for a soirée, and I won’t have her mocked where she can hear.” Oscar was another matter. The High Society wouldn’t pay him much attention, but a few might file that information away, and I didn’t want to give them more ammunition to use against me. But Linus knew all that and would have made allowances. “Where did you plan on making this statement?”
“The Lawson manor.” Blue peeked from behind the darkness. “Gather your allies. Create a safe environment. Make your stand.”
“Your mother…” I laughed out loud. “Who am I kidding? She would eat up the chance to stir controversy.”
“The current seat of the reigning Grande Dame is the most secure location of any Society holding. She’s family, and she publicly championed your release. She’s shown a marked interest in you, and while she didn’t campaign with your name on her lips, your exoneration is the unspoken promise of her platform.” The points kept hitting, but he built his case with care not to corner me. “A ball at her home, in your honor, will cement the ties between the Lawson and Woolworth families in the eyes of the Society.”
“How you can make so much sense while your sales pitch sounds like a warning astounds me.”
“Maud was her sister. Their ties were public and close.” He selected his words with care. “You don’t have to go that route. You aren’t required to declare yourself her supporter. You could make the Woolworth name neutral.”
“After she engineered my pardon, no one would ever believe our families weren’t in bed together.” Red capped the tips of his ears, and I curled my fingers into my palm to prevent them from tracing the burn. “I didn’t mean that literally.”
“Of course not,” he replied, an undercurrent swirling through his tone I couldn’t pinpoint.
“Do you think the master would come if I invited him?” An introduction to the man himself was the purpose, after all. “Do you think he’s that bold?”
“I believe he’s that eager.” Linus sat upright, appraising our surroundings. “The Lyceum was in an uproar for weeks over Heloise Marchand’s death at the hands of a sentinel.” He let me absorb the fresh sting of knowing a friend had shot one of my twin cousins dead to spare me before continuing in the same measured tone. “The whole Society is now aware Dame Marchand attempted to reconcile, and the evidence suggests you’re not interested in an alliance. This is his best chance to meet you, present his case, and win you over before the Marchands woo you away from him.”
“Heloise is dead.” I hadn’t known her, but she was family. The way she died? That was the worst part. Knowing I had relatives out there and having them prove I was a commodity and not a person to them. No wonder Mom cut them out of her life before they ruined mine. “I don’t see the Marchands renewing their offer.”
“You’re a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, Grier.” Linus sounded pained to remind me. “Heloise might have died on your property, but you didn’t pull the trigger. That gives them room to maneuver as far as public opinion goes.”
Lucky for me, I had Linus to back my version of events. Otherwise, Taz might not have walked out of the Lyceum except in chains. As it was, thanks to Boaz, she had been scooped up at the curb and placed into the Society’s version of the Witness Protection Program to keep her safe from Marchand retribution.
“I hate balls.” I slumped in my seat. “I hate all this.”
“Maud loved you too much.” He dipped his chin. “She shielded you from the reality of your station.”
The slap to my pride made me want to hit back. “That’s what mothers do.”
For better or worse, Maud had followed Mom’s example to the letter.
“Not all mothers have that luxury,” he said softly.
Not even my own. I could no longer recall the exact timbre of Mom’s voice or the way she smelled or the stories she read me at night. But I remembered her telling me she loved me enough for two parents.
A sigh moved through my chest, still tender from the run-in with Boaz. “That was low of me.”
Time and drugs and abuse, both physical and mental, had left me with soup for brains.
At rock bottom, sometimes even now, I wondered if I had invented the idyllic childhood with Maud and Amelie and Boaz. In Atramentous, I replayed the happiest memories until they frayed around the edges, taking on a worn and faded quality.
How much of what I accepted as the truth had been stitched together with a thread of reality to hold me together one more night? How much of my past had been overwritten by a desperate mind shoved past its breaking point? How much had I lost? And would I ever recall it in more than fits and spurts?
“I envied you,” he confided. “Maud adored you. She would have done anything to protect you.”
Ignorance wasn’t bliss from where I sat. “Look where that approach landed me.”
He shook his head like I still wasn’t getting it. “I wished she were my mother.”
The stark admission cut me to the bone. Until I entered the picture, he had been a double heir. Lawson and Woolworth. All I owned had once been promised to him. “She loved you too. So much. She was so proud.”
Linus was the gold standard, one I could never meet. She loved me, but she respected him.
He bowed his head, auburn strands gliding forward to conceal his face.
“Your mom loves you too.” Unable to resist, I raked my fingers through his hair and found the strands as cold and smooth as silk. “She lights up when you enter the room. You can’t fake that.”
“She does,” he agreed, flicking his gaze up to mine, “but power is her first and greatest love.”
Heartbroken to agree with him, I pulled on a grumpy face and nudged us toward a safer topic.
“I’ll throw the stupid ball,” I grumbled with a side order of extra pout. “On one condition.”
A crease gathered across his forehead. “I’m listening.”
“The first dance is you and me.” If I had to suffer through getting dolled up and smiling until my cheeks split, then so did he. “I’ll also go ahead and reserve the last one. I’ll be ready to cry uncle at that point, and I need someone to hold me accountable until the final guest leaves.”
A flush crept up his neck. “I don’t really…”
“We also have to work out a secret code.” The one Maud and I used when she was desperate to escape her sycophants might work. “That way if one of us needs rescuing from an obnoxious partner, the other will know to save them. How about tugging an earlobe? Classic move, really.”
He cleared his throat. “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather—?”
“You’re good at everything. Literally everything. You can’t tell me you’re a bad dancer.” We had the same instructor, though we didn’t share classes. He was two levels ahead of me. “Am I the problem?” His earlier warning rang in my head. This ball would declare my allegiances, not his. I had counted him in my number without asking. “I assumed you would…” be in my corner, “…attend.” I mashed my lips together. “You don’t have to go with me. You don’t have to go at all.” Now it sounded like I didn’t want him there. “You could escort your mother or maybe your…”
“He doesn’t have a girlfriend,” Hood supplied helpfully. “I’ve worked at the Faraday for ten years, since before he moved in, and he never brought anyone home.” His eyes held mine in the rearview mirror. “Until you.”
Pleasure curled through my chest at the confirmation. “He told me.”
He also mentioned how outing one of his lovers to his mother would be the highlight of the Faraday concierge’s career. One of his lovers. As in there were or had been several.
Chastity was not a requirement for my friendship, obviously, but hearing he had lady friends shriveled my lady bits. I expected better from him, I realized. And better, thanks to Boaz, meant celibate. An impossible standard when men their age, with their looks and their resources, weren’t virgins. Heck, I wouldn’t still be one if given half a chance. So why did it gnaw at me each time I was reminded Linus had a life before he was thrust into mine?
“The first dance is symbolic.” Linus pitched his voice low. “You would be choosing me above all others. Given the location, people would talk. They would think you and I…” his throat worked when he swallowed, “…were more than what we are.”
A ball as a precursor to an engagement party was what he meant. A testing of the waters prior to the big announcement. A stigma that would brand me as his when our living arrangements had already set tongues wagging.
“I don’t care.” I squared my shoulders. “I am choosing you above all others. You’re my friend, and I want you with me.”
Hood released a shrill whistle from between his teeth as he twisted forward.
“I care.” Linus reached for the door. “Find someone else for the first dance.” He cranked it open. “You can have as many other dances as you want, but not that one.”
This time when he climbed out, he didn’t wait for me but started the walk up to the house alone.
“Don’t push the dance,” Hood advised without turning. “Clearly it means something different to him than it does to you. Until you’re on the same page, you ought to let it go.”
“Therapist and chauffeur.” I made a face at him. “How did I get so lucky?”
“You’re as good as pack while you’re under our protection.” A grin dented his cheeks. “That means you receive the benefit of our collective wisdom.”
The line might have worked on me if I hadn’t met Hood at the Faraday, but I had, and I saw how he interacted with guests back when that’s all I had been to him. The way he treated me these days made me think of how he joked with his mate and brother-in-law. In many ways, the Kinase pack had adopted me, and it was more than being their client. Linus had that pleasure for years prior to me and had warned me off the watchmen. Had the pack been all cuddles and comradery, I doubt he would have worried so much when Hood took a specific interest in me.
Questions about the woman I reminded him of, the one he hadn’t been able to save, lingered in the back of my mind. He told me my scent reminded him of her, but as much as I wanted to ask, the answer was a sore spot between him and his packmates I didn’t want to risk prodding until I knew them each better. And the inkling I experienced at the reminder the gwyllgi had worked for vampires was still brewing.
There were also other potential NDAs to consider. Asking them outright would likely get me nowhere. I would have to be sneaky. “Will you come to the ball?”
Scratching his ear, he squinted at me. “Are you asking in an official capacity?”
“Lethe might enjoy one last glam evening before—” I clamped my mouth shut before I betrayed Midas’s trust, “—things get tense.” I had almost insinuated she might want to dress up before her baby bump turned noticeable. “They’re bound to get worse after I open official channels with the master, right?”
“I’ll ask.” A silly little grin curved his lips, and I wondered if his thoughts had traveled the same path as mine for different reasons. “It’s been too long since she had an excuse to go all out, and an official invite provides us with the perfect cover for mingling with your guests.”
Groaning at how deftly he had manipulated the offer, I slid out into the night. “You’re hopeless.”
“All work and no play making you dull is a human sentiment. We live for the hunt.” A growl edged his chuckle. “We also enjoy getting paid to follow our instincts.”
“Where are you parking this thing?” I stepped out and patted the panel. “The Bat Cave?”
Linus had to be stashing his toys somewhere his mother wouldn’t find them.
“Bruce Wayne.” Hood barked out a full-throated laugh. “I see the resemblance.”
Cheeks hotter than the sand on Tybee Island during Fourth of July weekend, I made my exit.
The walk of shame was short as Lethe rounded the corner and blasted him with a feral snarl.
Rubber burnt as he reversed down the driveway and skidded onto the main road to escape his mate.
Ah, sweet romance.
Though I had lingered to chat with Hood, I found Linus waiting for me on the porch, Cletus at his side.
Given I had been in his line of sight, and with Hood, he had given me all the privacy within his control.
I liked that. Almost as much as I liked the sight of him standing there, hands in his pockets, chatting with Woolly like her opinions mattered when so many treated her like a thing instead of as a person.
Kind of how a lot of people treated me these days.
Dangerous that like. I was in no shape to test the cracks in my heart to see if they might be widened to allow another person in. But, as he looked back at me, the lingering wound from the favor I asked of him in his eyes, I had to wonder if he hadn’t been seeping through those very fissures for a while now.
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The following night started in the usual fashion. Screams. Night sweats. Tears. But my recovery time was improving thanks to the mortification factor. Linus was staying in his old room, three doors down from mine, and I would have tossed and turned fretting over ruining his sleep if I used my bed for its intended purpose. Since I didn’t, I mostly wallowed in guilt after waking. Thankfully, he had learned his lesson about checking on me—or sending Cletus as his proxy—after I woke him with violent sobbing the first night he spent in the carriage house. Since then he let me suffer the daylight hours alone, just how I liked it.
I was off the hook for a shower since I’d had to wash off the grave dirt last night before climbing into my pajamas. All I had to do to be breakfast ready was dress in jeans and a tee and hit the stairs.
Linus had instituted an open-door policy at the carriage house, a welcome I hadn’t known I craved from another person, an invitation to share space and simply be. The rules had changed since he moved in, but the sensation remained when I spied him in the kitchen, and a tiny smile curled his lips.
“Your smoothie is on the counter.” He continued slicing up fruit. “Let me know what you think.”
Bracing myself for tweaks to yesterday’s successful formula, I palmed the frosty glass. A shiver I couldn’t blame on the smoothie coasted through my limbs as he watched me close my lips around the straw. I took a tiny sip, rolling the mixture around in my mouth, and tasted the difference. Tasted him.
The sensation of locking gazes with another person, of knowing how tart their blood stung on my tongue was...complicated. Anonymous donors had been gross but easier to palate since they weren’t staring at me while I savored them. But I couldn’t deny, even two days into his experiment, I noticed the gnawing in my gut that kept me shoveling in as much food as I could put my hands on was easing.
“You mixed an extra shot of Linus into my breakfast this morning.”
“We don’t know how much blood you require to function optimally.” He plated fruit salad and made a shooing gesture to get me to sit. “I’ll increase the dose until we see a visible positive or negative effect or until you determine a preference.”
“The clinical approach helps.” I settled in at my usual stool to polish off my first course. “It’s easier for me to wrap my head around this if I consider the need for blood as a nutritional deficiency.” I shot him an innocent look. “Maybe I’ll start calling it Vitamin L.”
Flames erupted in his cheeks, but he hid his pleasure even worse than his embarrassment. Thanks to my friendship with Boaz, I had plenty of occasion to study the smug male. Puffed chest. Toothy grin. Swagger for days. This specimen exhibited none of those tells.
Red cheeks. Downcast eyes. Hitched breath. Those were Linus’s symptoms. Yet I read the truth in them.
He enjoyed providing for me. He liked knowing his blood sustained me. He relished me savoring him.
And his simple pleasure in that shifted things in my chest into new configurations.
After clearing his throat, he asked, “Do you feel any different?”
“A little. Maybe? I think so.” I massaged my stomach with the heel of my palm. “I’m not as hungry as I have been. For a long time, I thought the problem was I couldn’t afford food that didn’t come in boxes. I wasn’t eating meat, and I was limited to fruits and veggies from the greenhouse. But I didn’t slow down once you started cooking for me. I’m eating more now than I have in my life, and I still get snackish.”
“Interesting.” He reached for a notebook and scribbled a few lines. “Do you mind?”
“Knock yourself out.” This way we both got something from the deal. I sated an intellectual hunger for him while he quenched a physical need for me. “Just do me a favor and refer to me as Patient G when you publish your research on goddess-touched necromancers. It gives me plausible deniability.”
“I don’t plan on publishing anything about your condition.” He slashed his pen across the paper.
“I thought that was the whole point.” I propped my chin on my palm. “Why do this otherwise?”
“Your condition fascinates me.” He glanced up then, expression earnest. “I want to understand its origin. I’m curious how and why goddess-touched necromancers exist. Their evolutionary roots would go a long way toward explaining your abilities.”
What he said made sense. His field of study was necromantic evolution. His passion was understanding the past to predict the future.
“After doing all this work, you’re going to keep it to yourself?” I drummed my fingers on my bottom lip. “What if there are others like me? Not everyone has access to my resources.”
Talk about your understatements. Pair my last name with the plethora of zeroes in my bank account, and there were few things I wanted that I couldn’t have with a snap of my fingers. That said, my greatest resource remained the man beside me, which no amount of money could buy.
His eyebrows climbed. “Are you saying you want me to share this information?”
“Strip my name and any identifying details, and I wouldn’t mind if you bound a copy and passed it on to the Elite to add to their collection.”
“Rumor might expose you,” he warned, smoothing a hand over his notes. “We might be providing interested parties with an instruction manual on how to reverse engineer someone like you.”
“The Marchands would not appreciate the competition. They seem to have cornered the market, albeit a black market, if Heloise was on the level.” I toyed with my straw. “I’m halfway tempted to put my acting chops to the test and fake a tearful reunion to gain access to their inner sanctum.”
At this ball, assuming the Marchands accepted the invitation, I would meet people who could share fresh stories about Mom. I would be introduced to the foremost experts on my condition. The past at my fingertips, answers within my grasp, but the cost…
“The Marchands had a stake in their possession capable of nullifying your magic. What other artifacts might they possess?” Black tendrils bled across his irises. “They’ll know how to subdue you. They’ll know how to hurt you. And they’ve proven they have no qualms about doing either.”
The artifact remained locked in my desk drawer, not the most secure location for an object of power. I really ought to be smarter about hiding it in case they got it in their heads to come looking for it. While I doubted they could breach Woolly’s new and improved wards, I didn’t want to be proven wrong or caught unprepared. As it was, I wasn’t keen on the ancient ash stake being in the house period. But any weaponized relic in my keeping was one less weaponized relic in theirs.
“Go on.” I rolled my hand. “Get it out of your system.”
Turning his back on me, he lifted the fruit salad off the cutting board then reached into the fridge. “Chocolate or cream cheese?”
What kind of question was that? “Both?”
“I thought you might say that.” He lifted out two small bowls and set them on the plate before walking it over to me. He returned moments later with lemonade made fancy by the paper-thin fruit slices floating in the mixture. “Bon appétit.”
Making grabby hands, I accepted my meal. “That’s really all you’ve got to say?”
“I offered my opinion.” He sat beside me and poured us each a drink, not that he would touch his. The gesture was habit for him, meant to help him blend in. “What else is there to say?”
“Boaz would tie me to a chair in the kitchen or lock me in a bathroom.” The first bite of apple soured on my tongue, poisoned by the use of his name. “Forget I said that.”
“I will never lay hands on you.” Linus drew lines in the condensation on his glass. “There are times I want to shut you away, where it’s safe. There are times I want to bundle you up, insulate you from all the ugliness in our world. But there will never be a time when I hurt you to accomplish those goals.”
Unshed tears glistened in my eyes, and I blinked to keep them from falling. “You’re a good man, Linus Lawson.”
“No, I’m not.” His eyes, more blue than black, flicked up to mine. “But for you, I try.”
“We’ll just have to agree to disagree,” I said and popped a cantaloupe wedge in my mouth.
    
MIDAS GOT me hot and sweaty for an hour after that. I could have gone longer, it’s not like I had anything better to do, but he claimed to have a surprise for me in the house. The crystalline laughter of the foyer chandelier as we passed under it hinted Woolly was in on the secret, and her happiness was infectious.
I trailed after Midas to one of the smaller bedrooms tucked at the very back of the house. The gym was two doors down, and I was about to break it to him that a treadmill didn’t count as a gift, when he shoved open a different door.
The queen bed and matching dresser that came standard in the unused guest rooms had been removed. I couldn’t recall which heirloom pieces fit this suite. Maud kept them off-limits when I was a kid, and I hadn’t seen any reason to air out spaces no one would be using anytime soon. But someone had been in here cleaning. And that same person had covered the honeyed oak floors with thick foam mats the color of Linus’s cheeks when he saw what I wasn’t wearing the night he fished me from the river.
“Woolly has generously donated this space as a sparring room for you,” Midas informed me. “We’re going to spend the rest of our session today installing the soft panels on the walls.”
“You sure you’re okay with this?” I curved my hand over the knob to establish a firmer link with Woolly. “The gym is more than enough.”
The bulbs warmed overhead as she gave us her blessing.
“You’re the best, girl.” I beamed at Midas. “This is overkill for someone at my skill level, but thank you.”
“You’re twenty-one,” he reminded me. “You have centuries to go. Keep training, and you’ll grow into the space.”
“I’m going to miss the grass under my bare feet.” I kicked off my shoes in the hall and padded in to try out the mats. “This is nice, though.”
“You’re safer in here than you are out there,” he said matter-of-factly.
A slow burn ignited in my gut. “I’m not going to live my life in a bubble.”
“I would never ask that of you.” Crimson bled into his eyes. “Neither would Hood or Lethe.” He pushed out a slow breath, and his gaze lightened. He blinked clear of his anger and cast me a thoughtful glance. “You know Linus pretty well, right?”
“We grew up together.” I curled my toes on the foam. “We weren’t close, but we’re getting there now.”
“I’ve watched him for years. Linus is an iceberg.”
A hard thud rattled my ribs as it sank in how well the pack knew his vulnerabilities from observing him in his capacity as the Potentate of Atlanta. He blamed the temperature of his skin on bonding with his wraith, but I decided I didn’t like them knowing even that much about him. “What do you mean?”
“What you see on the surface is only a fraction of who he is, what he’s capable of.” Midas sliced his hand sideways through the air. “There’s more to him hidden under the water, and no one ever sees it coming until it’s too late.”
The angle wasn’t the one I expected, and that kept my heart thumping. “You’re saying I should hide what I can do.”
“We might keep people off the property, but anyone can watch. Telescoping lenses, drones, avian familiars. You’re putting on a show, and you can bet your enemies are tuning in to see what happens next.”
“Enemies.” Actual, bonified Grier-haters. “How did I get here?”
“You were always going to be a target. You’ve got wealth, power, and a family name that once made the Society tremble.” He tipped his head to one side. “Actually, it still does. The Grande Dame was born a Woolworth. You’re privileged. There’s a cost for that, and it doesn’t matter if you’re willing to pay it if someone else decides you owe them for what they don’t have but you do.”
Spoken like a man with firsthand experience as a have rather than a have-not. This insight into his history made me wonder at his roots, but he would confide in me or not given time.
“I might have been targeted,” I allowed, “but the bull’s-eye wouldn’t have been visible from space.”
Midas chuckled under his breath. “You’re more deserving than most in your situation. You’ll put your resources to good use, and you won’t abuse the system. You’ll leave the Society better than you found it.”
Uncertain why it mattered so much, I still found myself asking, “What about Linus?”
“Linus is a product of the system. The mold you’re going to break is the one that’s encased him since the day he was born.” He reached for a screwdriver and a clear bag of plastic wall mounts. “There are no rungs left for the Grande Dame to climb, and that means she’s going to turn her attention toward her only son, her heir. He’s the Lawson scion, the last Woolworth by blood, and she’s going to start shopping for brides to continue her bloodline soon.”
“I thought he was safe from that fate.” A lump formed in my throat. “He’s on the older side not to be engaged yet.” The Society didn’t force marriage before the age of fifty, but older families often arranged engagements while their children slept in their cradles. “You think she waited this long to maximize his value?”
“I do.”
“I hope you’re wrong, but I’m afraid you might be right. That’s how the Grande Dame thinks.” I selected a pencil and tape measure then joined him at the wall. “How do you know so much about the Society?”
“The Faraday is home to a large concentration of necromancers and vampires.” He set down his tools to help me mark the correct placement for each mount. “I wear a uniform to work, and that makes me invisible.”
As much as I hated to admit it, I could see his point. Most High Society types wouldn’t cast him a second glance except to appreciate his beauty. Heck, most High Society types still called their staff the help.
“Years ago, I functioned as the elevator operator.” He twirled the pencil through his fingers. “Let me tell you—people treat elevators like confessionals and their operators like priests.”
“Elevator operator? Your age is showing.” I locked my jaw to keep from asking for a specific number.
“Not as much as you might think.” Amusement curved his lips at having piqued my curiosity. “It was a trend there for a while among the affluent. Bored me to tears. I begged Hood to trade with me, but he wasn’t about to give up his post at the front door. All that fresh air and sunlight. Lucky bastard.”
“I imagine Clarice Lawson was a hot topic long before her promotion.”
“And Maud, and you.” He cut me a sympathetic glance. “What happened to her rocked the foundation of the Society. Your aunt used those cracks as handholds.” He got busy with the measurements. “You’re prime real estate too. She’s going to want to marry you off as soon as possible.”
“She’s welcome to try.” As Dame Woolworth, I was free to pursue a marriage based on love or to skip the vows all together like Maud. The Grande Dame would threaten and cajole, I was certain, but I got to choose this much for myself. “Maud didn’t sell me to the highest bidder when she had the chance.” Granted, she didn’t have much use for men aside from getting in her cardio, and that was long before my time. “I’m not stepping on the auction block, and the Grande Dame can’t make me.”
Midas huffed out a laugh when I stuck out my tongue. “There’s a simple solution, really.”
“Do tell.” He passed me a hammer, and I began sinking wall anchors into the plaster over his pencil marks. “I’m all ears.”
“Marry Linus.” He caught the handle when it slid from my slack fingers. “The union would cement ties between two of the most powerful High Society families and continue the Woolworth bloodline. You might have been raised as cousins, but you’re not related. It’s a perfect match.”
“A perfect coup,” I corrected on a whisper.
Fingers numb from the wake-up call, I threw myself into the work to kill any further conversation.
After we finished securing the padding and cleaned up our mess, Midas drifted off to start his shift, leaving me to wipe down the surfaces in preparation for our trial run.
Me and Linus.
Linus and me.
Now that Midas mentioned it, I was shocked our families hadn’t hinted at our compatibility before now. But then again, I had Boaz-shaped stars in my eyes for so many years, I had yet to blink clear of them. There was a lot I had overlooked, including a freckle-faced boy with starry eyes of his own.
    
ONE OF THE hardest things I’ve ever had to do was pick up the phone and dial Cricket. So difficult, in fact, I bought myself a minute by texting Marit first with a quick apology and a heads-up I wasn’t coming back. Yeah, I took the coward’s way out, but I liked her, and I didn’t want to lie to her face. With that done, and the hour getting later, I had to bite the bullet or risk missing Cricket. She didn’t always stick around for the late-late tour. One of the perks of being the boss.
“Haint Misbehavin’,” Cricket chirped like her namesake. “How may I haunt you?”
“It’s me.” Good start, Grier. Firm. Decisive. “I wanted to let you know I won’t be returning to work.”
“I don’t get you, hon.” A long sigh blasted the receiver. “You fight like the devil to get what you want, I give it to you, and then you throw it away. Every. Single. Time.”
“Sorry I’m letting you down.” I winced. “Again.”
“Are you okay?” A door shut in the background as she closed herself in the office. “Those bruises…”
The concern shouldn’t have stunned me when I already knew she was the one who set Russo on my case all those years ago. She was most likely to blame for my current issues with the good detective too. Still, she had hidden her worry behind snark, and hearing the bite stripped from her words unsettled me.
“I dated a man who decided I belonged to him.” I wandered over to Keet and stuck my fingers through the bars of his cage to scratch his earholes while he fluttered his wings in ecstasy. At least one of us was enjoying themselves. I hated lying, despised its necessity. “I broke things off, but he’s convinced we’re meant for one another. He won’t take no for an answer.”
“Fucking bastard,” she snarled with all the heat of a momma bear protecting her cub.
“Neely met him once.” As much as I wanted to keep my friend out of it, I needed an eyewitness account to sell the story. “Danill, my…boyfriend…posted guards at my house. I couldn’t leave without him knowing. He bought me clothes and sent a car around for me. He knew where I was at all times. I had no privacy.”
At the time, I saw those things as blessings. Only after he kidnapped me had I seen them as a curse.
“I have a friend who works for Savannah PD. Caitlin Russo. You two met a while back.” A brittle quality entered her voice. “I can put you in contact with her. She can help you, Grier. You can get a restraining order against him.”
“A restraining order won’t help.” Volkov might be locked in a cell, but the master was free to do as he pleased with me. “I need to cut ties with my old life.” It was the truest thing I had said to her, and it gutted me. “I want a fresh start.”
“The system isn’t perfect, but it can work.” Her tone roughened. “I had a big sister. Meredith. She ran away when she was sixteen with some meathead she was dating. Our parents were furious, told me she was throwing her life away. They never filed a missing person report. They knew who she had gone off with even if they didn’t know where, and they washed their hands of her.”
Dread tightened my skin at the pain unleashed in the retelling.
“The police came to our house three weeks later. A body had been found that matched my sister’s description. They wanted my dad to go down to the morgue and identify the body.” A ragged exhale ripped from her. “The cops told him her boyfriend was a drug dealer. He used her as a mule to smuggle product into the country. One of the baggies she swallowed ruptured, and she overdosed on her way to the hospital.”
Goddess. “I’m so sorry.”
“They told us she died within minutes, that we couldn’t have saved her, but they were wrong.” A moment passed while she pulled herself together. “Every day my parents did nothing was a step down a path my sister couldn’t follow home. If they had called the police the night she left, she might still be alive today.” Her voice grew stronger, more determined. Fierce. “I call Russo when I find girls who need help, who have no family looking out for them.”
Seeking comfort, I leaned against the nearest wall and let Woolly caress my senses. “Russo told me you reported me missing the first time I vanished on you.”
“I gave you a pass for being a no-show the first night, but Amelie was inconsolable. I heard about your mom passing, and I went to pay my respects. But your house was a crime scene, and no one would tell me what happened or where you had gone. That’s when I called in Russo.”
“Thanks.” I let my eyes close. “Knowing you cared enough to look means a lot to me.”
“Amelie told me you went to live with your aunt.” She hesitated before plowing ahead. “Living situations can be tough when you’re placed with extended family. I hope she was good to you.”
Once or twice I tried picturing how things might have gone if Maud had died of a heart attack. Clarice Lawson would have taken me in, and I would have been her responsibility for two more years. I would have been left alone in the drafty old manor Linus abandoned the instant he graduated, a ghost haunting the hallowed Lawson halls. Forget Amelie and Boaz. She would have nipped those friendships in the bud. She probably would have enrolled me in the same school she chose for Linus. I would have been too far behind to catch up, too different to fit in, and too heartbroken to try for either.
I put the acting skills I learned at her knee to good use. “I was given everything I needed there.”
Enough food and water to keep me alive. Enough exercise to keep my muscles from atrophying.
Atramentous had provided for me, in its own miserly way.
“I’m glad.” True relief swept through her. “Will your aunt help you now?”
The Grande Dame was already helping me. She had given me Linus, after all. “Yes, she will.”
“Don’t vanish this time, hon,” she all but pleaded. “Go away if space is what you need, but don’t go away for good.” Her watery laugh made my throat tighten. “I’ll save you a spot on the Halloween roster. I won’t even make you scrub toilets for it this time. Deal?”
“Deal,” I promised, hoping against hope I could take her up on the offer. “I’ll send you a check for the dress.”
“It was never about the damn money,” she groused, sounding more like herself. “I wanted to teach you there are consequences for your actions.”
“You did that and then some.” Each time I fell from grace, she made me work to earn my wings back.
A prickle at my nape drew my attention to where Linus hovered on the threshold with a sketch pad in his hand. He must have come downstairs and been passing through the living room on his way to the kitchen. Aside from the Vitamin L smoothies, I had noticed enough containers marked with ambiguous labels to curb my daylight fridge-raiding tendencies.
“I have to go.” I pushed off the wall and started in his direction. “See you at Halloween?”
“I better not have to come looking for you. You know how much I hate cancelling tours when guides flake.”
Nostalgia warmed me, a bittersweet longing for such simple problems. “I’ll be there.”
With a huff of sound close to her usual bluster, she disconnected, killing the conversation and the illusion I could be the girl she had tried so hard to save ever again.




SEVEN
   
“I didn’t mean to interrupt.” Linus nodded toward the phone in my hand. “I wanted to show you something, but it can wait.”
“I’m all done.” I pocketed my cell. “I called Cricket to formally resign.”
A shadow passed over his face. “I can imagine how much that cost you.”
“I had a shelf life as a Haint. I couldn’t have worked there forever. Eventually, one of the girls would have noticed I wasn’t aging and started asking questions about my skin care regimen.” I considered how that would go. “I’m not sure what would horrify them more—learning I was a necromancer or that I still use a bar of dollar soap to wash my face.”
“I pour my own soap.”
“You do what now?” I fell neatly into the trap he set to cheer me. “That’s a thing guys do?”
“Doctors scrub in before surgery.” The tips of his ears pinkened. “I thought soap made with a blend of white sage and lavender might improve a practitioner’s success rate by cleansing the skin the way we smudge a space prior to performing a ritual.”
Jack of all trades. Master of…them all, apparently. “And did it?”
“Fractionally, yes.”
“Even with a low success rate, you kept going?” That didn’t sound like him.
“Not exactly,” he admitted. “I have a box full of unused bars under the kitchen sink in my loft.”
The urge to snicker almost overwhelmed me. “You got overly ambitious, huh?”
“It is a failing of mine,” he agreed with a tiny smile.
“You could have passed them out to students to unload your stock.” I mimed tossing them into a crowd. “They would have eaten up hand-poured soap from the dreamy Professor Lawson with a spoon then begged for more.”
A stillness swept through him. “You think I’m dreamy?”
Whoever was in control of my mouth was not doing their job monitoring that whole filter thing.
Oh, wait.
That would be me.
“I implied your students think you’re dreamy,” I countered, patting myself on the back for the save.
“You’re one of my students,” he pointed out, his grin widening.
Dang it.
I cleared my throat. “You wanted to show me something?”
“I printed off a map of the graveyard.” He spun the sketchbook on his palm and lifted the cover. “I’ve marked all the sites where samples were taken.” Small icons adorned the onion-skin paper he layered over the blueprint. “Do you see a pattern?”
“Hecate’s wheel.” I traced a circle around the affected area then connected the inner dots to form the three-prong symbol in the middle that represented her triple aspect: Mother, Maiden and Crone. The phallic angel mausoleum acted as the centermost point, and I tapped it once. “Or, as it’s more commonly known, a strophalos.”
The university where Linus worked took its name from the spoke design.
“This was intentional,” he said in absent agreement with our earlier assumptions. “I’m not sure what it signifies except whoever dug the holes meant to invoke the goddess.”
“Invoke her, not necessarily her blessing.” I studied the design, noticing how the practitioner had blended the old cemetery plots with the new to create the pattern. “We found no sacrifices, no tithes, no offerings. Who expects a goddess to give if she hasn’t first received?” Pride glinted in his eyes that caused my stupid heart to swell. “You don’t have to look so shocked. I do read my homework assignments. I’m not a total block of wood.”
“Of all the poor choices Maud embraced, I resent she made you doubt yourself the most.”
“I was an easy mark.”
Pleasing her had meant everything to me. Living up to her expectations had been my life goal. Proving to her that I was worthy of her time, her attention, her love.
A chilling thought blasted gooseflesh up my arms.
The Grande Dame and I actually had one thing in common.
Both of us had bent over backwards to earn Maud’s approval, and neither of us would ever get it.
“That only makes it worse.” His exhale rustled the paper. “I’ve contacted Mother. Sentinels are combing the cemetery to search for clues to the practitioner’s identity.”
His frustration thrummed in the twitch of his fingers. No wonder he had cracked the pattern so quickly. Jitters kept him thrumming, a high I would blame on coffee but must be adrenaline. His gaze slid toward the door, and his divided attention felt like I was holding him back.
I smoothed my thumb over the screen on my phone. “You want to be out there with them, don’t you?”
“It’s my job.” His hand touched his shirt above the city seal inked into his skin. “My duty.”
“In Atlanta, not here.” Here he was free to shed one mask from his arsenal. “You’re on sabbatical.”
“From teaching.” He closed the book and tucked it under his arm. “The hunt… I need it.”
A flash of memory swirled through me.
A wraithlike cloak flickered in my vision, overlaying his usual slacks-and-dress-shirt combo, to ripple in a wave of black mist that lapped at my ankles, a frigid pond I had waded into without taking the first step.
Though he had been busily blending since I arrived, his back to me, he was now in my personal space. His nose was an inch from mine. Less. And his icy fingers trapped the wrist of the hand that had touched him.
Ink spilled across his eyes until I was staring into a fathomless pool of still waters that lapped against the shores of my mind, eroding the memories I kept caged until I gasped and stumbled back.
“Linus?” I massaged my wrist, not because he had been rough, but because his glacial touch stung.
Midnight eyes dropped to my hand, and his lips tipped downward. “I hurt you.”
Linus hadn’t hurt me that night, and he hadn’t harmed me since then.
Itching for the spill of blood through his fingers or not, I had no reason to think he would start now.
“Have you been hunting since you came to Savannah?” I rolled a hand. “Besides the dybbuk?”
“Yes.”
My arm fell to my side. “How often?”
“Every night.”
Silence wrapped us in a cocoon of uncertainty. This was new ground, dangerous territory, and answering my questions freely meant he was as good as inviting me to walk alongside him.
The screen flashed on my cell, but I ignored the text. It might be Marit, and I had to work up my nerve to read her response. “That’s what you do while I’m at work?”
“Yes.”
Digesting, I was digesting. “Your mother knows?”
“I required her permission to operate in a city under her protection.”
That left a lot of room for what she might and might not know about her son’s activities.
While he was feeling chatty, I pressed my luck. “Are all potentates like you?”
“No.”
“For an overeducated guy, you sure toss out monosyllabic answers.”
“What you saw in Atlanta spooked you. I saw fear in your eyes when you looked at me.” He lowered his lashes as if the memory pained him. “I don’t want to put that expression on your face again. I don’t want to be that person around you.”
“That person is part of who you are, Linus.” I touched his shoulder. “You don’t have to pack away pieces of yourself to be my friend.” He deserved to hear the rest, so I gave it to him straight. “You murdered two vampires in front of me. Beheaded them. I’ve never witnessed that type of violence. It shocked me. You shocked me.” I wandered toward the couch and dropped on the cushions. “I didn’t see my friend in you that night, and it scared me.”
He made no move to follow. “I understand.”
“How can you?” I snatched up a pillow and wrapped my arms around it. “I’m just figuring it out myself.”
“I don’t regret what I did.” The way he said it made it clear he didn’t expect understanding or forgiveness, and he wasn’t going to beg for either one. “I would do it again to protect you.”
“I shouldn’t have been afraid of you.” I twisted to face him. “You deserve better.”
The sketchbook tucked under his arm slipped, and he had to stoop to catch it. “You’re entitled to your feelings.”
“See, I think I finally have a bead on the problem.” I mulled over Midas and his iceberg comment. “You keep so much of yourself hidden. Each time you share a new face with me, I wonder how many more I’ve yet to meet.” There was a Linus for every occasion. “The you who fixes me breakfast isn’t the same you who instructs me, and he’s not the same you who teaches at Strophalos or the you who killed those vampires.”
“They’re all me.” He thumbed through the pages at his side. “Each one of them.”
“Wear the masks,” I said, throwing the pillow at him, “but don’t let the masks wear you.”
“Grier.” He caught the overstuffed projectile. “It’s not that simple.”
“Yes, it is. Take them off. All of them. Trash them, burn them, stash them in a drawer— I don’t care. I want them gone.” I would pry them off his face with my fingers if I had to help him come up for air. “Be who you need to when you’re out there, but be who you are when you’re with me. Let me get to know you. The real you. All of you.”
“I’m not sure I can.” A frown knitted his brow. “But for you, I’ll try.”
“That’s all I’m asking.” I shifted gears while he stood there adorably muddled in the hope I might tip him into carelessness. “You’re being mighty forthcoming. You’re not usually so eager to let me get involved.”
Sharing his findings with me, like my opinion mattered to him, was a heady experience for me.
“Call it an experiment,” he said, recovering. “I kept you in the dark about Ambrose, and he almost killed you. I warned you about talking to Hood, and you ended up bringing him home with you. I’m sensing a theme.”
“Ah. You think if you keep me updated on this case we stumbled into that I won’t go wandering off in the middle of the day to investigate on my own.”
“I had hoped that might work, yes.”
“Hmm.” I toyed with the piping on the cushion under me. “I am currently unemployed. Why not bring me on as your assistant?”
“You’re more than that.” The answer shot out on reflex. “I wouldn’t ask that of you.”
“Okay.” A tiny weight lifted at his defense of my potential. “Partners.”
“Partners,” he echoed, flabbergasted into silence.
“We’re not equals. I get that.” He far outclassed me in the talent department. What I could do thanks to my weird blood and genetic memory, he had learned or taught himself. “I wouldn’t mind seeing what it is you do on a normal evening. Think of it as handing out warnings to perps instead of writing tickets.”
“You’re putting yourself at risk.”
Unsure of his tone, I didn’t detect a no. “I’m at risk every time I leave the property these days.”
A wraith for a shadow was the reason I got to leave the house, that and Cletus’s direct line to Linus.
“Hood will demand to accompany us.”
Guilt coated the back of my throat, but he was right. “Can we keep tabs on his whereabouts?”
Too bad it would probably get me eaten to suggest microchipping him with a tracker.
“I can trace the van.” He held up his phone. “Hardwired GPS.”
“Protecting your investment. I can respect that.”
“The van can be replaced.” Spoken like a man able to drop six figures on a tricked-out ride without blinking. “What might be in it should it ever disappear is my concern.”
“People are bound to get tired of kidnapping me,” I teased, hating his thoughts had gone there and dragged mine along for the trip. “Kidnapping me in my own ride would be an all-new low. That’s just tacky.”
“Who said I was talking about you?” Amusement lightened his eyes. “I meant the under-seat cooling trays.”
“Hey, we all have our priorities. I enjoy an ice-cold bottle of water as much as the next girl. I’m not going to knock you for appreciating a cool drink after a long night of hunting, grave digging, and whatever else it is you crazy potentates get up to in your spare time.”
“You’re sure you want to do this?”
“Get to know you or play Robin to your Batman?” Dang it. Again with the comic book references.
“Both.”
Thankfully, he gave no indication he was aware of me casting him in the role of the dark knight. “Yes.”
Savannah was my home, my past and my future, and it was time I learned every dark corner of her.
And I couldn’t have chosen a better guide.
    
FOUR HOURS AFTER LEAVING WOOLLY, our patrol ended at 432 Abercorn Street. The house was a favorite stop on ghost tours, and its controversial history thrilled. But Linus had grown up in Savannah, and he knew the real story as well as I did, so I didn’t attempt to spook him. Though I was tempted. He looked so serious.
If this was an average evening in the life of a small-town potentate, I was grateful not to be one.
“Well?” I kept strolling past the old house. “Have we done our civic duty for the night?”
A slight hitch in his stride told me I had startled him with the sound of my voice. Since he wasn’t the inattentive type, I wondered if he was splitting his focus with Cletus. “The streets are quiet.”
Using my best ominous voice, I intoned, “Too quiet?”
The flat look he turned on me earned him a laugh, and the edges of his lips curled before he flattened them. “Just for that, we’re making one last stop before we head home.”
Ten minutes later, he paused outside a familiar shop with faded gold lettering etched on the glass front door. Mountains of grimoires—new, used and refurbished—filled the gloomy interior like the best kind of bookstore. But that wasn’t the reason we had come to Third Eye Paperie.
Realizing that, I withered on the spot. “I had no idea you were such a cruel man.”
That ridiculous little non-smile flashed again. “You told me to be myself.”
Faking annoyance, I squinted up at him. “You’re saying I did this to myself?”
“You must get preparations underway. You can’t have a ball without invitations.”
He opened the door and guided me into the rundown shop Maud had used for all her stationery needs. For the briefest moment, especially with Linus by my side, I imagined she might step out from behind a leaning bookcase to chide me for hovering in the doorway. But she didn’t. And she never would again.
The place looked empty as Linus located a bell mounted to the wall with a long cord dangling from its clacker and rang it twice.
“A wedding?” a shrill voice blew through the shop. “Oh, la. What a momentous occasion.”
Linus angled his body between Matron Abigale Orestes and me. “Not a wedding.”
“Linus?” As always, she dressed as though a swath of fabric had caught her metaphysical eye, and she had proceeded to wrap the entire bolt around herself. The effect was toga-ish and raised uncomfortable questions about what she wore under there since every step and gesture revealed skin spotted by age and wrinkled by time. “I haven’t seen you since your voice changed.”
We both laughed at the weak joke, and the matron jerked her head toward me. Facing her head on never got any easier.
When she was younger, she fell in love with a High Society dame’s husband. He was handsome, charismatic, and married to a woman who grew so jealous of his beauty she rarely allowed him to leave their home. Orestes met him when she delivered invitations for one of the dame’s parties. Both lonely, the two struck up a friendship that led to more. The dame discovered her husband’s faithlessness, and she burned the eyes from Orestes’s head in punishment so she would never again behold the beauty that had first ensnared her.
Theories abounded on how Orestes continued her art while blind, but I had long suspected Maud was responsible for the gift of “sight” that allowed the matron to flourish.
Paper was her passion, in all its myriad forms and usages. She made small batches for special customers, but the rest she ordered from a hedge witch family in Shreveport. Any paper that entered or exited her shop was made by hands, not machines.
A gifted artist in her own right, Orestes sketched, painted and printed templates for any and all social events. For an extra fee, she would even use her masterful calligraphy skills to address each one by hand. Thanks to Maud’s longstanding patronage, I knew her handwriting almost as well as my own.
With an indrawn breath, the matron swiveled her head toward me. “Who’s this then?”
“You remember Grier.” Linus didn’t tack on my last name. There was no point. What other Grier would be tagging along on his rounds? “She’s throwing a ball. She needs invitations. The event will be exclusive. Three hundred or thereabouts. The guest list is at your discretion.”
Orestes used her inside track to keep a running tally of the most popular names by event for exactly this reason, and she would share it for the right customers. And an additional charge, of course.
“Three hundred?” I clutched his arm.
“Any smaller, and you risk alienating potential allies by not inviting them to your first official function.”
Hating he was right, that the Society was so petty, I rested my forehead between his shoulder blades. “Ugh.”
“You haven’t changed a bit, my dear,” Orestes tittered. “Maud always had to drag you in to pick your birthday invitations. Most girls your age lived for any excuse to party, but not you. You were a quirky little thing. Always walking arm in arm with Amelie Pritchard or chasing after her brother. Are you all still friends?”
“No.” A dagger of regret wedged itself between my ribs. “We’ve gone our separate ways.”
“Ah, well.” She navigated her shop with sure footing and motioned us over to an alcove stacked with books filled with sample invitations. “These things happen with mixed friendships.” She winked at me, a crinkling of the skin at the corner of one eye. “The High Society doesn’t like us playing in their sandboxes.”
The observation left me fidgety beside Linus. She wasn’t wrong. Knowing that, I kept my mouth shut.
“That’s not to say they’re not without their redeeming qualities.” She tapped her bottom lip with an ink-stained finger while gazing at Linus. “Once in a rare generation, they produce someone worth admiring that almost justifies the rest of them.”
Admiration had gotten her into plenty of trouble once, but it didn’t seem to bother her anymore.
“Tell your mother I said hello,” she added as an afterthought to Linus. “I’ll give her twenty-five percent off her first order as congratulations on her promotion to overlord—I mean, Grande Dame.”
“I’ll do that,” Linus said politely. “I’ll pass along your congratulations as well.”
Ever the diplomat. I’m glad he salvaged the situation. It was all I could do not to sputter a laugh.
Overlord.
Ha!
“You do that,” she said, sweet venom lacing her words before turning her attention back to me. “Maud stuck to a garden theme when having guests at Woolworth House. She preferred the roses, naturally, but they were her favorites. You’re Dame Woolworth now. What are yours?”
“The ball will be held at the Lawson manor.” I slid a look toward Linus. “Are there any symbols your mother prefers?”
“Pick for yourself,” Orestes urged. “The house might be hers, but the guests will be yours.”
“She’s right.” Linus accepted a book from her gnarled fingers and began flipping through the designs. “What you select is a direct reflection on you. Make it something personal.”
“Make a statement.” Orestes dumped an even chunkier book in my hands. “Coffee? Tea? Soda?”
“Tea,” Linus said, “with honey if you have any.”
“I buy local. Helps with my allergies.” She turned her head toward me. “What about you?”
“I’m fine, but thank you.”
“I’ll be right back.” She flicked a hand at the samples. “You two skim for inspiration.”
Pretending interest until she bustled out of sight, I turned on Linus. “You owe me for this.”
“You’re the one who wants to parlay with the master.” He thumped the cracked spine. “This is part of that.”
“Oh, no, the ball was your idea.” The credit belonged one hundred percent to him. “I was thinking more along the lines of writing him a note with instructions to meet me at one of those chain coffee houses near dawn. All I would have to do is leave it for one of his skulking lackeys to find. We could meet one-on-one and discuss his not kidnapping me again over scones like civilized people.”
“He doesn’t strike me as the scones-at-dawn type.”
A pleased laugh forced its way free of me. Linus was playing with me. “We’ll never know now, will we?”
“Not unless he proves his claim is true and you two reconcile.” Linus’s fingers clenched on the page, wrinkling the delicate paper and killing his light mood. “Even then, I doubt you’ll convince him to sip from a paper cup.”
“The ball is a good idea.” I covered his hand with mine, smoothing the creases beneath his palm. “A controlled setting for this conversation means we go into this meeting with the advantage. We can hear him out, tell him thanks but no thanks, and then get on with our lives.”
“Our lives,” he murmured, twisting his wrist so that our fingers almost, almost meshed together. The ice of his skin was a cold burn against mine that invited me to close the distance, to warm him with my touch.
“Yes,” I answered thickly, heart in my throat, pulse in my ears. “This will be one less thing for you to worry about after you leave.” The reminder that Atlanta owned him stung. “One less monster under my bed.”
“Grier…”
“The Undead Coalition would benefit from our insight as well.” I kept going, piling on more words, more distance, from the ones that hurt. “Maybe the Grande Dame can work her magic on the master. How great would that look on her resume if she facilitated peace talks between him and the Undead Coalition?”
Mouth a tight line, Linus withdrew his hand and passed over the book, taking the other volume from me. “You might like that design.” He set down his burden. “It suits you.” He turned his back on me. “I’m stepping out for some air.”
I had taken a step after him when Orestes reemerged holding a silver tray laden with cups and cookies.
“I have tea,” she trilled. “Grier, are you sure I can’t interest you in…?” Her question for me trailed into nothing as she grasped I stood alone. “Where did the Lawson boy go?”
“He needed air,” I snapped, regretting my temper. “Sorry for biting your head off.”
“Oh, sweet girl. You don’t have to apologize to me of all people.” Her brows pinched in sympathy, the skin around her scar tissue tightening. “Men, no matter how handsome, elegant, or wealthy, are nothing but trouble.”
“That’s been my experience too.” Though none of those attributes were required for a broken heart. Boaz had proven that.
“The younger you learn, the easier the rest of your life will be.” She set about fixing herself a cup. “Want my advice?”
A woman with her history might be the last person I ought to take pointers from but “Sure.”
“Marry for love.” She passed me a vanilla wafer cookie like the ones I’d loved when I was a kid. “Half the Society’s problems are brought on by unhappy people looking to make everyone else miserable too.” She turned her head toward a photo of a couple locked in a torrid embrace, their faces hidden by the woman’s curtain of wavy hair. “Choose a life partner. Make a smart decision. Take your time to be certain of the match. Marriages are forever. That’s another reason why the Society dames live for gossip about who’s doing who. They’ve forgotten what sex ought to be, a joyous celebration of mutual attraction if not affection. Not a punishment, not a crime.”
Instead of sucker, I must have single stamped on my forehead. “Maud never married.”
In the same way that well-meaning people asked young couples when they would have their first (or second or third…) child, they often assumed a woman without a man must be shopping for one. As if your life couldn’t be full without a ring on your finger or a warm body in your bed.
“Maud loved herself more than she could ever love anyone else.” A swift denial sprang to my lips that she was quick to shush. “She was a good woman. She was kind. She was caring. She gave of herself. But she enjoyed the company of her old house, the peace of her books, the solitude of her laboratory. Another person would have disrupted that, another person would have demanded some of that time be spent with them, and Maud was not a fan of obligations unless she chose them.”
“Maud told me when she was younger, she let potential suitors down by confessing she was married to her career and reminding them the Society frowned upon affairs.”
Orestes laughed softly. “That sounds about right.”
While she sipped her tea, pausing to add three heaping spoonfuls of sugar, I examined Linus’s selection.
The picture showed a bird that might have been any number of things, but it was bright yellow with red dots for eyes.
Keet.
“You softened her,” Orestes confided after the drink was to her liking. “None of us expected her to adopt you when Evie passed. Until the funeral, I would have sworn on the goddess’s light she didn’t possess a maternal bone in her body. But she held you on her lap that day during the service while you cried against her neck, your fingers curled in her hair, and I witnessed the shift in her perspective.”
This was a story I hadn’t heard. “What kind of shift?”
“She hired off-duty Elite to screen the mourners so no Marchands could attend, for one. None tried to my knowledge, but the Elite are paid to make sure events flow smoothly. Only Maud would have known, and I can tell you right now she would have fought your family tooth and nail for you. Evie was her best friend, and she refused to lose you too.”
Any hope my blood relatives might have come for me, might have wanted me, was short-lived. They had turned their backs on Mom, and on me. Kin or not, I knew what they would do if they got their hands on me.
Bleed me dry.
The same as all the rest.
“Have you made a selection?” Orestes interrupted my rambling thoughts as they spun toward Linus, whose presence I almost felt through the brick wall separating us. “You would be the first to show interest in that fellow.”
“Can I purchase the rights to this design?” The parakeet spoke to me, but this ball was meant to be a statement, and I couldn’t bear to adopt the symbol of Maud’s disappointment as my own. “Not for the invitations, but for later.”
“Sure.” A chipper note spiked her tone at having made a sale. “What about the ball?”
“I want to use this.” I borrowed a piece of paper and pen from her then started drawing, careful to avoid any of my usual flourishes. Sweat beaded across my forehead as I battled against my natural perception to keep the details as precise as the original. “Will that work?”
“I don’t see why not.” She held the scrap to the light and tipped her head to one side the way a normal person might, but her gaze ran deeper. “You’ll make a statement with this, all right. I’ve never seen anything like it.”
Feeling better about my choice, I paid my bill and left the shop to join a solemn Linus on the sidewalk.
To earn a moment while I felt out his mood, I read the text from Marit.
I’m here if you need me.
I wavered on sending an emoticon in response, but I wasn’t sure what happened to our friendship next. Until I did, I was better off leaving well enough alone, even if it made my heart ache to put her on the backburner. Then I turned my attention back to Linus and our visit to Orestes.
What I expected to be a waste of my time had given me a shot of the purpose I was lacking.
Orestes reminded me of something important. The Society loved gossip. Reveled in it. There was no expiration date on shame. They recalled past scandals just to savor them, and I was about to give them a reason to remember the one attributed to me. Several of the dames and matrons in attendance would be walking down memory lane, sniping at me behind my back as they shoved their sons in my face.
All I had to do was keep my eyes and ears open. If anyone knew where Maud had gone, who she had gone with, and what she had been doing prior to her death, it would be the women in that ballroom.
Linus had been right in his thinking.
A ball was the perfect solution.
“You could have left Cletus with me.” I set off in the direction of Mallow on autopilot. “You didn’t have to stay.”
The wraith descended as Linus fell in step beside me. “Do you want me to leave?”
“You’re the one with his boxers in a twist. All I did was point out the fact you’re going back to Atlanta. Your whole life is there.”
“Not my whole life.”
“Okay, fine, so your mother lives in Savannah.”
“You do too.”
The sidewalk dipped, and I stumbled over my feet. “Will we really keep in touch when you leave?”
He steadied me with a hand on my elbow until I regained my balance. “What do you want me to say?”
“You’re all I’ve got left.” I withdrew from him, unable to think while he was touching me. “You feel like a friend, that’s how I think of you, but I can’t forget why you’re here.”
“I’m here to give you the education to survive your gift.”
A pang rocked me back on my feet. “Can you honestly say you’re not spying on me for your mother?”
“I report on your progress.” He stopped walking, and that’s when I realized I had stopped too. “I answer any questions she asks in her official capacity, and in mine. That’s it. That’s all.” He lowered his voice, his hurt evident. “Where is this coming from?”
“I don’t want to lose you too.” A filmy haze covered my eyes. “But I don’t know how much of this is real.”
“I’m not Boaz.” His cool fingers traced the path of the tears leaking down my cheeks. “I won’t lie to you, and I won’t betray you.”
“You stole my parakeet.” I sounded like a broken record, and I knew it, but facts were facts. “Why?”
“Mother led me to believe your faculties were…diminished.” He dropped his hand, and it clenched at his side. “She expressed concerns for Woolly, for Maud’s private things, and she convinced me that luring you to the Lyceum for an intervention was prudent if I wanted to preserve Maud’s legacy.”
Disgust soured my stomach over how she had played us both. “That manipulative—”
“I had no idea what to expect after what they did to you in Atramentous. I could understand Mother’s worries, and I shared them.” He raked his hands through his hair. “She preyed on my bond with Maud, and when that wasn’t enough, she let your condition slip.”
“The last time we had this conversation, you left out the part where you thought I was a raving lunatic.”
“I know Mother well, better than anyone. All it took was one look at her face after I arrived to know I had been played.” He started walking again, and I let him lead me. “My suspicions were confirmed when I saw you. You were…not the Grier I remembered, but you were whole.”
“I get that a lot.”
“The Grier I knew as a child was open, kind and beautiful.”
I swallowed once and then again when it didn’t work the first time. “And now?”
“You’re harder, stronger and more beautiful than ever.”
“I’m a bag of bones with gaps in her memory and a price on her head.”
“You’re a survivor. You underestimate your appeal.”
“You told me that night in the Lyceum you wanted to be my guest as much as I wanted to host you. You promised the harder I worked, the sooner you could return to your home and your life, and the sooner I could transition into the next phase of my mine.”
Quoting him hurt. Until I purged his words, I had all but forgotten them. Or so I thought. They must have stuck in my craw worse than I realized if I could pull them to the forefront of my mind so easily.
“I was pissed,” he growled softly, an inhuman sound that raised chills. “I had been lied to and manipulated. Again. Maneuvered into a corner from which there was no escape.”
“You must be used to that by now,” I said before I could censor myself.
Bitter laughter hitched in his chest. “I shouldn’t have said those things to you, but I meant them. At the time.” The rumble never left his voice. “Boaz stood at your shoulder like he had every right to be there, and his entitlement pissed me off. He fled Savannah after you were incarcerated. He used you as an excuse to distance himself from his family and the army as a reason not to return. But the second you were released—there he was. Ready to act as your anchor when the truth is you’ve always been his.”
The version of this story Boaz had told me was more romantic, more flattering. When I envisioned him leaving Savannah burdened by heartache and misery, I had all but swooned. Viewing his actions through the lens of Linus’s perspective, as Boaz seizing an opportunity to escape his own future while mine crumbled, picked at the scabs over my heart.
“Two pissed in one conversation,” I teased, voice cracking. “That’s twice the pissed I thought you were capable of.”
“The real me, it seems, has unresolved anger issues where Boaz is concerned.”
“Me too.”
Only he hadn’t absconded with my sketchbook, he had stolen my heart. A corner of it at least. But even now, when a poker to the eye would have been kinder than seeing him again, I wasn’t sure what hurt worse. Losing one of my oldest friends or the potential we had to be more. I worried the wound might not heal right if I didn’t know what type of weapon had inflicted it in the first place.
Which kind of love cut this deep? That was the question. A lifetime spent doubting Boaz, the tiny pieces he gave away to all the other girls, never the whole, even to me, was answer enough. When I tested the ache, I bled from the same tender injury, the one hidden behind my ribs, that Amelie had dealt me.
Maybe I had never believed in happily ever afters. Or maybe I had never believed in one with him.
Acknowledging the source didn’t make me hurt any less, but maybe it would help with that whole healing thing.
“I just…need one thing to be real.” I drifted closer until our elbows brushed as we walked. “I would like that thing to be you.”
Head lowering, like he didn’t want to watch if I rejected the arm he wrapped around my shoulders, he tucked me against his side. “You’re the only one who sees me, who’s ever wanted to see all of me.” His hand was a cool weight that reassured, and when he brushed his lips over my hair, I leaned into him. “I’m never realer than when I’m with you.”
Content with that answer, I hooked an arm around his waist and took him for hot chocolate he wouldn’t drink, which doubled my serving. That meant, for tonight at least, he qualified as the perfect guy.




EIGHT
   
Mallow just wasn’t the same without Amelie, but four mugs of hot chocolate went a long way toward filling the hole left by her absence. With calories. The extra marshmallows helped too. Especially the baggie of fluffy hand cut squares Linus bought for me to bring home when I indicated a fifth cup might be called for. One he offered to make. Once we got back to Woolly. It was a cheap bribe, but I took it. If there was one thing better than their hot chocolate, it would be his.
“You can’t drown your sorrows in chocolate” was his sage advice.
“Literally no one believes you” was my less sage response.
The next evening, however, I was spared from the dream waking me thanks to my bladder. After I sloshed to the bathroom to relieve myself and showered, I dressed in jeans and a tee, both new with nary a hole to be seen, and joined Linus in the kitchen. Or, I would have, had he been in there.
“Linus?” I checked the office in case he had gotten absorbed in a book, but he wasn’t there either. “Woolly, have you seen him?”
In answer, Woolly killed all the lights in the house and plunged me into darkness.
“Is that a no?”
The light in the room next to this one flickered on, and I went to investigate. Room to room, she led me to the front door, which she opened and then shut.
“He left?”
The foyer chandelier tinkled an affirmative.
“I’m not sure I remember how to breakfast without him.” I glanced back at the kitchen but wrote it off as a loss. There was no food in there. Only ingredients. “Guess I’m ordering takeout.” I stepped onto the porch. “Midas?” Thanks to his heightened senses, I wasn’t reduced to yelling. “You out here?”
“He’s on a grocery run,” Lethe called back. “What’s up?”
“I was going to invite him to join me for breakfast since Linus ditched me.” Yeah, yeah. I didn’t have to sound so bitter. The guy misses one morning, and I lose my cool. This is why they say not to feed wild animals. Once you tame them, they develop expectations. Bacon was now one of mine. “Would you care to join me?”
“I could eat.” She walked into view, grinning. “Are you sure you don’t want to wait on him? He’ll be back any minute.”
“Nah. You’ll do.” I waved her up the stairs. “I’ve gotten used to having company for breakfast.”
Lethe snickered. “That sounds like one of my lines.”
“What…? Oh.” I laughed too. “I’ve gotten used to having company join me for breakfast. Better?”
“Much.” She pressed her palm to the column nearest the topmost step, allowing Woolly to get a read on her before she joined me on the porch. “Don’t get me wrong, I come from a long line of women who aren’t afraid of chewing people up and spitting them out, but breakfast is sacred.”
To shifters and necromancers apparently. “Bacon.”
“Bacon,” she agreed.
“I’m glad we had this conversation.” I showed her into the kitchen. “What do you like?”
“Meat, meat, and more meat. I’ll take a side of meat with that if you’ve got it.”
Tears threatened at this moment of perfect kinship. “I think I’m falling in love with you.”
“I get that a lot.” She flipped her blue hair behind her shoulder then settled her hand over her stomach. “Not gonna lie, the amount of meat I can consume turns guys on.”
I spluttered a laugh that got caught in my throat. Grinning wide, she gave me a moment to recover.
“Is Hood still in the doghouse?” I reached for the fridge. “Was that in poor taste? I didn’t mean…”
“I know what you meant, and it definitely applies here.” She placed a hand over her stomach. “It’s not like I asked him to stay at home and knit beer cozies. I asked him to sleep eight extra hours while holes in his body filled in. I feel skin is an important part of that whole keeping organs inside our bodies where they belong thing.”
“I agree. Skin is essential. Skin without holes is even better.”
“See? You get it.” She noticed her hand, noticed me trying not to notice her hand, and barked out a laugh. “You don’t have to waste your acting skills on me. I know you know I’m pregnant. Midas is a blabbermouth. I told him thirty-six hours ago. I’m willing to bet you a strip of crispy bacon from my plate that he told you within the first twenty-four.”
“As much as it pains me to turn down free bacon, I can’t rat him out for loving his sister.”
While she mumbled about girls sticking together, I dialed up the Waffle Iron and placed our order.
That done, I wrenched open the fridge. “Can I get you something to drink?”
“Orange juice, please.”
“Hope you like fresh-squeezed.” A kiss of cool air hit my face as I scanned the shelves. “My live-in chef is particular.”
I lost the thread of our conversation when I spotted the stainless-steel cup sitting on the top shelf. It was one of those double-walled deals that was popular at the moment, and it didn’t belong to me. There was a note folded and propped in front of it, and I reached for that and the drink, having an idea of its contents.
“What’s that?” Lethe flared her nostrils. “Smells fruity, and coppery.”
“Pre-breakfast,” I told her, certain that was the case. “Linus left it for me.”
“Oh?” Casual as you please, she propped up on the counter. “Where was he off to in such a rush?”
“Let’s find out.” I unfolded the note and read it aloud. “I was summoned to the Lyceum on business. I should return before you wake, but if not, here’s breakfast. Yours, Linus.”
“Huh.” She crossed her legs and started kicking one of her ankles. “I didn’t realize necromancers courted with food too.”
“He’s not courting me.” I tucked the note away in a drawer, and the way she tracked the move made me wish I had thrown it in the trash instead. “I’m a science experiment. This is putting a theory into practice.”
“Mmm-hmm.”
“I’m serious.”
“All I’m saying is there’s blood in that drink, and its smells an awful lot like Linus.” She drew on the marble countertop with her fingertip. “The fact he’s not only feeding you, but sustaining you with a part of himself…”
“It’s complicated.” Explaining Maud set us on this path took more effort than I had to expend this early.
“These things usually are,” she agreed on a sigh. “Lucky for us, breakfast is easy.”
So was our chatter while we waited on the food to arrive, and it was nice having a girl to talk to again.
The doorbell rang after she stood, breaking off her last comment, her keen ears picking up the delivery vehicle’s approach. She pointed at the front door, and we both went to greet the driver. An extra set of hands was a must considering the size of the order. I paid, tipped well for quick service, then divvied up the bags with Lethe to carry into the kitchen.
While she started shoveling in sausage and ham and bacon, I sipped my smoothie.
The weird factor sank in without Linus around to make drinking blood seem more clinical and less my new reality.
“That’s not getting any colder.” She pointed a crisp strip at me. “No one likes congealed bacon grease.”
“I’m supposed to drink all of this before I eat.” Truth be told, I didn’t mind. The flavor, as long as I divorced my mind from the source, didn’t offend. And it satisfied me in a way food hadn’t in a long time. “I’ll make it quick.” I slurped to prove a point and then winced. “Brain freeze.”
“Have you tried it warm?”
“It’s a smoothie.” I caught her meaning about the time she laughed. “Blood?” I wrinkled my nose. “No.”
“Hey, don’t knock it ’til you try it.” She gestured between us with the same piece of bacon. “From one predator to another, nothing beats it hot from the source.”
“I’m not a…” I clamped my mouth shut at her droll look. “Actually, I like the sound of being a predator.”
Hard to be a victim when you’re top of the food chain.
“You’re a half-blood, right?” She crunched down. “We are too. Our line, I mean. Midas and me. It’s the only reason our pack broke free of Faerie rule. One of our gwyllgi ancestors bred with a female warg, creating a new breed. That gave us grounds to declare ourselves native supernaturals. A few others escaped the same way, that’s where Hood’s people come from, but that loophole was stapled closed.” She shoved a whole sausage patty in her mouth, barely stopping to chew before she swallowed. “We’re the best of both worlds, if you ask me.”
“I wondered what a gwyllgi pack was doing working for the Faraday.”
“The Faraday makes for a good home base. The pay is great, tips are freaking awesome, and it’s a hub of paranormal activity. Ears like ours? We hear everything. Between Hood at the front door, Midas at the rear, and me walking the beat, there’s not much happening in Atlanta and beyond we don’t know.”
“That’s what Midas said too.”
“Really? He told you that?” Her hand lowered to her stomach. “I shouldn’t be surprised after Hood marked you. That makes you pack. You belong to us, so why wouldn’t he share with you?” She rolled her eyes. “Like I said—blabbermouth.”
I choked on my lump-free smoothie. “Hood did what?”
“Every time he licks you? He’s not being a cute doggy. He’s tagging you.” She tapped the side of her head. “We’re cognizant when we shift. Not all gwyllgi or wargs can say the same. We’re in total control in both forms. Though, to be fair, our primal sides can go off the rails given proper motivation.” Again, her fingers drummed her navel. “Any adorable antics on his part are calculated to disarm. Believe that.”
Turning my hand over in front of me, I imagined all the drool my skin must have absorbed over the past few weeks. “How do I get untagged?”
“The mark fades over time, but we’ll always be able to detect it on you.”
My jaw came unhinged. “I’m pack for life?”
“Yep.” She kept cramming food into her mouth. “That’s what an honor debt means. We owe you big. We value no one more than our packmates. The mark? It makes you an honorary one of us, and it ensures we treat you as such. Our primal sides won’t accept anything less.” She reached out and pinched my cheek. “You’re like a cute little mostly hairless puppy we’ve adopted.”
Just when I thought my life couldn’t get weirder. “Does that apply to the rest of the Atlanta pack?”
“Yes and no.” The answer was serious enough she swallowed before speaking. “The Atlanta gwyllgi will recognize the mark and understand it’s ours. They won’t attack as long as you don’t back them into a corner.”
“Good to know.” I polished off my smoothie and set it in the sink to rinse out later. “It should be a nonissue. I have no plans to go back in the foreseeable future.”
Her hand paused halfway to her mouth. “You’re not going to visit Linus?”
“I don’t like to think about him leaving.” I opened my takeout box and crunched on a strip of salty bacon. “We fight when we talk about it, so I’m keeping my mouth shut going forward. Problem solved.”
“That’s not how it works, pup.” Sympathy darkened her eyes. “You get the problem, right?”
“I don’t want him to go.” I hadn’t meant to say it out loud. I hadn’t really meant to think it. But there it was. “I don’t want to lose him too.” The overhead light dimmed, and I stroked the wall beside me. “We don’t want to be alone again.”
“You don’t want him to go?” She started eyeing my food. “Give him a reason to stay.”
Saving the eggs and toast for myself, I passed her my bacon. “I’m not ready to make any promises.”
“That’s fine.” She grinned in thanks. “Just don’t expect him to either.”
Solid advice. That didn’t mean I enjoyed getting beaten with the truth stick.
That was going to leave a mark.
    
MIDAS and I were finishing up our session when I noticed Linus watching from the doorway. I wasn’t sure how long he had been standing there. Woolly hadn’t ratted him out, and Midas had ignored him to focus on our lesson. I was the only one caught unawares, and it cost me.
“Oomph.”
The new mats absorbed impacts like a dream—they were so much better than grass with an underlayer of dirt—but it still knocked the breath out of me when I landed on my back. Midas might be careful, but that didn’t mean he took it easy.
Linus leaned over me, his feet at my head. “I didn’t mean to distract you.”
“How long have you been standing there?” I wheezed through the pain.
“Twenty minutes or so.” He extended his hand toward me, and I clasped his cool palm. “You look good.”
“You can see my boob sweat, my hair is greasy, and my cheeks are splotchy.” I bounced in place for a beat when he pulled me onto my feet. “You might want to clean your glasses and try again.”
Midas wiped a hand over his mouth, but his eyes lightened. “I think he meant your form.”
Linus ducked his head, but it was getting harder for him to hide those tiny smiles from me now that I knew to look for them.
“Oh.” Using the hem of my tee to pat my face dry, I bought myself a moment to die in private. “Thanks.”
Cool fingers tapped my elbow until I lowered my fabric shield. “Are you ready for another field trip?”
“Sure.” I plucked at the damp material. “I just need to grab a shower first.”
He swatted aside the suggestion. “You’ll only need another one after we’re finished.”
“That sounds promising.” I waved to Midas as he let himself out then turned back to Linus. “Where are we going?”
“To gather marsh woundwort.”
“I’ll need my waders then.” As the name implied, the herb grew in marshy conditions. “Bug spray is probably a good idea too.”
Maud kept woundwort in her first-aid kit in various forms. The fresh herb applied directly to cuts and scrapes halted bleeding. The essential oil had antispasmodic and antiseptic properties. Powdered leaves made a medicinal tea that treated fevers, heart and liver ailments, and internal hemorrhaging. It was one of the few herbs she had insisted on gathering wild from a plot she tended. Most everything else, she grew at home.
Restoring her extensive herb garden was yet another item on my lengthy to-do list. Odette had given me the windowsill version during her brief stay, but there was more to be done in the greenhouse.
Truthfully, Maud had been twice the gardener I claimed to be, and I always appreciated the fruits of her labors. Fresh veggies for meals. Herbs for the kitchen as well as the lab. Flowers to perfume the house. Natural beauty that invited you to step outside, breathe in the night air, and linger under the moon.
Yanking my thoughts back on task, I headed for the living room. “We’re going to the Savannah National Wildlife Refuge?”
“Yes.”
“The same patch where Maud used to take us?”
“I haven’t been there in years.” His gaze went distant. “I thought it would be fitting.”
“She would get a kick out of us using her favorite spot. It ought to be a wild tangle by now.”
“You hated going,” he reminded me. “I always got roped into those trips.”
“All those bugs?” A shudder rippled through me. “Don’t even get me started on the snakes.”
We hit the porch, and I grabbed my waders before we started down the driveway. He was right. There was no point cleaning up when we would come back sticky with sweat, flecked with mud, and covered in itchy, red mosquito bites.
“Do you remember the time you bent to pick up a stick,” he asked, “but it was a moccasin?”
“How could I forget?” I mimed dancing a jig. “Maud stomped it to death. I didn’t even know that was possible. She weighed maybe a hundred and twenty pounds, and the snake was almost longer than she was tall.”
“You never went back after that,” he mused.
“What was the point when she had you?” Bitterness I recognized from the way Amelie spoke of me and my talent edged into my voice, and I loathed hearing that pettiness in me. Understanding we all envied someone made forgiving her possible when I wanted to hold on to my anger. Possible, not likely. “I didn’t mean to go there. The thing with Maud had nothing to do with you. It was between her and me.”
“I understand how difficult it is to be civil to a person who has what you want.”
I cut a look at him from the corner of my eye. “Here I always thought you had everything you wanted.”
“No.” He looked right back. “Not everything.”
Skin flushed, I threw myself into opening the gates and scanning the road for Hood. Thankfully, he pulled around before I was forced to make small talk with Linus, which would have involved looking him in the face. Not waiting for him to be the gentleman, I slid open the door and climbed in. He gave me time to get settled before joining me, proving yet again he was too perceptive and far too chill for me while I was in this raw mood.
“Nothing rattles you.” I tipped my head against the seatback. “You’re so calm, it makes me want to shake you sometimes.”
“I’m sorry if that bothers you,” he said, polite to a fault.
“Oh no you don’t.” I bolted upright. “Take off the mask.”
“This is my face.” Cold, precise, cutting. “I can’t remove it.”
“Do you need help?” My fingertips itched to claw at his seams. “I’m willing to lend you a hand.”
“Calm down, kids.” Hood pulled out into the late-evening traffic. “No one is clawing off anyone’s face back there.”
Softer, Linus asked, “Why does this matter so much to you?”
Because Lethe had put a bug in my ear. Because I wanted to know why I couldn’t let him be. Because I thought for so long that I loved a man who could never love me back, and I was terrified of caring for one who might have deified me the same way I had sainted Boaz.
The way Linus looked at me…I had to be sure he saw me. Not his crush. Not his muse. Me.
And I wanted a good, long look at him. Not snatches of truth and snippets of real. I wanted it all.
I had no clue where my heart was in this, but my head was learning to be smarter about these things. Every time Atlanta crossed my mind, my gut twisted, and my temper blazed hot enough to scorch us both. Maybe Woolly was right about talking out my feelings. Maybe bottling this up was toxic for me.
“Boaz was an open book, and he still lied so well I couldn’t tell them from the truth.”
A stillness overtook Linus, and wisps of black mist licked at his ankles before trickling over mine.
“Using that logic, you must believe since I keep my own counsel, I’m more likely to deceive you.”
Until I blurted it out, I hadn’t realized that was the exact thorn in my side. “Yes.”
“Boaz had a luxury few of us can afford. He led an obligation-free life. He did what he wanted, when he wanted, with whom he wanted. He read like an open book because his pages were blank. He was a hedonist. He craved the fame of infamy. He spat on his familial obligations while using their resources to pursue his own passions.” The mask ripped away as black swallowed his eyes. “I have many advantages, but I didn’t have that one. I wasn’t allowed to shuck responsibility and do as I please. I wasn’t permitted the freedom to say what I thought, to conjure my own dreams, to embrace who I am.”
“Who are you?” I whispered so softly even Hood might have missed it.
“All great necromancers skirt the edge of darkness.” Night blossomed across his chest, the stain spreading like blood until the tattered wraith’s coat I had only glimpsed settled about his shoulders. “I am Maud’s heir in the worst ways.” The moonlit scythe I recalled materialized in his hands as if summoned. “I’m a lot of things, Grier. I’m a lot of people. They can’t all fit in me at once. I have to show them to you one at a time.”
Chills blasted my arms as the darkness spread over my lap, licking at my skin with icy tongues of energy.
“I want you to see me. I want you to understand. I want you…” He bit the sentence in half. “Each of the masks you condemn serves a purpose. Each is every bit as real as the others. Your favorite version of me? It’s just that. Another mask designed with you in mind.”
Heart pounding, I opened my hand and allowed his magic to pool in my palm. “You’re wrong.”
“No, Grier, I’m not.” The gloom swirled away, evaporating from his skin like fog exposed to sunlight. Slowly, he leaned forward until his eyes, lightening to blue, were on my level. “Let me be honest with you. Believe me when I tell you the person I am when I’m with you is who I always wanted to be, but I’m not him. Not all the time. Not even most of the time.” A tired smile bent his mouth. “You’re the only person who’s ever fought for me, any facet of me, and you’re the only one who’s seen this many.”
I braced for the ultimatum I sensed coming.
“You’re the only one who can decide if you can live with my duplicity.”
“Is it really duplicitous if you’re open with me about it?” I wasn’t being flip, I was honestly conflicted.
“That much I can promise you. I’ll let you in as far as you want to go.”
Two men. Two different approaches. One hiding what might hurt me, the other embracing what might frighten me. The first showing me what he wanted me to see, the second peeling back the layers to reveal what I wanted to know. They couldn’t be more different. So why was parsing my feelings for one from the other still so difficult?
    
WE LET the droning insects and wildlife calls fill the silence for us on our trek out to Maud’s favorite spot. It wasn’t heavy or awkward, but it was there. The wall I kept banging my head against. Except now I had a pillow to cushion the impact if I chose to use it, if I could accept that a lie from Boaz and an omission from Linus each carried a different weight.
“This isn’t right.” Linus broke into my thoughts. “Look at the grass. It’s tamped down. Someone’s been here recently.”
“It’s public land,” I reasoned. “Plenty of necromancers harvest in the area.”
We rounded the bend and set eyes on what should have been one of the largest wild patches of woundwort in the preserve to find the stalks cut to the root and the entire harvest stolen. Okay, so it technically wasn’t ours either. But Maud had tended this plot. She couldn’t help herself. Plants adored her, and I had often wondered if she had hedge witches in her line.
But that had been years ago. This was truly a wild bit of earth now. Or it had been before someone came in and razed it to the waterline. Only the trampled nubs above the buried tubers remained.
Good news for the area. This meant it would regrow. Bad news for those of us needing supplies for an upcoming resuscitation. Looks like we would have to search elsewhere to fill our quota.
“Are you experiencing déjà vu,” I asked him, “or is it just me?”
“There are boom years when more than the usual number of vampires are resuscitated,” he said, wading out deeper in search of any salvageable plants, “but demand for easily sourced necromantic supplies is never this high.”
“What’s the purpose of all this?” I started my own search in the nearby weeds. “Who’s the target?”
“You’re the obvious answer,” he said, but he didn’t sound convinced.
“Only someone aware of the upcoming resuscitation would know what supplies we would be gathering. They might be targeting Maud’s protégé rather than her heir.” Giving it up as a lost cause, I swatted a stand of cattails in annoyance. “Whoever is doing this knows Maud well enough to guess where you would go for supplies.”
Black mist whispered between his fingers as he wove the dark strands back and forth. “I don’t like this.”
Mesmerized, I watched too long, and my answer came a beat too late. “That makes two of us.”
“I question the timing. The clan who petitioned for a new member might be sworn to the master.”
“They must have suspected you and I would work together. It’s common knowledge you’re tutoring me.” And that he was living with me. “It came out during Amelie’s trial.”
“The contract might have been a ruse to draw you out into the open,” he said, going rigid. “Have you seen Hood since we arrived?”
“No.”
Proving his hearing was far superior to ours since we hadn’t heard his approach on soft paws, Hood stuck his blocky head out from the stand of cattails where I had been moments earlier and uttered a droll, “Woof.”
“I’m assuming you heard all that.” I tucked my hands away from him. “Are we good to keep going?”
Offended, he grumbled as if to say I’m here, why wouldn’t you be safe? before ditching us.
“Guess he answered that question.” I examined the sky but saw only the moon. “Where’s Cletus?”
“Back at the van,” Linus said, distracted. “I left him as a deterrent.”
“You expected this to happen?” A heads-up would have been nice.
“You were shot at by a vampiric archer with no apparent ties to any clan. He’s a shadow. A mercenary. A thug for hire. I expect another of his ilk to attempt finishing what his comrade started.”
“Seriously?” I wheeled on him. “You’re telling me you let me out of the house to act as bait?”
“I don’t let you go anywhere. I invite you to accompany me on errands when I feel certain I can provide adequate protection to keep you safe.” His gaze slid past my shoulder. “Hood has taken an arrow for you. He would do it again. It’s his nature.” His eyes snapped back to me. “It’s mine too, where you’re concerned.”
“Cletus isn’t shabby either,” I admitted, still grumpy and unconvinced.
This reminded me of how Boaz used Oscar as bait for the dybbuk. I didn’t want to be used as a lure.
“I won’t let them hurt you,” he promised. “They won’t take you while I’m alive.”
Oh, Linus. I should have known the life he would be gambling with was his.
“What made you pick this contract?” Necromancers only accepted one a year at most after they put their apprenticeship behind them. Practitioners on his level would accept a petition once every three to five years. “How long has it been since your last progeny?”
“It’s been six years.” He went on to answer my unasked question as well. “This will be my third.” He mulled over the rest while leading me back the way we came. “I hoped to share this experience with you, so that was a factor, but I wouldn’t have accepted if I didn’t feel the individual in question will make a solid addition to the clan sponsoring her.”
“A woman?” I fell in step with him. “Does that change the experience?”
“For some, yes.” He lifted a shoulder. “I keep those relationships professional.”
“I never put any thought into it, but I like the sound of that.”
Some necromancers took their clients on as lovers. They believed that an intense physical connection with their creator helped strengthen the bond between a fledgling vampire’s soul and its body. Me? I always thought it sounded too much like taking advantage, inventing a fringe benefit. But I came from good stock. Marchands weren’t required to stoop so low, and their blood was in my veins. Woolworths had no need for gimmicks, and Maud was the same as a mother to me. I wouldn’t have had to resort to such tactics to ensure a resuscitation stuck. Blood and talent would have guaranteed that for me.
Given what my blood had done for Cletus and Oscar, plus my own wayward progeny, I had no doubt I could do the job the Grande Dame would one day require of me.
“I’m not a fan of crossing moral lines.” Linus bent to examine a small cluster of flowering plants. “After a while, you stop seeing them. Willful blindness is dangerous for someone like me.”
A man who made life-or-death decisions in his city demanded an intractable moral compass.
“Those are footprints.” I pointed to his left, in a muddy section of ground. “The standing water makes it hard to tell, but you can see the outline. Looks like two sets.”
He investigated my find, taking a moment to snap several photos of the evidence. “You’re right.”
Cletus materialized before me, and his emaciated arm pointed toward the cut stalks.
The wraith piqued my curiosity. “Got something to share?”
A man of few words, he continued to aim a bony finger toward the decimated patch.
“Linus, a little help here?” I caught his attention. “Care to translate?”
Black flooded his eyes in a rush. “A pattern has been cut into the grass on the other side.”
“They’re heavy into symbolism, huh?” I could guess the design and its purpose but not how the vandals thought it would help them without a sacrifice to fuel the tribute. “Will you call this in too?” I nudged a bent stalk with the toe of my wader. “It’s not a crime but…”
“It’s too coincidental. I’ll have to mention it. There might be evidence here that links both incidents.” He wiped the sweat from his forehead with the back of his wrist. “We don’t know what this means, if it means anything at all. Until we figure out what’s happening and why, I’m taking every precaution.”
That meant the area would be crawling with Elite soon, and I didn’t want to be here when they arrived.
“Let’s go home.” I started plodding toward the van. “I want to shower for ten years and then eat.”
Linus dried his hands on his pants, his lips pressed flat at the distastefulness of the act. “Save some hot water for me.”
Boaz would have seen that same opening and dove right through it, asking me if I wanted company.
Ugh.
Impact drove me to the ground before I registered its source.




NINE
   
Water splashed in my face and soaked the front of my clothes. I pushed up, but Hood sprawled over me, a growl revving up his throat. His massive paws dug into the mud on either side of my head, pinning me under him.
“What are you doing?” I wedged my knees beneath me, leveraging him up but not off me. “Linus?”
An arrow sank into the earth a foot away from the tip of my nose.
“Stay with Hood.” Linus rolled his shoulders, and his tattered cloak unfurled. “I’ll dispatch the archer.”
“Wait.” I flung out my arm, but he was gone between one blink and the next. “Hood, go after him.”
The gwyllgi chuffed an amused noise low in his throat then poked me with his paw, urging me forward.
“I hate this,” I hissed, rocking onto my hands and knees. “It’s too wet for me to use sigils for protection.”
All the necromantic tricks in the world wouldn’t help me while I was sloshing through water.
First the Cora Ann and now the marsh. Both locations nullified our greatest advantage. Magic.
Prickling stings washed over my skin as Hood shifted forms, all the better to bark orders.
“Stay low.” His wide palm spread between my shoulder blades. “Keep moving.”
A faint moan drew my attention skyward where Cletus covered our retreat.
We made good time crawling back to the van, and I had a plan ready when my knees hit asphalt.
“Watch my back.” I didn’t give Hood or Cletus a chance to catch me. I shoved to my feet and sprinted the rest of the distance. “Come on, come on.” I yanked on the handles at the rear of the vehicle, and they parted, each supporting half of the cabinet. “There’s got to be ink in here.” I riffled through the drawers until I hit pay dirt. “Gotcha.” With a jar in hand, I kept going until I located a selection of brushes and grabbed the round style I favored. “Hood, get close.” I located the wraith. “Cletus— Actually, never mind. You’re good.”
We needed protection five minutes ago. That meant drawing a quick and dirty circle then assessing the situation.
The first whiff after I cracked the seal made my stomach growl. This was Linus’s ink, his blood, and my gut tightened with want. Talk about your embarrassing side effects.
“Hop in the van,” Hood snarled. “I need to get you out of here.”
The emphasis he placed on need told me Lethe was right. Protecting me was imperative to him.
“I’m not leaving without Linus.” I kept going, marking as fast as I could on the thirsty blacktop. “Get ready. Ward is going up in three…two…” I covered the final six inches, “…one.”
Magic snapped into place around us with an audible click that made my back teeth ache. This was a large circle. I could hold it, but I would have to underpin it better than this if Linus took much longer.
“What can you tell me?” I searched the marsh for signs of our attacker but saw none. “Can you tell if it’s the same clan from the docks?”
“Yes.” Hood stepped up to the line, his chest expanding as he filled his lungs. “I recognize the scent from the arrow fletching.”
About what I figured since death by arrow had to be on the rare side these days. “Any idea how many?”
“Five or six at the start.” He flashed his teeth. “Hard to tell how many are left.”
“Linus…?”
“He’s a powerful man, Grier.” He settled a hand on my shoulder. “He’ll be fine.”
“He almost died after Atlanta.” I shrugged him off me. “He’s not invulnerable.” An ear-piercing shriek rent the night, and my heart leapt as birds took flight. “I can open the wards—”
“No.” Hood sobered. “I owe a debt to you, not to him.”
“Cletus?” I called out to the wraith. “How’s it going out there?”
The hooded figure drifted closer, his gnarled fingers stroking the barrier as if he might soothe me.
“He’s still here,” I told myself in a quiet voice. “That means Linus is okay.”
Wraiths were the first thing to vanish when the person they were bonded to weakened.
An arrow sailed through Cletus and pinged off the barrier. The wraith cocked his head as a vampire dressed in black tactical gear stepped into view with his next arrow nocked. His lip curled up over his fangs when he grasped the situation.
We might be stuck in the circle, meaning he was safe from us, but he couldn’t attack either.
Stalemate.
“Who are you?” I demanded. “Who sent you?”
The archer ventured closer, studying the ward, Hood, and then Cletus. His avaricious gaze slid over me last. A cocky grin lifted one side of his mouth, and his eyes flashed black. When he spoke, a thick French accent flavored his voice. “You smell divine.”
“Cute.” Divine because I was goddess-touched. “Got any more?”
“I will save the best for later,” he promised. “I would have you die with a smile on your face.”
A chill rippled down my arms at the casual promise, the utter confidence he would kill me.
On the bright side, he answered the most pressing question. Whoever these guys worked for wanted me dead. That eliminated the master, if not the Marchands. Gramps wanted me alive. Hard to marry me off otherwise. After Heloise, Mom’s family might prefer revenge to leaving me under the Grande Dame’s influence. Neither option appealed, if you asked me.
The wraith’s utter calmness kept me level. I was safe, so he must not have felt the urge to act.
“The only one dying today is you, friend.” Hood shimmered, red magic lapping at his feet and splashing up his shins until it submerged him. “Don’t break the circle, Grier.”
The muscular body of Hood’s other form hit the ground with a snarl, the coarse hairs raising along his spine.
Proving he had some sense, the vampire edged back a step when confronted with the slavering beast.
“We need to leave.” A second vampire trotted into the parking lot. “We cannot contain Eidolon much longer.”
This vampire made the second creature to call Linus by that name. First Ambrose and now these rogue vampires. It had the ring of a title, not a slur.
“I cannot breach her wards,” the first vampire told him. “There are other complications as well.”
He fingered the fletching on an arrow he had yet to draw, one I bet was bronze-tipped.
“We will have to convince her to come out, then.” The second vampire plucked at his bowstring as he called, “Bring him.”
Two more vampires emerged, Linus held on his feet between them. His head tipped forward, his neck bent. Blood smeared the front of his shirt and pants. I chose to believe it belonged to them. The alternative made me sick. Even his cloak flickered, insubstantial, his power struggling against whatever they had done to subdue him.
“We have no orders surrounding Scion Lawson,” the second vampire assured me. “We will only harm him if you refuse to cooperate.”
Casually, Hood planted one of his enormous paws over my foot to pin me on the spot.
“What did you do to him?” The inkpot and brush fell from my hand and shattered as I pressed against the barrier. “Linus?”
“Grier,” he grated out, unable to lift his head. “No.”
“Hood.” I offered him my hand. “I can fix this, but I need blood. Fresh blood.” I swallowed. “My blood.”
Further research into my condition had convinced Linus it was safe for me to use my blood in temporary sigils. The design flaked, and the connection to me, if there was one, broke. I had drawn my last tattoo, and solo resuscitations were tabled for now. Those both left permanent marks we were no closer to erasing.
“Hood.” I flexed my fingers. “This is no time to be squeamish.”
The gwyllgi didn’t look thrilled about it, but he pricked the center of my palm with a single claw.
“Thank you.” Dipping my finger in the crimson pool, I drew a sigil pulled from the recesses of my mind onto the compressed wall of air. I added another and then another and then another. “That ought to do it.”
“What are you doing?” the second vampire demanded. “What do those symbols mean?”
“They mean you shouldn’t mess with my friends.” I slapped my palms together, smearing blood over each, then smacked them against the symbols, one after another. Each touch ignited a sigil, and a wave of power blasted out with flawless precision to knock the vampires off their feet.
Linus hit his knees and toppled forward onto his palms.
“Sorry about this, Hood.” I erased a six-inch section of the circle, darted through the opening, then inked it back before the magic fell. Hood slammed into it seconds later, bouncing off the inside of the bubble. “Stay put. I’ll be right back.”
The furious baying noise shredding his throat caused my hindbrain to sprint away like a startled rabbit.
Cletus, fingertips lengthening into claws, swooped in low circles around me, running interference.
Low on ink, I dug a fingernail into the wound and drew protective sigils on me as I ran for Linus. I hooked an arm around his middle then wedged my shoulder under his as I hauled him to his feet. While we shuffled for safety, I spread healing and protective sigils over his cheeks.
“I got you,” I soothed when he tried to speak. “You’re going to be okay.”
“No.”
“Yes, you are.”
“No,” he said, frustrated. “Told you…no.”
“Oh. That.”
“Yes,” he hissed, his strength returning. “That.”
“Remember when Maud used to say Make no apologies for surviving?”
“Yes.”
“I took that to heart, so you can suck it. I’m not apologizing.”
A pathetic excuse for a laugh moved through him that gave me the boost I needed to reach the circle I was shocked to find intact and not a ring of magical residue on the asphalt.
“I can’t breach it from this side.” Not with Linus in my arms and vampires snapping at our heels. “Hood?”
Growling the whole time, Hood smudged the line and brought the magic crashing down around him.
“Thanks,” I panted, gunning for the van. “Now grow thumbs. We need a driver.”
While Hood shifted in a wash of red energy, I tugged the side door open and dumped Linus on the floorboard. He was so tall, I had to grab his ankles and tuck his legs in before I could join him. Even then, I was straddling him, my head bumping the ceiling.
“Sorry about this.” I sat on his lap to give me leverage for throwing my weight into closing the door. As I sealed us inside, Hood slid into the driver’s seat, and the engine roared to life. “Go, go, go.” I pressed my nose to the glass. “They’re starting to twitch.”
“They aren’t…the only ones.” Linus trembled beneath me. “They…drugged me.”
“Let me—” I rocked forward to stand and smacked my head against the window when Hood made a hard right. “Ouch.”
Cool hands bracketed my hips, holding me steady as I rubbed the tender spot, and he whispered, “Stay…with me.”
Once the ache dulled, I twisted around to check on him. “Where else would I go?”
But his grip had slackened, and his face had too. Linus was dozing. Or was he?
Last time I almost lost him during what I mistakenly assumed was a nap.
“Wake up.” I gripped his shoulders and shook him. “Eyes on me.”
“I’m…okay.” Dark-blue eyes cracked open and held mine. “Just tired.”
“Forgive me if I don’t believe you.” I fisted both halves of his shirt and ripped, sending buttons pinging around the interior. Dried blood streaked his chest. I smoothed a hand down the tattoos decorating his torso, and his abs clenched. Chills pebbled his skin in the wake of my fingers, and his nipples tightened under my palm when I braced it on his left pectoral, over the tattooed seal of the city of Atlanta. “None of the blood is yours.”
“No,” he breathed softly.
“In that case, I’m sorry I groped you.” I indicated the ruined fabric with my chin. “You can also bill me for the shirt. This is the second one of yours I’ve debuttoned in a panic.”
“Don’t mind.” He wrapped a palm around my wrist, holding it steady over his heart, and I was grateful he couldn’t feel mine galloping. “More shirts where those came from.”
Taking the out I was given, I checked on our driver. “Hood, you okay up there?”
“You spat on my honor when you left me behind,” he gritted from between clenched teeth. “You could have been killed or taken, and I would have had to stand there and watch.”
The charge echoed Amelie and Boaz so closely, my throat squeezed, but I had bigger problems.
“Wait.” I paused his rant. “You broke the circle to let me in, so why didn’t you break it to follow me?”
“It obeyed you,” he snarled. “It kept me contained until you gave me permission to erase the line.”
“I had no idea I could do that.” I slumped against the nearest wall. “I figured it would slow you down long enough for me to reach Linus, but I didn’t realize you couldn’t get out. I didn’t mean to trap you in there.”
Hood didn’t acknowledge my semi-apology, and I deserved the silent treatment for what I had done.
That didn’t change the fact I would do it again in a heartbeat. Amelie, and now Hood, had no trouble expecting Linus to fend for himself. Clearly, as his sprint toward danger proved, he was used to working alone. Maybe he even preferred the solitude. Or, perhaps, he didn’t know any other way.
The guy experimented on himself, so he couldn’t be trusted to value his life any more than they did.
Guess that left it up to me to haul his butt out of whatever trouble he got into on my account.
    
HOOD DIDN’T FORGIVE me in the time it took to drive home. He barely held on to his skin long enough to get out of the van before shifting and ditching me to care for my patient alone. With that attitude, I didn’t mind watching him go. We would have to make up eventually, but I wasn’t in any mood to tuck my tail for the sake of his honor.
Woolly, picking up on my emotions, flickered the porch light at me in question.
“We had a fight,” I told her as I climbed out. “I’ll make it up to him later.”
Her curtains rustled in affront that I would have to apologize, but she was Team Grier all the way. She didn’t have to know what I had done to be on my side. Even when I was in the wrong, she was right there with me. Yet another reason why I couldn’t have loved her more if she were flesh and bone.
After helping Linus sit up, I placed his feet in the cool grass. “Can you walk?”
“I think so.” He smoothed a hand down his torso, over the flaking sigils. “You patched me up well.”
“I had a good teacher.” I tucked my shoulder under his arm and helped him stand. “Take your time.”
Once he regained his balance, he took his first wobbling step. “Vertigo.”
Tucking myself tighter against his side, I searched his face. “I can get Midas or Lethe…”
“I can manage if we go slow.” He steadied more with each step, the exercise clearing his head. “How did you know you could manipulate sigils that way?”
Tension radiated through me, wringing my gut dry until I almost heaved. Trust. This was all about trust. Anything I told him might get repeated to his mother one day, and that was dangerous. But he hadn’t let me down so far.
“I figured it out the night we came home from Atlanta,” I admitted. “You were unconscious. I had to get you help, but the vampire kept coming, and I…just knew.” I eased him down onto the bottommost step for a short break before we tackled the stairs. “It feels like I’m remembering when it happens, but it’s nothing I’ve ever been taught.”
“Genetic memory.”
“That was my first thought, yes.”
Necromancers had a predisposition toward being born with an innate understanding of their talent. Not as in we were in danger of experiencing an epidemic of vampires raised by toddlers, but some practitioners exhibited keen insight into the craft from an early age, before proper training commenced.
Linus was one of those precocious youths. Now it appeared I might be another.
“I can show you sometime,” I offered in the space where his accusation of Why didn’t you tell me fit. Guilt, pure and simple, motivated me, but it didn’t stop his eyes from brightening. “I’ll even let you film it. That way we can reverse engineer the sigil I’ve been using.”
“I’d like that,” he said, and I heard understanding between the words, his acceptance for why I might keep secrets. Even from him. Maybe especially from him.
A door creaked open some distance away, and Amelie called softly, “Is everything okay out here?”
“We’re fine.” I rubbed the base of my neck. “Sorry we disturbed you.”
“I don’t mind,” she rushed out in a single breath. “I wanted to—”
“Not tonight,” I said, exhausted by the frantic evening and the sound of her hope.
“It’s just,” she pressed on, “I found that skeleton key, the one Boaz and I used to lock the trunks we took from Woolworth House. I never noticed, but it reeks of blood magic. I thought you might want to…”
“…remove temptation,” I finished. “I’ll be right there.”
“I can manage.” Linus leaned against the railing, and the old house creaked beneath him, worried. “Woolly can keep an eye on me.”
“This won’t take but a minute.” I took a few steps toward the side of the house. “Don’t budge.”
“I won’t,” he promised, closing his eyes.
“No closing your eyes.”
A slight curve in his lips warmed me as he opened them. “All right.”
Backing away while keeping an eye trained on him seemed like a good idea right up until I tripped over a rosebush and hit the lawn on my tailbone. Teeth gritted against the pain, I laid back in the cool grass and let the dew soak into my shirt for a moment.
“Okay over there?” Amelie craned her neck as far as she could see. “Are you hurt?”
“I’m good,” I groaned as Cletus materialized. “Did Linus send you to check on me?”
The billowing hood dipped, the cloak fluttering over me.
“Do me a solid and tell him I stubbed my toe. Let’s leave my tailbone out of this.”
Fingertips tapping absently, he drifted off to make his report. Hopefully in my favor.
“Where did you find the key?” I asked to buy me time to get back on my tired feet. “I looked everywhere for it when we cleared out the carriage house.”
Linus and I had searched the small home from top to bottom before we allowed her to move in.
“It was on the trim above the window that looks out onto the garden.” She stood in the doorway with the key in her fist. “It’s funny. That’s where I found it in the first place. I put it back there since it seemed like as good a spot as any. Guess you thought so too and just forgot.”
Except that’s not where I left it. I used it to retrieve the old-fashioned doctor’s bag Maud carried her supplies in from a steamer trunk, and then I tucked it beneath a loose brick on the fireplace in the carriage house’s living room.
As much as I wanted to blame the switcheroo on a third party relocating the key, it wouldn’t explain how they knew where she had originally found it. The key itself was a temperamental piece of work. I wouldn’t put it past the thing to have placed itself back above the window, and if Amelie hadn’t chosen that spot, it meant odds were high it had a mind of its own.
“Keep an eye out.” I accepted the key, its lukewarmth a comfort. “Let me know if you find another one.”
There were no more keys like this one, thankfully, but it still might return to its perch.
“I can do that.” She scuffed her bare foot on the welcome mat. “If I see you around.”
The cover story we concocted to explain her six-month absence from work and life in general while she was under house arrest at Woolly included a sudden move to Atlanta to pursue an internship. Outside of Low Society friends, who would be forbidden by their families to talk to her, none of her local human friends knew she was staying one house over from her childhood home.
Loneliness was a topic with which I was well acquainted. I had dragged Lethe in to join me for breakfast to keep from being alone, so I could sympathize. What I couldn’t do, until I finished healing the wounds she had inflicted on me, was be there for her.
“I’ll talk to Odette and see if she can swing by a few nights a week.” I flinched as her expression fell. “You can invite your brother over if you want,” I added, cementing my sucker status. “Just make sure he understands he’s not welcome at the main house, and he’s not allowed to loiter. He visits you, he goes home.”
“Thanks.” Her gaze panned the yard. “Will the gwyllgi hurt him?”
“As long as he follows the rules, he’ll be safe.” I jerked my chin toward the front of the house. “I can’t leave Linus out there forever. See you around.”
She let me reach the fence leading into the front yard before saying, “I was wrong about him.”
“Most people are,” I said, not unkindly. After all, he was wrong about himself too.
Linus had managed to keep his eyes open, but it was a near thing. “You’re back.”
“Made it back the same day I left,” I agreed, helping him stand. “Let’s get you upstairs.”
“I need to shower.”
“How about a bath instead?” I held him closer as we navigated the steps. “I can trust you not to fall in one of those.” I pictured him folded up in the antique tub where he used to play with his molded plastic army of fantastical creatures, acting out scenes from whatever book he was reading. “I don’t think I have to worry about you slipping under the water and drowning. It will be a miracle if we can fit your legs in with the rest of you.”
Up in his room, I parked him on the toilet after closing the lid and started running water.
A quick check of his cabinets produced the fancy-pants shampoo I used at his loft along with matching conditioner and body wash. “Bubbles? No bubbles?”
“No bubbles.”
I lined the items up on the floor beside the clawfoot tub. “Do you need help with your hair?”
While I was rooting around, he had slumped forward, his forearms braced on his knees. “I can manage.”
“Are you sure?” I bit the inside of my cheek, but the question was out there now.
“It depends.” He lifted his head a fraction. “Can I change my answer to bubbles?”
“If it will preserve your dignity, sure.” I snorted out a laugh and dumped in a healthy amount of body wash. “I seem to remember your orcs liked bubbles anyway. Or was it the elves? They’re the ones with all the silky hair, right?”
“They weren’t bubbles. They were quicksand.” His shoulders hitched with quiet laughter. “How do you know about that?”
“I went through a spy phase.” The old house groaned around us. “Don’t act all innocent. Who do you think tipped me off when the coast was clear?”
“What was worth spying on in my bathroom?”
“Um, you.” A frown gathered across my forehead. “I used to want to be just like you.” I had forgotten that until our current situation reminded me. “I wanted Maud to be proud of me the way she was proud of you.”
“She was.”
I rolled a shoulder, uninterested in going down that road again. “I’ll step out and let you get in.”
For his safety, I didn’t go far. I stood to one side of the doorway with my back against the wall. The sound of fabric hitting the tiles carried to me, so did his throaty groan when he hit the piping-hot water.
“I’m in.”
I stuck my head around the corner. “Bubbles at the ready?”
“I believe my modesty is sufficiently preserved.” He held up a mountain of froth. “However, I’m not sure you can rinse my hair with this water. It’s…slimy.”
“Oh, it’s not that bad.” I snagged the cup he used to hold his toothbrush off the counter by the sink and took position behind him. “I’m a pro at the perfect water-to-soap ratio.”
“Is that why Maud always made you mop the floors twice? Once with your perfect ratio and then with a bucket of water to get rid of the tacky feeling?”
“Um.” I pulled up short while deciding where it was safer to test the water for alleged sliminess. “You might have a point. There’s a reason I shower.”
The faucets cranked on again, and water glug, glug, glugged down the drain as Woolly took charge.
Linus’s hands shot to his lap as the waterline lowered. “Woolly, I need that plug.”
The house ignored him and kept dumping out the slick mixture while pumping in fresh water.
“Grier?” His eyes pleaded with me. “You’re going to have to step out if she drains much more.”
Already the dimples on either side of his spine above his hips were visible.
Eyes up, Grier. Sheesh.
“Woolly, cut the guy some slack.” I tapped my foot. “We can take it from here.”
With a huff from the nearest floor register, her presence exited the bathroom, leaving us alone.
“I got the drain plugged.” Linus exhaled. “That was more excitement than I signed up for.”
Hiding a smile, I moved to the middle of the tub. “I’m going to use the water from the faucet, okay?”
“All right.”
“Head forward or head back?”
“Forward.” He was already slumping, so that was an easy choice. “I’m not going to last much longer.”
Hands folded in his lap, Linus bowed his head. I poured cup after cup of water over him until the auburn strands clung to his skin like seaweed. There was nothing for it. He was as wet as he was going to get. It was time to put my hands on him.
“Let me know if I’m being too rough.” I squirted a dime-size amount of shampoo on top of his head that ended up more quarter-sized. Fine. Half-dollar. Oops. “I don’t have much in the way of fingernails, but I’m a vigorous scrubber.”
His low groan encouraged me to keep scratching his scalp and also discouraged me from twisting his hair into lengthy spikes just for giggles.
“Let’s get you rinsed.” The cup kept slipping through my hands, which made him laugh. I suspected he was aware more than the recommended amount of shampoo had made it onto his head. “Conditioner?”
“This is fine,” he said a little too fast. “I’ll deal with the tangles tomorrow.”
“You do have pretty hair,” I admitted while chasing foam with each pour. “Any particular reason why you grew it out?”
“I kept forgetting to cut it without Mother’s supervision when I moved away.” He reached up to check my handiwork. “I got so shaggy at one point I decided growing it out longer would be easier. I was wrong, it’s more work, but I enjoy it. She isn’t of the same opinion.”
“You little rebel, you.” I raked my fingers through the long ends. “I’m surprised at you, Mr. Lawson.”
“One of the many perks of living on your own, the ability to make decisions for oneself.”
“Mmm-hmm.” I bet she gritted her teeth every time she saw his hair. And I bet he smiled as her eye twitched, even if it was where no one else could see. “It doesn’t hurt that girls swoon over it, huh?”
“Do they?”
“You’re not that oblivious.” I tugged the handful in my fist. “You know women love your hair.”
“I might have noticed the occasional sigh when I take down my hair after a long morning.”
“You’re horrible.” I slapped his shoulder. “I bet all the girls in your classes watch the show like it’s one of those slow-motion clips in a shampoo commercial where the model is shaking out his shiny locks.”
He twisted his upper body, angling his face toward me. “You’ve put a lot of thought into this.”
The best response I could think of was to dump a cup of water over his head, so that’s what I did.
While he spluttered and choked, I set out some towels and mopped up the mess I’d made with a spare.
“I would offer to lay out some clothes for you, but I’ve never dressed a guy. I wouldn’t want to pick boxers I like only to learn they’re the masculine equivalent of lingerie. How awkward would that be?”
“Men don’t do lingerie.” He coughed again. “We don’t dress up, we dress down.”
“Commando.” I worried the cloth in my hands. “I wonder why women heap on lace and frills like we’re cupcakes in need of decorating while men strip down like their perfection can’t be improved upon?”
“Lace and frills,” he said cautiously, “tell the person you’re with that your time together is special.”
The towel slid from my hand to slap the tile. “Speaking from personal experience?”
“Yes.”
“I’ll wait outside.” I shut the door behind me and leaned against it. “Call if you need help.”
Handsome, wealthy, powerful, brilliant. Funny, shy, kind, thoughtful.
Of course he would have had lovers. He’d admitted as much at the Faraday. I just hadn’t wanted to believe him.
Boaz had slept with half of Savannah while keeping the other half on a waiting list, and it didn’t bother me. Okay, it got under my skin. Fine. I hated it. But it was him. It was what he did. I expected it of him. I didn’t hold it against him. Mostly. And neither did the women, for the most part. They wanted a good time, and he provided.
But hearing Linus admit he had been with a woman who cared enough about him, about their intimacy, to invest in silk and lace twisted my stomach into uncomfortable knots. That type of relationship was what one friend ought to want for another one, right? The meaningful kind?
Fiddlesticks.
That was the difference.
Boaz might have gotten his itches scratched elsewhere, but he always came back to me. I never had to worry I would lose him on that front. Our friendship meant too much for him to supplant me. He didn’t invest emotionally in those girls. He was fond of them, but he didn’t love them.
Linus…must have cared deeply for the woman who taught him icing wasn’t meant for the cupcake but for the person about to take a bite.
I fell backward into Linus’s arms when the door opened without warning, and we both almost ate tile. I twisted sideways, hooking one arm around his bare waist while I gripped the countertop with the other. His arms closed around me, locking me against him. Fingers slipping off the marble, I held tight while I got my legs propped under me.
“I got you,” I panted. “You should have knocked.”
“I did,” he panted right back. “I thought you must have left.”
“No, I was just...” Slowly, I released my death grip on his person and unglued my cheek from his lukewarm skin. “You’re too naked for me to have this conversation with you.”
He kept me in the circle of his arms. “I’m wearing a towel.”
“You’re not helping your case.” Or the hot flash creeping up the base of my neck. “Let’s get you in bed.”
“What about my clothes?” He glanced toward his armoire. “If you could just—”
“I really need to get you in bed.” I winced at the instant replay in my head. “You’re a fall risk.”
“All right.” He sat on the edge of the mattress. “You didn’t strain yourself catching me, did you?” He cupped my cheek. “Your face is flushed.”
“I— No. No strain here.” I withdrew from him and fanned my face. “It was just muggy in the bathroom.” He started to rise, but I palmed the round of his shoulder and pushed him back down. “Do you have a modified pen in here?”
“In my drawer.” He indicated the nightstand. “What are you going to do?”
Knocking him out to avoid this conversation sounded amazing right about now, but that was an abuse of power, and it was also rude. I still considered it longer than I should have, though.
“I’m going to ink on more healing sigils. You’re perking up, but I want to be sure we flush the drugs from your system.” I skirted him to reach the pen then flicked my wrist. “Lay down.”
He reclined on his pillow, his lashes sinking lower. “Yes, ma’am.”
“You think you’re being funny, but no Southern woman under the age of fifty wants to be ma’amed.”
He did his best to restrain his grin as I sank beside him, leaned over him, and braced my left hand on the comforter. That propped me up well enough to start drawing sigils across his chest. I was determined not to glance any lower. Especially after I noticed the towel, which wasn’t big enough for a man, had parted over one of his thighs. Thighs that happened to be below his chest level.
Argh.
“Okay, you’re all set.” I practically jumped to my feet. “I’m going to leave the door open. Between Woolly, Oscar, and me, we’ve got you covered.” I made a point not to look him in the eye in case he had caught me leering. “I’ll be downstairs studying. Ignore the smell of burning feathers. Keet and I will be working on the whole familiar-battery thing. Bye.”
I bolted from the room with a wave and made it to the top of the stairs before smacking into Oscar.
“No running in the house,” he said smugly. “Those are the rules.”
“You’re right.” A quick glance over my shoulder gave me a prime view of Linus reclining on his bed. “Those are the rules.”
But sometimes rules are meant to be broken.
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“You got Hood’s tail in a twist,” Lethe called from the couch she had plopped down on. “He wouldn’t even tell me what happened. He just snarled and took off for the woods.”
“I prevented him from protecting me.” I dropped beside her and tipped my head back. “Trapped him in a protective circle, actually.”
“Ouch.” She winced. “That had to sting his pride.”
“I didn’t realize he couldn’t get out. All I needed was a head start.” I held up my hands and wiggled my fingers. “I’m still figuring out what I can do.”
“Might I suggest apologizing in the manner to which he has become accustomed?”
I quirked an eyebrow. “You’ve got ideas?”
“I’ve always got ideas.”
And then she told me how to walk the quickest path to forgiveness.
Following her advice, I placed a call that left my debit card smoking.
“How is Linus?” She cast her gaze toward the stairs. “I saw you guys shuffle in.”
“They drugged him.” I found myself staring in that direction too. “This has happened twice. Twice.”
“You healed him both times,” she reminded me. “He’s lucky you’ve got his back.”
“It’s not going to happen again.” I reached for the pad and pen I had left on the side table earlier and started drawing. “Basic healing sigils have done well flushing the toxins from his system. I’m going to modify the most effective one, and I’m going to draw it on him every time he leaves the house.”
“Rawr.”
“What?” I tore myself from the design itching in my fingertips. “I’m being proactive.”
“Fierce is what you’re being.” She clapped. “I like it.”
A pleased glow spread through me that dimmed when I remembered why I had been hoping to catch one of the Kinases currently not mad at me. “I granted permission for Boaz to visit Amelie.”
“I’ll let the guys know.”
I kicked up an eyebrow. “Let them know not to hurt him, right?”
“We will only attack if he moves to harm you.” She pouted at the restriction. “What happens to him if he breaks the golden rule is his own damn fault. You made it obvious he’s not welcome, and we’ll make it obvious you’re protected.”
“He’s cleared for the carriage house only. He can’t hang around and smell the roses.”
“We’ll show him the ropes.” Her grin edged toward feral. “Wouldn’t want him getting lost.”
I worried my smile read like encouragement for her bad behavior, but I couldn’t help myself.
She wrinkled her nose at me, and I started feeling more self-conscious than exhausted.
“This stuff is antique, right?” She patted the couch. “Should you lounge on the furniture when you’re dirty?”
“Crap.” I sprung up then whirled to inspect the damage. “Thanks for the reminder. I forgot.”
“How could you forget?” She leaned closer. “You smell like blood, dirt, and grass.”
I plucked at my stained top. “I was washing Linus’s hair and—”
Lethe fell off the couch. “What?”
Heat washed up my neck into my cheeks. “I just forgot, okay?”
The smile she flashed me was wicked. “It was that good?”
“He could barely walk, Lethe. What do you think we did?” I held up a hand. “Don’t answer that.”
“It’s the hair.” She clucked her tongue. “Women can’t resist a man with long hair.”
A melodious chime saved me from admitting she was right. He did have very pretty hair.
Woolly played doorbell a second time, alerting us to a guest while conveying they were welcome.
Lethe gained her feet and stood beside me in a blink. “Are you expecting anyone?”
“No.” We started for the door. “Midas is on patrol?”
“Yeah.” She stalked beside me. “Better safe than sorry, though.”
She flattened her back against the wall on the right side of the door before nodding the all-clear.
“I have a sample invitation ready for approval,” Matron Orestes announced. “Might I come in?”
Proving how well she had known Maud, she directed the question to Woolly instead of me.
The old house opened the door a fraction wider, inviting her in, then captured her on the threshold.
“This won’t take but a minute,” I assured her. “Woolly is growing more cautious in her old—”
The door swung inward, popping me on the butt with the heavy brass doorknob.
That was going to leave a mark.
“—young age,” I finished with a grimace. “That’s what I meant to say.”
Orestes, frozen as she was, made no comment. A full minute later, Woolly released her, and she cackled as if I had told the most fantastic joke. But me and my upcoming bruise weren’t laughing.
“It tickles,” she explained. “Her magic is stronger than I recall, but it’s been ages since I visited.”
Stronger than when Maud maintained the wards? As much as I wanted to ask, I decided against drawing attention to my own talents when there was no easy answer for how a skill of mine could surpass Maud’s.
“Who is this now?” Orestes stared at Lethe, who blanched at the eyeless face scanning hers.
“Matron Orestes, this is Lethe Kinase.” I clapped her on the shoulder to jerk her from her shock. “Lethe, this is Matron Orestes.”
“A pleasure,” Orestes said, aware of her effect on people. “Will you be joining us?”
“I could use a second opinion,” I mentioned before Lethe made her excuses. “I suck at girly stuff.”
“Sure.” Lethe rolled a shoulder. “I’ve got time.”
Orestes shuffled into the living room and seated herself without my help while Lethe gawked behind her back. “I brought two samples. One on white and one on ivory. I wasn’t sure which you would prefer.”
The swatches didn’t look that different to me. “Does it matter?”
“White signifies a fresh start. Think white wedding dress. Virginal,” Lethe said. “Ivory is more subdued, comfortable with showing its age. Think business as usual. Seasoned.”
“She’s not wrong.” Orestes gave her a second look. “White tells your guests you’re the new power behind the Woolworth name. Ivory says you’re comfortable in Maud’s shadow.”
“I am comfortable in her shadow.”
“You tell yourself that now, it might even be true, but one day you may want to break free of tradition and establish your own reign,” Lethe counseled. “Begin how you intend to go on.”
“I’m the head of a house, not a queen.”
“You could ignore the symbolism and go with the one you like best,” Orestes offered. “It’s your choice.”
“I wish that were the case.” I massaged my temples, gaze arrowing toward the stairs. Linus would know what to do, but I wasn’t about to disturb him for a second—or third—opinion. “Let’s go white.”
“Excellent choice,” Orestes praised, passing over the full sample. “What do you think?”
“I like this paper.” I smoothed my thumbs over the material. “The font is elegant, and the design…” I couldn’t stop the smile from kicking up my lips. “It’s perfect. This is exactly what I didn’t know I wanted.”
“It’s beautiful.” Lethe cocked her head. “I recognize that symbol. Where have I seen it?”
Shaking my head an infinitesimal amount, I killed that line of questioning in present company.
Matron Orestes leaned forward. “Have you set a date?”
“I want this shindig to go down ASAP.” I tapped the invitation against my bottom lip. “How soon can we make this happen?”
“Poor little rich girl,” Lethe mused. “Are you really this naive?”
“With the Woolworth name and fortune at your disposal, you could throw a ball tonight if you wished.” Orestes adjusted her robe. “Though not all of your guests could attend on such short notice. I would suggest a thirty-day window to allow for travel plans and custom dress orders.”
“She’s not wrong.” Lethe shot me an apologetic glance. “Thirty days is cutting it close, depending on the turnout you want.”
Telling Lethe I had one special guest in mind in front of Orestes was a no-go, so I caved. “All right.”
“Excellent.” Orestes stood. “I’ll set the date for a month from Saturday.”
“Do you mind if I keep this?” I held up the sample. “I’d like to show Linus.”
Hmm. Or maybe I would let it be a surprise. Asking forgiveness instead of permission and all that.
“He didn’t come down to say hello?” She glanced around. “He is High Society, I suppose.”
“He’s running an errand,” I lied. “He’ll be sorry he missed you.”
“That I doubt very much.” She flipped her hand. “Keep it. I have the template at my shop.”
Putting my plan into action, I pressed my luck. “Did Maud have any enemies you can name?”
“Goddess,” she wheezed out on a laugh. “Check the register at the Lyceum.”
“You mean the names for all the High and Low Society members?”
“That’s the one.” The corners of her eyes crinkled. “That’s your list.”
“Ah.” Blinking at the quick mental tally, I absorbed the grim news. “That narrows it down, huh?”
“Maud was the pinnacle. You don’t climb that high without stepping on a lot of stairs.” She clicked her tongue. “Most people—I mean, stairs—don’t appreciate the footprints on their heads. Treads?”
Smiling weakly, I escorted Orestes onto the porch. She shrugged me off when I tried helping her down the stairs then got in her waiting taxi and left. Lethe had followed us out, and she and I sank onto the swing.
She leaned over and tapped the symbol. “Why don’t you want her to know about the connection to your tattoo?”
I suppose it was too much to hope she would forget, but the design was bold and eye-catching.
“I’m inviting a special guest, and it’s safer for me if word of its meaning doesn’t leak ahead of time.” I used the invitation to fan myself. “How do you know so much about party planning?”
“Mom is alpha of the Atlanta gwyllgi pack.” She rolled her eyes. “All we do is plan cookouts, parties, dinners, blah blah blah. Our people enjoy any excuse to get together and eat free food. As the eldest daughter, I get roped into helping.”
“You’re shifter royalty?” I dropped my jaw. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
“I’m no princess.” She smoothed her thumb down the chain beside her. “I hate when I’m treated like one. At the Faraday, I get to do work I love, and the clients never know who’s on the payroll. These short missions are even better. Total anonymity. I get treated like one of the guys.”
“That’s what I had at Haint Misbehavin’. I got to dress up, pretend to be someone else for a few hours.” I tipped back my head to watch the fan whir above us. “Without that outlet, I’m forced to be me twenty-four seven.”
“Then we’ll just have to find you a new outlet.”
Easier said than done. “On the topic of party planning…I’ve decided to throw your baby shower.”
“Are you serious?” Her eyes bulged. “Do you have any idea how much something like that costs?”
“To be fair, when I dreamed up the idea, I thought I was catering for maybe six or seven total.”
“Multiply that by four, and you’ll have an idea what to expect.” She threw an arm around me and squeezed. “I won’t hold you to it, but it was a very kind offer.”
That was a lot of meat. “Your pack would travel this far?”
“For the alpha’s firstborn grandchild?” She snorted so hard I worried she might choke. “They would rocket to the moon if it meant currying favor with Mom.”
The hug felt nice, genuine, and I leaned into her embrace. “Your friends will be there, right?”
“I don’t have many,” she admitted. “Most just want to be pals with the pack princess, not with me.”
“I knew they called you a princess.” I laughed out loud. “That’s why you hate it so much.”
“I’m not, though,” she protested. “It’s ridiculous. We’re not over here sipping tea and eating crumpets. I don’t even know what the hell a crumpet is. Mom is alpha. Dad is the alpha’s mate or the alpha male. I ought to be the alphas’ daughter or the alphas’ kickass daughter. Whoever thought they were being cute with the pack princess nonsense can stuff their teacup where the sun don’t shine.”
“What brought this up?” Midas climbed the steps onto the porch. “Did you ask her to wear a tiara to the shower or something?”
“You knew?” She made claws with her hands that she raked in the air at him. “Grr.”
I cocked an eyebrow at him. “Doesn’t that make you the pack prince?”
The mantle of spare heir might explain why he was so quick to suggest a political match for me. It made me wonder if one had been arranged for him, if the gwyllgi brokered marriage deals the way the Society did, and if that made me view the practice as more—or less—savage.
“I’m the heir. I get all the shit,” Lethe snarled, disgusted. “He’s the spare. The worst anyone mumbles about him is calling him Golden Boy behind his back.”
“Actually, you’re the only one who calls me that, and you do it to my face.” He tucked a wayward lock of golden hair behind his ear. “After I ate that kid in elementary school, no one else has dared mock my name.”
I laughed.
They didn’t.
I glanced between them. “You’re not serious.”
“So Grier was offering to throw me a baby shower,” Lethe forged ahead, false brightness in her voice. “I told her she couldn’t possibly since gwyllgi eat their weight in, well, really anything.”
“And I was about to tell her to start making her guest list. I want to do something nice for you guys, and Woolly does too.” The overhead lights brightened. “She loves kids, the tinier the better. Trust me, you’re doing us a favor. She’ll be thrilled to play hostess.”
“If you’re sure…”
I squeezed her hand. “I’m positive.”
Her happy squee vibrated my right eardrum. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.”
“I didn’t mean to interrupt.” Midas looked on, amused. “Just wanted to let you know Hood returned to the den. He’s still pissed, but he’s less pissed than he was when he got home.”
“I better go talk to him.” She patted my knee. “He’ll come around. He’s got…issues…when it comes to failing those he feels responsible for. This flared them up, that’s all.”
“Issues linked to the reason he felt the hit to his honor so hard in Atlanta?” I hazarded a guess.
Lethe closed her eyes for a beat longer than a blink while pressing her lips together. “He’ll tell you when he’s ready.” She gave her brother a pointed glare. “It’s Hood’s choice. He’s not the only one with secrets.”
Absently, Midas played his fingers up the crosshatch scars on his arms. “No, he’s not.”
Clearly, the sibs needed a moment alone. “I have to check on Linus.”
“Shower first,” Lethe advised. “You look like a pro mud wrestler after a championship match.”
A thumb rubbed over my pants flaked mud onto the porch. “Do I look like I won?”
“Hmm.” She tapped her chin. “You are bloody. That means you’re a finisher. I’ll award you the belt.”
Oddly buoyed, I left them to their conversation. Woolly, the meddler, kept her nose stuck in their business until I cleared my throat pointedly. She followed me up the stairs, steps creaking in irritation—she hated missing out on gossip—then kept me company while I showered and changed into pajamas. I might be biased, but I thought her drawings on the steamy windows were improving. Maybe Linus was working with her too.
Together, we checked on our guest, who wasn’t sleeping but propped up in bed reading.
Gone was the plush towel. He wore striped cotton pajama pants and a plain white tee in its place.
Before I lost my nerve, I popped my head in the room. “Are you good for the day?”
“I have everything I need.” He marked his place then closed the book. “We need to gather blessed water and dried sage tomorrow. I would understand if you—”
“You’re not going alone.” I planted myself in the doorway. “You could have been killed tonight.”
“But I wasn’t.”
“Thanks to me.”
He ducked his head, his smile almost hidden. “Thanks to you.”
“The archer used a brass-tipped arrow to take out Hood on the Cora Ann. Tonight the archer dipped his arrowhead in poison before shooting you. He must have. It’s the only thing that makes sense. You weren’t hurt otherwise.” I drifted closer. “How hard is it to take you down, really?”
“More difficult than you might expect.”
“What are the odds the archer used the same poison as the acolyte who cut you in Atlanta?”
The knife hadn’t gone in, that wasn’t the plan, but it had sliced him across the chest, introducing the toxin into his system.
“High.” He set the book aside. “Bonding with a wraith grants me certain immunities.”
“You’re the potentate,” I reasoned. “Anyone who knows that is aware of Cletus.”
And anyone armed with that information could research how to circumvent their bond.
“I managed to snap the shaft and pocket the arrowhead,” he said. “I’m sending it to my team for analysis.”
“My stalkerpire took credit for the failed stabbing, and that casts blame on the master.” I sank onto the foot of his bed. “Does that mean the master is responsible for the archers after all?”
“I doubt it.” His fingers stretched like they might reach for mine, but they fell short. “The archers aren’t of the same caliber as the vampires the master has sent for you, or those who have hunted you of their own volition. These are trained assassins. They want you dead, and they’re willing to kill anyone who stands in their way. That includes Hood, and me.”
“They’re willing to incite the Grande Dame’s wrath.” I turned that over in my head. I had been focused on the fact they knew enough about Linus to take him down, but I wasn’t thinking big enough. For them to know that, they must have researched him. Meaning they knew who and what he was, and they didn’t care. “Killing you would be an open declaration of war between the Society and the faction responsible.”
“The resulting vendetta would destabilize the Society during a time when it’s experiencing growing pains under new leadership.”
I picked at the covers under me. “Do you think that’s the plan?”
“The Undead Coalition is crumbling thanks to the master establishing his own clan by absorbing others.” He folded his hands across his navel. “Who’s to say he won’t target the Society next?”
“What’s the point? He’s a vampire. Probably a Last Seed. Even if he wants to establish his own clan, he’s still beholden to necromancers. Only we can create more vampires. Without us to replenish their numbers, their race would be extinct within five hundred years. Minus the LS.”
“And the Deathless.”
“And the Deathless,” I agreed, feeling ill at the reminder. “There has to be more to this.”
“If all goes well, you’ll get your chance to interrogate the master soon enough.” He flicked his gaze up to the light fixture, its bulb humming with interest. “I heard you settled on a date for the ball. Thirty days from Saturday.”
Wondering just how much Woolly was spilling to Linus, I squinted up there too. “Yeah. Thirty days.”
“Have you decided on a color?” He leaned forward, like he might run after her if I had chosen wrong.
“White,” I grumbled. “Like a virgin on her wedding day.”
Linus bit his bottom lip to hold in his laugh.
“I’m going to bed.” I took the comforter from the foot of his bed, shook it out, and covered him up to the hips with it. “Do not leave without me.”
“I won’t.” He spread a palm over the quilt, a tiny smile blossoming. “Sleep well, Grier.”
I lifted my hand in a halfhearted wave that wished him the same.
That night the dream was waiting for me when my head hit the pillow, and it swallowed me whole.
He has a new girlfriend. His third one this week. Just as mundane as all the rest.
Why not me? Why won’t he ask me? I would say yes. He knows I would say yes. Maybe that’s the problem. Maybe I should play hard to get. Maybe then he would see we were meant to…
The carpet squishes under my feet, and cold slime seeps between my toes. I shiver, confused, my anger at Boaz forgotten. The smell hits me then, copper and rose water and thyme.
Maud.
I collapse to my knees beside her and scoop the icy blood back into the gaping hole in her chest.
“Maud?”
The sobs start, and I can’t stop them. I’m working as fast as I can, but her heart—her heart—it’s missing.
“Wake up. Please wake up. Please, Maud. Wake up. Please.”
Shivers dapple my arms, and my teeth chatter, but it doesn’t matter. None of it matters if she won’t open her eyes. I’ll be alone again. All alone. Maud is all I have, and she’s…
She’s gone.
She’s dead.
Dead.
Using her blood for my ink, I start drawing a sigil, one I’ve never seen in any textbooks.
“No, Grier,” a voice pleads behind me. “Stop before it’s too late.”
“I’m not losing her too. I won’t.” I kept going, slipping and sliding, covering her head to toe in the foreign sigils. “Come on, Maud. Try. For me.”
“You have to let her go.” Footsteps pound closer. “You don’t want her back. Not like this.”
Whoever it was, they were wrong, but it didn’t matter. Wishing couldn’t bring the dead to life.




ELEVEN
   
I rocketed toward consciousness with the taste of blood in my mouth and a bone-deep case of the chills I couldn’t banish. Unlike most evenings, I skipped my wake-up routine in favor of padding down the hall. I knocked on Linus’s door even though it stood open but didn’t wait for an invitation when I noticed he was dressed before shuffling over and flopping facedown on the bed next to where he sat, bent over, tying his shoes.
“I remembered something,” I mumbled through the comforter stuffing my nose and mouth.
His easy motions stilled. “From the dream?”
“Yes.”
Cool fingers brushed my shoulder, and the mattress shifted with him. “Do you want to talk about it?”
“There’s not much to say.” I squirmed closer, preferring his chill to the cold from my dream. “I’ve always suspected I was dreaming about the night Maud died. I don’t know if it’s a memory or a nightmare, but it’s changing. I see more. That must be it, because I’m sleeping longer. Parts of it are sticking with me. Impressions mostly.” I peeked up at him. “This time I remember someone being there with me.”
“It might be a suppressed memory.” He stroked my hair where it fanned over my arm. “It’s a good sign that you’re recalling more of the details in either case.”
The implications were huge. “There might be a witness.”
Laser-focused on my hair, the way the strands slid through his fingers, he agreed, “There might be.”
The temptation to lean into his touch had me craning my neck. “I shouldn’t have invited myself in.”
“The door was open.”
“That simple?”
“That simple.”
Embarrassed I hadn’t thought to ask sooner, I gave him a thorough once-over. “How are you feeling?
“Healed.” He twined a wavy length of my hair around his finger. “You purged me quicker this time.”
I warmed beneath his praise, banishing the dream’s icy tendrils. “I would say practice makes perfect, but I really don’t want to go through that again.”
“I would prefer not to give you another occasion to practice your skills, either.”
Sitting upright tugged my hair from his fingers. “Are we still on for collecting your supplies?”
“Yes.” He returned to tying his shoes. “We don’t have much time left. Two days.”
“That’s fast.” I whistled. “Why the rush?”
“The candidate has terminal ovarian cancer.” He stood and straightened his clothes. “I understand the clan’s urgency. The time allotted ought to have allowed me to gather materials and prepare the space, but last night cost me. As it is, we must finish our collections and begin preparations at dusk tomorrow.”
“I’ll get dressed.” I rolled off the bed onto my feet. “Meet you downstairs for breakfast?”
He shot me a quizzical look. “Of course.”
Smiling, I walked three doors down and pulled on jeans, a tee and sneakers.
After brushing my teeth and washing my face, I twisted my hair up on top of my head.
Woolly made a questioning sound through her vents as I passed the nearest one.
“What? Am I not entitled to be in a good mood this early?”
The ticking noise she made warned me she had known me and my habits since childhood.
“I’m just…happy.” I trailed my fingertips along the banister as I headed downstairs. “I can’t remember the last time I felt this good. Must be all the Vitamin L in my diet.”
Woolly kept her opinion to herself, and that was opinion enough.
Clearly, she thought there was more to the bounce in my step. That’s why she couldn’t keep her nose out of my business. Since coming home, I had done my best to savor my fear in private. But tonight I had stumbled out of my bed and into Linus’s for comfort without stopping to think how those actions might be construed by eavesdropping old houses.
“For someone without a physical body, you’re a grade A busybody.”
Woolly’s consciousness swirled away in a huff, and I heard Oscar’s distant laugher in response.
Following a hunch, I crossed to the door leading down into the basement, and yep. “Oscar T. Horrigan.”
The boy stuck his head through the door, spotted me, and made to ghost.
“Oh no, you don’t.” I caught him by the collar. “We talked about you playing in the basement.”
“Woolly said it was okay.” He stuck out his bottom lip. “It’s her basement.”
Hard to argue that logic, but it didn’t stop me from trying. “My house, my rules.”
Woolly set her floorboards rippling at my gall to imply she was a thing to be owned.
“You know what I mean.” I scowled at the spot where her consciousness gathered. “And forget the guilt trip. I’m cancelling my ticket. You’re not getting off the hook by deflecting this time, missy. I told you to keep him out of the basement. Goddess only knows what Maud left lying around down there.”
The fight drained out of the house, and she sagged beneath my disappointment.
“You made me a promise,” I reminded Oscar. “You broke your word when you went down there again.”
His arm shot out in accusation. “But Woolly—”
“You made the promise, not her. You’re the one who has to keep it.”
“I’m sorry.” Oscar walked out, his feet several inches above the floor. “Want me to promise again?”
Teaching him a lesson hurt me worse than it would hurt him. “I can’t trust that you’ll mean it.”
“I understand,” he whispered. “I really am sorry.”
“Prove it to me.” I ruffled his hair. “Stay out of the basement, and I’ll know I can trust you again.”
Squaring his small shoulders, he jerked his chin once. “I won’t let you down.”
All I could do was hope that was the truth. He was a kid, a little kid, but he had to learn the rules. I couldn’t coddle him for eternity. I didn’t have that long.
With the minor rebellion quelled, I headed for the kitchen, my stomach already rumbling in anticipation.
Linus beat me there thanks to my pit stop and already had the blender whirring. I stood in the doorway, safely out of his line of sight, to watch. Eventually that wasn’t enough, and I drifted over to him. He turned, smiled, and poured me a glass.
“Your smoothie.” Linus pressed the chilled glass into my hand. “I’m making ham and cheese omelets.”
“Only one for me.” I claimed my usual barstool. “The bottomless pit in my stomach seems to be filling.”
“That’s good news.” He set to work cracking eggs. “Anything else?”
“More clear-headed.” I sipped, swallowed, smacked my lips. “There’s something different about this.”
Head bent, he whisked the eggs then poured them into a preheated pan. “Better or worse?”
“I can taste…” you, “…a copper tang cutting through the fruit.”
“I’ll go lighter tomorrow.” He set about his task. “Or I can cut in some vegetables to mask the flavor.”
I spun on my seat, turning my back on him, and admitted, “I don’t mind.”
“All right,” he said softly. “We’ll leave your Vitamin L intake at its current level and see how that goes.”
I stifled a laugh as he leaned around me to deposit my plate on the countertop.
This evening, there was no pretense. One omelet on one plate. One glass of orange juice.
Linus sat beside me, jotting notes in his beginner’s guide to necromancy, while I inhaled my breakfast.
After pushing back my plate, I patted my stomach. “I’m shocked you haven’t started weighing me.”
“The thought occurred to me, but women have complex relationships with scales.”
“I weighed one hundred and fifteen pounds at my last appointment.” I wove the fork through my fingers to avoid thinking about the checkup required to clear me for a job I no longer had after the car accident in Atlanta. “Trust me, I won’t cry as we watch the numbers climb. I want my curves back. I want to have boobs again. I want to feel, at least a little, like the old me.”
Linus glanced up at me. “Are you sure it won’t make you feel more like a lab specimen?”
I circled the edge of my glass with a finger. “That’s what I am, right?”
“It’s not all you are,” he said, holding my gaze.
“Let’s get moving,” I blurted when neither of us proved capable of breaking our stare-off. “We’ve got a lot to do before dawn.” Shoving away from the counter, I snapped my fingers. “I almost forgot. I have a present for you.”
“Does it cost ninety-nine cents or less?”
“It cost zilch.” I reached for his hand. “Hold still.” I used a modified pen and drew the sigil I created for Linus. The design, when I finished, resembled a strophalos with a screaming phoenix rising from its own ashes in its center that reminded me of the city seal of Atlanta on his chest. The ink spanned from his knuckles to his wrist, and protections were hidden in every line. “There.” I blew on the nib then capped my pen and holstered it like I was a gunslinger in the old west. “What do you think?”
The symbolism warmed his expression, the reference to his professional affiliation and to his city.
“A healing sigil combined with…?” He twisted his hand back and forth. “I don’t recognize the rest.”
“Neither do I.” I tapped the side of my head. “I pulled it from up here.”
“What does it do?” Light entered his eyes. “Specifically?”
“Makes you impervious to poisons.”
“The lab has the arrowhead. That gives them a sample of the toxin.” A glint sharpened his eyes. “They could replicate it and—”
“No.” I pressed a hand to his chest, thundering with possibilities. “I forbid you to test this on yourself.”
“Forbid me?” Puzzled, he examined his hand. “Without the research, what’s the point?”
“To keep you alive,” I snapped, shoving him aside. “I’ll meet you at the van.”
Linus beat me to the living room and inserted himself between me and the front door. “I didn’t mean to insult your gift.”
“You can’t test every bright idea we have on yourself. You’re not a lab specimen either.”
“It’s what I do.”
“No, it’s what you used to do.” I knocked on his forehead. “Brain? Hello? Are you home? Can you maybe divert some resources away from woolgathering and apply them to self-preservation instead?” Shoving him aside, I exited onto the porch. “For a smart boy, you’re pretty dumb.”
Woolly’s curtains flittered with her laughter, and I stomped down the steps into the grass.
“I heard raised voices,” Hood grumbled from the darkness beyond the porch light.
“I designed a sigil for Linus, to keep him safe, and he wants to test it on himself. The exact opposite of keeping him safe.”
“He’s not like us,” Lethe said from his left. “He didn’t grow up in a pack. He grew up alone.”
Primed to snap that at least he grew up with his mother and knew his father—both of them, actually—it sank in what she meant. Amelie and Boaz. Maud and Woolly.
“I did grow up in a pack.” I had people who loved me, who spent time with me, who were invested in me. “He lived in a museum with his mother’s staff for company.”
Tidiness might be a learned habit and not an inherited virtue, but the facts were these.
Linus was fastidious, always had been to my knowledge, but he was ten to my five when we first met. Well on his way to maturing into a man defined by his upbringing. Including a father who died when he was young and a mother who wouldn’t suffer a tassel out of place on a cushion decorating her sofa, let alone plastic toys scattered across her priceless rugs.
Left to amuse himself, he must have gotten it in his head that no one cared what he did—even to himself—so long as he didn’t leave evidence behind.
Behind Lethe, Hood glowered at me, but there was no real heat in the look.
“Am I forgiven?” I preferred that question to the others buzzing around in my head.
“A side of beef on the hoof goes a long way toward soothing hurt feelings,” Lethe said dryly.
“Come between me and my duty again, and I will hogtie you and leave you in the den until the situation is under control.” He narrowed his eyes on his mate when she patted him on the back like he was a good boy for making nice with me. “Let me do what I do best, and we’ll have no problems.”
“I can do that, within reason, but you need to understand something too. Linus is important to me. He’s my friend. I won’t leave him behind. I don’t care what circling back costs. He would do the same for me.”
“I’ll make allowances for his safety, but I won’t endanger you for his sake.”
“That’s all I ask.” I was happy enough to endanger myself on his behalf for the both of us.
Linus stepped out onto the porch, and our gathering fell silent. “Am I interrupting?”
I hated that he stood apart, that he shoved his hands into his pockets. “No.”
“Are we ready?” He took the stairs with caution. “I can go ahead if—”
“Not happening.” I started off in the direction of the front gate. “Are you coming or not?”
He jogged to catch up to me. “I didn’t mean to sound ungrateful.”
“I know.”
“I’m not used to...” His thought trailed into silence. “I’ve never had to answer to someone else for what I do to myself, for what I consider an acceptable risk.”
“As potentate, you must be answerable to someone for your actions.”
“I am,” he agreed. “The city council on a local level, and Mother on a national level.”
“Consider me your advisor on a personal level.”
“A wise woman once called me dumb. She resembles you quite a bit, actually.”
“As your newly self-appointed personal advisor, I suggest you quit indulging in self-destructive behavior. You’re too valuable to squander, Linus, and I don’t mean your money, or your brain, or your—everything else you’ve got happening that frankly exhausts me. I mean you. Just you. My friend.”
“I’ll wear your sigil, Grier. Every day that you’re willing to draw it. And if I never have occasion to test it, I will still be grateful that someone sent me out into the world with protection against what awaited me.”
Unable to meet the startling intensity of his gaze, I focused on the top button of his shirt. The button attached to the starched collar framing his pale throat. “In that case—” I wet my lips, “—you’re forgiven.”
After linking my arm through his, which spared me from facing him while a blush still warmed my cheeks, I walked Linus down to the van, ready to see what the night held for us.
    
THE BLESSED WATER was painless to collect. Plenty of temples kept fountains burbling in anticipation of a practitioner’s need. We didn’t have to pay our respects to the cleric, though Linus slid a folded bill of an undetermined amount beneath the rear door. All we had to do was let ourselves into the cramped rear garden and fill a vial with water steeped in moonlight and magic.
“I don’t remember coming here.” The garden was tiny but well kept, the fountain immaculate. “Maud preferred the temple on Bull Street.”
“Given our luck revisiting her favorite haunts, I thought switching things up might be prudent.”
“Good call.” The supply list for a resuscitation, the fresh ingredient portion, was common knowledge. Pair that with a familiarity of Maud’s preferences, and it was easy to speculate what destination we had in mind based on the direction we drove. “Less chance of assassins lying in wait too.”
“That too.”
“Where are we gathering sage?” I dipped my fingertips in the cool water. “Buying, I mean.”
Drying out fresh cut would take a week, and we didn’t have that long.
“There’s a stall on River Street, not that far from Esteban’s. We can go there.”
“You trust the origin?” There was good reason it was best to trim and cure you own sage. Where you harvested guided it toward its best application. “They won’t stiff you?”
“Angel is honest, and he carries five species grown in a variety of locations.”
“Since we’ll be close…” I flicked my fingers in his face, spattering him with droplets.
“We can stop in for churros.” Lips curving, he wiped his cheek on his sleeve. “I’ll buy. Esteban might ban me if I keep visiting his shop but don’t place any orders.”
A dull sadness whirled through me at the reminder. Esteban had joked about preferring Boaz the first time I brought Linus to his stall. He had been picking on me for bringing in two guys in as many days, but the jab struck Linus. As much as I wanted to pass on the visit to avoid the memories associated with it, I refused to lose ground to Boaz. Plus, Linus would get his chance to buy his way into Esteban’s good graces. That would make both of them happy.
“I’m not going to argue with a man who’s willing to feed me.” These days, in more ways than one.
We took our haul, piled back in the van, and Hood aimed us toward River Street Market Place.
Linus stored the vial in a padded drawer in one of the cabinets affixed to the rear doors.
“I’ll park then set out on foot,” Hood told us. “Try not to get in trouble until I find you.”
“I’ll do my best,” I promised, smiling in a way that worried him if the twitching eye was any indication.
The smell of fried dough and sugar hit me not long after we reached the row of shops lining the market, but I kept walking, past the familiar tent-like booth, to one I had never paid much attention to since it didn’t sell edibles.
A middle-aged man standing behind a table spotted Linus, and he shook out a paper bag, ready to fill.
“Scion Lawson, always a pleasure.” He barely spared me a glance. “And you’ve brought a friend.”
“Angel, this is Grier.” Linus settled a proprietary hand at the small of my back. “Grier, this is Angel. You can trust any item you purchase in this shop to be the genuine article.”
“High praise coming from you, my man. High praise.” He slapped his hands together. “What can I do you for?”
“We need six bundles of white sage, three of lavender, and one of palo santo.”
“I got you.” He shuffled to the rear of the booth and started hunting through bins. “Picked on the night of a full moon from the grave of a saint buried in the graveyard of a church two centuries old.”
“Which one?” I cocked an eyebrow at him.
Angel paused with his arms filled with dried herbs. “Which one what?”
“Was the sage or the lavender or the palo santo harvested on the night of a full moon from the grave of a saint buried in the graveyard of a church two centuries old?”
Linus wiped a hand over his mouth, but it was too late. I had seen the smile, a crack in his façade.
Eyes narrowed, Angel set his jaw. “Are you calling my integrity into question?”
“Just curious.” I could tell from here the herbs were expertly dried and bundled. They were quality. Linus wouldn’t have chosen this vendor otherwise. But Angel? He was full of cow poop. “There’s no need to get defensive as long as your provenance is accurate.”
“Is this some kind of test?” he demanded of Linus. “What’s her problem?”
“Grier is a Woolworth,” he said coolly. “She has high standards.”
The vendor stumbled back a step, the herbs clutched to his chest. “Grier Woolworth? As in Maud Woolworth’s kid?”
Unsettled by the panic in his eyes, I rolled a shoulder. “That would be me.”
“You gotta get out of here.” He shoved our order in the bag then tossed it to Linus. “No charge. Just take her away, and don’t come back.”
Linus caught it with a frown. “What’s wrong?”
“Word on the street is she’s worth serious dough, and I don’t mean her inheritance. I got a call this week from a guy with a Frenchy accent asking if I’d sold to her, or to you. I said no. He said call if she shows up. Now you’re here.” He waved his hands, warding us away. “I don’t want no trouble. I’m just a—”
The fletching of an arrow blossomed in the center of his throat. That’s how it looked from where I stood. A vicious red flower unfurling its petals.
Eyes wide, Angel toppled backward and hit the concrete floor of his stall.
I planted my palm on the table and leapt it, thanking Midas for those agility lessons. The low tug in my gut, part of what made me a necromancer, told me Angel was gone before I pressed my fingers to his throat.
“Forgive me.” I closed his eyes with a sweep of my hand. “I didn’t mean for this to happen.”
Black mist swirled around my hands and ankles as Linus joined me. “We have to move.”
Keeping low, I followed him out the back. “Where do we go from here?”
“I called Hood. He’s bringing the van.” He guided me behind a stack of oak barrels. “Now we wait.”
A rapid succession of thuds, more arrows striking, announced the archer’s awareness of our position.
“He’s circling to the right.” Each hit sounded closer. “He’ll be on top of us soon.”
A roll of his shoulders unfurled the wraith’s cloak, and it pooled on the pavers where he squatted next to me. “I’m going to draw him away.” He uncapped a pen and drew a series of interlocking obfuscation sigils down my arm. “Don’t move, and he won’t see you.”
I fisted the churning mist and yanked his face closer to mine. “I’m not letting you go out there alone.”
“Yes, you will.” He pried my hand free. “The element of surprise is on our side this time.”
We stayed hunkered together, our breaths mingling, our eyes locked, for precious seconds.
Cletus peeled from the shadows to lurk at my elbow, his presence killing the moment.
“Go.” I shoved Linus back. “Don’t make me save your sorry tail again.”
“I’ll do my best.” He awarded me one of his rare smiles, this one showing teeth. “Watch for Hood.”
Folding myself into a shadowy corner, I let the magic do its work, and I hated every second I cowered in safety while Linus glided through the night, as insubstantial as mist, dodging arrows and luring this latest archer out of his hiding spot.
I wondered if he was one of the vampires I’d stunned at the marsh.
I wondered if this was still business or if we had made it personal.
I wondered if it would ever stop, or if it would always be this way.
The vampire jogged past the barrels without slowing, providing me with a clear shot I had to take.
Without Hood around to assist, I was forced to resort to cutting myself on a curl of metal banding the barrel behind me. Sanitary, it was not, but it got the job done. Blood dripped down my fingers, and I made a cup with my palm to catch every drop.
Note to self: Invest in a pocketknife.
The warding circle was easier to raise each time I drew one, and the sigils leapt to my fingertips faster every time I accessed that part of my brain. I painted a quick design on the wall of compressed air and smacked it with my palm. The burst of energy hit the vampire square in the lower back and knocked him to the ground. While he kissed the pavers, I primed more so I would be ready when he got up again.
As it turned out, it was wasted concern. Linus took the opening I gave him, summoning the cruel scythe into his hand, swinging down in a powerful arc, and beheading the vampire with practiced ease before the archer did more than rock onto his hands and knees in a weak attempt at escape.
A sour taste filled the back of my throat, but I swallowed it and gave myself a much-needed reminder.
Make no apologies for surviving.
We hadn’t gone after the archer, he came after us.
Breathe in, breathe out. In. Out. In. Out.
Linus backtracked with more caution than the situation required, his steps hesitant as he neared me.
Cletus drifted away, sensing my unease, but I called him back to my side with a negligent wave.
“No sign of Hood yet.” Fingernails biting into the meat of my palms, I quashed the tremble in my hands. I kept my voice level, calm, when Linus got in range. “Are there more archers, do you think?”
The grim figure, draped in night-sky fabric that writhed with his movements, turning simple creases into screaming maws and plain folds into clawing arms, studied me from beneath his hood. He leaned on the scythe, its wicked curve gleaming in the moonlight, red dripping from its razor edge. “You’re not afraid.”
Accurate.
I was pants-wetting terrified of this being concealed beneath his skin, this nightmare who became more fully realized each time he showed this side of himself to me. But he was part of Linus, the darkest part of him, maybe, but still him. And that meant he would never hurt me.
“You’ll have to try harder next time.” I barely kept my voice from cracking. “Maybe add a grinning skull under the hood or—oh—a flaming skull like that one guy with a motorcycle.”
The blackness dissipated when he huffed out a laugh, like darkness and light couldn’t exist in the same place at the same time. “There was only one archer in pursuit. Hood took out the other three.”
“Ah.” That explained why Linus came back rather than hunting.
“I’m calling this in.” He retrieved his phone and did just that. “This incident was public. I’m going to have to give a statement at the Lyceum. I’ll try to keep you out of it, but Mother might require your presence as well.”
Rounding my shoulders, I slumped forward. “Isn’t getting shot at punishment enough?”
“I’ll stall her if I can.” He extended his arm then looked at his hand like he expected to see blood. “I understand if…”
“Just help me up.” I clasped his palm and hauled myself to my feet while he stood there, conflicted. “There’s Hood.” I kept hold of him, dragging him in my wake. “We need to get out of here before the sentinels hold us for questioning.”
We reached the van, and our driver grinned at us through bloody teeth, but this time it was me shoving Linus in first. That’s why I noticed the rip in his shirt and the line of blood staining the fabric.
“You got tagged.” I slid my fingers through the hole then ripped it wider. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
He twisted around, grabbed me by the elbows, and hauled me into the safety of the vehicle. “I didn’t notice.”
“That had to hurt.” I flopped down in my usual spot, pulling him with me. “Let me see.” I yanked up his shirt before he got a say in the matter and sucked in a breath. “There’s no cut.” I smoothed my fingers across the crusted line of dried blood, and it crumbled. “It’s already healed.”
“Your sigil must be to thank.” He reached around to touch the affected area. “It’s not sore at all.”
“Clearly, I wasn’t specific enough with my intent. I was going for impervious to poison, not impervious.”
But hey, he was alive. He was healthy. He was safe. I had no complaints.
“Remarkable,” he breathed. “Your mind never ceases to amaze me.”
“They aren’t original designs,” I reminded him. “I’m sucking them from some genetic hive mind.”
With enough effort, I could twist their purpose, shape their overall appearance, but the knowledge came from a source outside me.
“This is unknown territory.” Excitement vibrated through him as he twisted to face me. “Any secrets you reclaim was information lost to us.”
While I had hoped to be a trailblazer, like Maud, it wouldn’t hurt my feelings to rediscover this part of my heritage in the hopes it would help others like me in the future. I might not be an inventor, but my work could still be groundbreaking. I could still have a purpose beyond any I imagined for myself.
“If this works the way it seemed to, for you,” I said, making my decision, “we need to be careful no one else gets their hands on the design.”
“I agree.” He leaned back, thoughtful. “Keep your notes in Eileen. She can protect them from theft.”
That was good to know. “I didn’t read that part in the owner’s manual.”
“I thought you understood. It’s the eyes. She’ll only open for you. Grimoires of her caliber bond to the first person who writes in them.”
“Maybe lead with that next time.” All of my homework and classwork resided in the grimoire, but I hadn’t wanted to spend her blank pages on doodles. Chicken scratch had its own value, apparently, so I would be confining all my work to her pages going forward. “What’s next on our to-do list?”
“You’re going home to train with Midas.” He aimed the statement at Hood. “I’m going to the Lyceum to head off as much of this as I can.” He smoothed a hand down his shirt. “As soon as I change.”
“Where do you want the fresh symbol?” I nodded at his hand. The flaked ink was spent. The deliberate cracking made me wonder if it was a one-time use sigil. “Chest or back? Your nape? Upper arm?”
“You’re serious about me wearing it every time I leave the house.”
“I am.”
He leaned back with a pleased expression wreathing his face that I was proud to have hung there.
The ride home was short considering how long the evening felt. Linus and I entered the house, splitting off to each go our separate ways. I set up camp in the office, where I transferred the new sigil to Eileen then burned the paper I used to draft the design while he went to freshen up for what promised to be a long night.
About the time Midas appeared in the doorway, ready for my lesson, Linus arrived dressed in slacks and nice shoes. A dress shirt hung from his fingertip, and a folded white tee balanced on his opposite palm.
I didn’t gawk at the miles of bare skin or the artwork mapping every inch. I didn’t admire the hard planes of his stomach. I didn’t wet my lips at the deep vee carved into his lean hips that disappeared into his slacks.
Much.
“The sigil will have the most staying power on my chest,” Linus announced, continuing our earlier conversation. He noticed Midas and inclined his head on his way to me. “The location will keep it concealed as well.”
“Okay.” I patted the desk. “Have a seat.” He did as I instructed after setting aside his clothing. “I’m going to stick with the previous dimensions, since they appeared to be effective.” I drew the sigil on with more care, bracing my hand on his right pectoral. The result was about the size of a donut. “That ought to do you.”
Linus dressed in economic movements, raked his fingers through his hair, and sighed. “Wish me luck.”
“Better you than me.” I grinned at his feigned scowl. “Good luck.”
Midas drifted closer with a contemplative expression. “How do you feel you performed?”
Caught off-guard, I did a double take. “Tonight?” He nodded. “I did okay.”
He absorbed that without comment. “How about last night?”
“Aside from accidentally locking one of my assets in a circle, I feel good about what I accomplished.”
That earned me a hum of consideration. “Do you feel these lessons helped prepare you?”
“Yes.” I reflected on the difference between Taz and Midas, their teaching methods. “I’m stronger now. I have a better understanding of what to do and what not to do. I don’t want to get in a fight, but you’ve given me the confidence to believe I can get myself out of minor scrapes without involving magic.”
“Good.” He eyed the door. “I’m glad to hear I made a difference.”
“What am I missing here? This was an evaluation? Don’t those only happen when lessons are over?”
“I’ve been summoned to Atlanta. The invitation was from our mother, and it was open-ended.”
Pack business then, or a family matter. “Does that mean you’re not coming back?”
“Mom is anxious having both heirs out of her territory. She wants to recall Lethe. She would feel better if her daughter birthed her first child in the den where she was born.” His lips flattened. “Mom has lost a lot, and almost lost even more.” His fingers played along his scars. “But Lethe is a dominant, and the day is coming when she gets fed up with the status quo and challenges for the mantle of alpha. It’s inevitable, but we would all prefer that not happen while she’s pregnant.”
“You’re sacrificing your freedom for hers.”
“I’m the contingency plan.” He popped his knuckles. “Having me around will soothe Mom.”
Linus once told Amelie we were victims of our birthright. It seemed he was right, about all of us.
“Linus offered to help me find an instructor before you volunteered. I’m sure he can find someone.”
“You could do that.” He leaned out in the hall and made a beckoning gesture. “Or she can take over.”
Wild hope kicked up my pulse that Taz would sashay through the door, but she really was in the wind. The woman who strolled in the room wearing a tank top and yoga pants, her blue hair in a bun, grinned.
“I took all the same lessons as him.” Lethe hooked a thumb toward Midas. “I just looked better doing it.”
“She’s out of practice,” he told me. “She could use the exercise.”
Lethe’s jaw came unhinged, and her chin scraped the oriental rug we stood on. “Are you calling me fat?”
“No.” He thrust out his hands to stave off an attack. “That’s not what I meant.”
A river of tears overflowed the banks of her eyelids. “I’m pregnant.” She clutched her flat stomach. “I’m eating for two. How dare you make me feel bad about providing for my young.”
The blood drained from his sun-kissed skin, leaving his complexion as bleached as bone. Slowly, he backed from the room.
He never lowered his arms.
He never turned his back on his sister.
He never broke eye contact with her, proving he was as smart as he was pretty.
The second the front door shut behind him, Lethe wiped her face dry on the hem of her shirt. “Sucker.”
“I’m impressed.” I slow clapped for her. “Teach me your ways.”
Her curtsey was picture-perfect, even delivered in yoga pants. “Honey, you ain’t seen nothing yet.”




TWELVE
   
Linus didn’t return to Woolworth House that night. I didn’t sit up waiting on him exactly. I was avoiding the dream. Falling asleep hadn’t scared me until now. There was nothing to fear when you didn’t remember why you woke sobbing and raw. But…I was more than remembering. I was retaining. Bits and pieces. Gather enough of them, and soon I would glimpse the whole.
As much as I hungered for the truth about how Maud died, it terrified me I might have witnessed her death, that those images—the final moments of her life—might be a film about to release on the screen of my mind, a horror to rewind and play over and over and over.
Scrubbing my hands down my face, I climbed out of bed and pulled on fresh clothes.
On my way out into the hall, I tripped over the persnickety brass key. “What are you doing out here?”
The key, being a key, didn’t answer. Figuring it had flung itself into my path for a reason, I tucked it into my pocket. The problem with the key wasn’t that it had moved again, but that it had set itself in my path instead of returning to the carriage house. Maybe its range sucked. Maybe it tried, and this was as far as it got. Or maybe it was trying to get my attention. Seeing as how it barely tolerated me, I wasn’t sure I wanted to know why it was cozying up to me now.
The utter quiet in the house pushed me up onto my tiptoes to keep from breaking the silence.
Woolly made an inquiring noise, floorboards groaning, and her presence skimmed the stairs.
“I’m being ridiculous.” I sank onto the soles of my feet. “It’s just weird. The quiet.”
A whisper of thought speared down through the house, and a childish giggle echoed up to me.
“Woolly said you’re lonely.” Oscar popped into existence on my back, his legs hooked around my hips and his arms encircling my neck. “I came to play with you.”
“Thanks, kid.” I patted his chubby hands where they linked over my collarbone. “You’re sweet.”
Icy breath tickled my throat when he asked, “Are you still mad at me?”
“How can I stay mad at that face?” I twisted around to see him better. “What game did you have in mind?”
The floor registers made a ticking sound as I passed them.
“Woolly says you have to eat breakfast first.” He slung himself onto my hip. “I like waffles. Can you make those?”
The only breakfast I could make poured out of a box or shook out of a packet. “I’ll check the freezer.”
Boaz kept a stash of frozen waffles to eat when he visited. I hadn’t thought about them, or I would have tossed them to get rid of the reminder. There might be a few left I could pop in the toaster. Even I couldn’t burn those, probably, and Oscar couldn’t eat them anyway even if I did.
Casual as you please, I plundered the fridge. “Have you been into the basement again?”
He sat up straighter. “No.”
The old house backed his story, and I took her at her word. “What’s down there that’s worth getting in trouble over?”
“Woolly didn’t tell you?” He yanked off his hat and crumpled it in his hands. “We’re pirates searching for a lost treasure.”
“Oh really?” I found the waffles, removed two from the box, and tossed the rest. “What kind of treasure?”
The kitchen lights dimmed in warning, but Oscar was set on making amends.
“I don’t know yet. We have to find the map first.” Determination glinted in his obsidian eyes. “Mr. Linus was looking for it in the office, but Woolly says he won’t find it there. I’m gonna beat him to it. It’s only fair. He’s got plenty of treasure. I don’t have any.”
Misery coated the back of my throat as my mind supplied a memory of the night Cletus broke in.
“Linus was searching the house?” I missed the slots on the toaster on the first try. “For what?”
“The treasure map,” he said, exasperated. “I told you.”
“Woolly?” I searched for her consciousness, but she had gone. “Get back here.”
The front door opened then closed, and long footsteps dragged in our direction. “I thought I heard you moving around in here.”
Linus wore the same clothes from last night, but they were tidy. He was tired, the brackets around his mouth told me that much, but it appeared to be of the mental variety rather than the physical. He might as well have just come downstairs after a full night’s…
Hip braced against the counter, I watched him. “Do you sleep?”
Sensing my eyes on him, he stilled. “Not often.”
“You go to your room, though.” The waffles popped up, and I plated them. “You put on pajamas.”
“Routine.” He shrugged. “I do go to bed at a decent hour, and I do dress comfortably for that, but I read, or I work.”
“Let me guess.” I squirted a liberal amount of syrup over the stack. “It’s a side effect of bonding with a wraith.”
“Actually, yes.” He folded his arms across his chest. “It’s well-documented. I’m happy to provide studies done on the topic, if you’re interested in reading them.”
As much as I wanted to seethe at him until he confessed all his sins, Linus was a cool character, and I…was not. “Oscar tells me you’ve been searching the house for what he’s calling a treasure map.”
“I did search the office for a particular contract, but I suspect it’s in the basement.”
The trouble with getting mad at him was he tended to be a straight shooter. Either he shut down a topic, or he embraced it. There was no evasion. There was no sinister hint-dropping. It made it hard to believe he would lie. If I didn’t know what a great actor he was, I wouldn’t think him capable of bending the truth.
“Why didn’t you ask me?” Permission was the word I didn’t use, but he still heard it all the same.
“It’s of a sensitive nature.” He lowered his arms, his defensive posture softening. “I would rather you not see it. It’s a contract between Maud and my mother.”
“Her death would void it, wouldn’t it?” Without her to enforce the terms, it ought to be null.
“This type of agreement is binding,” he said carefully, “even after death.”
Precious few contracts between individuals had that kind of shelf life, and the most common type...
No.
I was being ridiculous.
This must pertain to something else.
“Mother shredded her copy after Maud died, but Maud kept the original.”
“It’s in the basement.” I didn’t have to look to know. Maud kept all original contracts filed in a safe in her library. “Your mother can rest assured that no one can access it, so whatever that poor contract did to her, it can’t hurt her from where it’s hidden.”
“I suspected as much.” A sigh moved through him. “I should have come straight to you.”
“Yep.” I clanked a fork onto the plate then served Oscar. “I could have saved you from skulking.”
“You have every right to be angry with me,” he said quietly. “Can you trust me enough to believe when I tell you it’s in all our best interests if that document is destroyed?”
Up to this point, Linus hadn’t given me a reason to doubt him. He was itching to get in the basement, but it was a repository of knowledge, and he was a sponge. He thought access meant all his questions would be answered, and I got that. But Maud was secretive about her journals and paranoid about her grimoires. We had no way of knowing what we might unleash upon the necromantic world once we got started cataloging her secrets.
“That’s what bothers me the most.” I poured Oscar a glass of milk, because why not? “I do trust you. I would have taken your word for it, if you had come to me with this. Since you didn’t, and you searched the house without my knowledge… You can see how that makes you look bad.”
Woolly flickered her lights, drawing my eye, and a sharp pain lanced through my chest.
“You knew,” I accused her. “That’s why you’ve been letting Oscar play down there.”
The kitchen dimmed, but I wasn’t buying her repentant act when she had kept this from me too.
“I expected better from you.” I shouldered past Linus. “From you too, Woolly.”
As much as I wanted to run upstairs and throw myself on the bed, I didn’t want to deal with Woolly. Her apology wouldn’t fix this when I was tired of being broken over the knee of friendship. I cut down the hall, past the basement, and yelped as heat stung my hip.
Hopping in place, I stuck a hand into my pocket and pulled out…the key. “What is your deal?”
Once again, the hunk of scalding metal had nothing to say in its defense.
Perhaps I was spending too much time around animate objects if I expected an answer from every Tom, Dick and skeleton key.
Using the hem of my tee as a potholder, I gripped the key between layers of fabric then bolted in search of a secure place to stash it. Oddly enough, the metal grew cooler the farther I got from the door. Weird. Certain the key hadn’t been in the house since my release, I wondered if Amelie had noticed its peculiar behavior while they packed up Maud’s things. Doubtful. It wasn’t attuned to her. Prior to Ambrose, she wouldn’t have had enough magic to sense it either way.
Testing a theory, I crept closer to the door. The heat intensified until I gritted my teeth to hold on.
Muttering under my breath, I stalked closer. “It can’t be this easy, can it?”
“What’s easy?”
Buttoning my lips to hold in a scream, I whirled toward Lethe. “Nothing.”
“Nothing looks like it’s burning a hole in your shirt.” She bit into an apple—one of the Honeycrisp Linus kept in the fruit bowl for me—and fanned in front of her nose. “Ready for practice?”
“Let me get rid of this.” I skirted her. “I’ll meet you in the sparring room.”
“Sure thing.” She crunched again. “Care to comment on why Linus is acting like you kicked his puppy?”
“Linus doesn’t have a puppy.” I hit the stairs. “Be right back.”
Up in my room, I debated where to hide the blasted key. I decided on my underwear drawer. There was nothing worth looking at in there unless you liked granny panties of the dollar-bin variety, so I figured the baggy satin was as good a deterrent as any.
Possibilities raced through my head as I jogged off in search of Lethe. Despite their head start hunting, I might beat Linus and Woolly to the treasure if the key did what I suspected it might. All I had to do was wait for an empty house to test my theory.
I ducked into the sparring room and somehow ended up flat on my back, unsure how I had gotten there.
“First point to me.” Lethe danced around me on the balls of her feet. “I love this padding. It’s like one of those bouncy castles.”
Propping myself up, I squinted up at her. “Midas isn’t usually so…”
“Awesome?” Kangaroo Woman hopped from one side of the room to the other. “Amazing?”
“Aggressive?” I supplied. “He’s more hands-off than hands-on.”
“Yet another reason why I volunteered to step into the breach.” She anchored her hands at her hips. “Midas is a patient instructor, and that works well for his usual students, but you need more.” She gestured down her body. “I’m going to teach you how to fight like a girl—and how to win.”
“Winning sounds good.”
“Trust me.” She began a series of stretches I imitated. “It feels even better.”
    
THE SESSION with Lethe left me sweaty, aching, and jonesing for a nap. I was exhausted. What it didn’t do was leave me bruised, cut, or maimed. No medical intervention was required, thank the goddess, since Linus hadn’t stayed to watch.
I felt his absence keener than I wanted to, all things considered.
“I’m not going to tell you your business,” Lethe said, slinging an arm around my shoulders.
I hit her in the face with my sweaty towel. “But?”
“Guys do a lot of dumb things to protect women they care about. Otherwise intelligent men lose their damn minds.”
“You’re very pro-Linus.”
“I’ve known him several years.” She placed known in air quotes. “He goes out of his way to be polite. He’s kind and attentive. He’s also generous.”
“It’s not unusual for wealthy young men to be philanthropic.”
“True.” She wiped the sweat from her brow before slapping me in the face with the soggy terrycloth. “But most wealthy young men aren’t potentates. Dating him is like taking out an insurance policy, like sleeping bundled in Kevlar, like cuddling up to—”
“All that means is he’s capable of violence, cunning, and ruthlessness.”
No wonder the gwyllgi were pushing for the match. They wanted to mate me off to a bodyguard.
“That’s part of it, yeah.” Her stride hitched. “The ugly part.”
“I must have missed the pretty ones.”
The words hung in the air, and I couldn’t call them back. They were a total lie. An absolute untruth. Linus wouldn’t have gotten under my skin if I hadn’t seen all the pretty parts of him, and I didn’t mean his hair.
“We hunt,” Lethe said quietly. “Fae, necromancers, vampires, humans. Anything that needs killing, really.”
“That’s different,” I protested. “You’re—”
“—animals?”
“Predators.”
“What do you think he is?” Lethe chuckled at me. “He’s top of the food chain.” We lingered in the foyer. “He might wear glasses and stick his nose in books, he might dress well and speak elegantly, but he’s just as much of a philistine as the blond douche where it counts.”
“Boaz.”
“I like my name for him better.”
Truth be told, so did I.
“You’ve got to consider the fact your house was in on it too.” She peered around like Woolly might zap her for speaking her mind. An honest fear. “She wouldn’t do anything to hurt you. You know that. You’re just raw because of what happened with the blond douche and your former bestie.”
“Maybe.”
“You can’t let two people ruin your faith in everyone else. Linus—and Woolly—were both in the wrong. There’s no question. That’s on them. Don’t internalize that BS. Their choices aren’t a result of your actions.”
“I just…expected better.” From both of them.
“Hold them up to that standard all you want, but make sure they know that’s your line in the sand.”
“I thought honesty was a given.” I glared up at the chandelier. “People close to me ought to know lying is a deal breaker.”
Woolly groaned around us, the walls sagging, the floorboards creaking.
“You would think so, but here we are.” She spread her hands. “Mom bashes heads together all day long over what ought to be common sense.” She gripped the knob. “Lay down the rules. Make them clear. If they still get broken, after your warning, then you’ve got a problem.”
Maybe Lethe was onto something. Running my life how they ran their pack—with a code of behavior and strict punishments when the rules were broken—might help me avoid future hurt. “Does that go for the blond douche and my former bestie too?”
“Not so much.” A low rumble pumped through her chest. “Relationships are a whole new ballgame. All it takes is one look at blond douche to tell he’s a player. He pursued you romantically at the same time he whored himself out to a potential match. That’s unforgiveable.”
I whole-heartedly agreed with her. “Where does the line begin?”
“The first date,” she decided. “Flirting can mean a guy’s interested, a guy’s bored, a guy just plain likes to flirt. Basically, it means nothing. Same with prolonged eye contact. Maybe he’s feeling you, or maybe he’s zoned out and you’re in his line of sight. But if a guy asks you out, he’s putting interest into words. He’s telling you, from his own mouth, he wants to get to know you. Any lies beyond that point are a serious breach of trust.”
Right out of the gate, Boaz had broken the rules. “And the former bestie?”
“You guys grew up together. She was there when the line was formed, and she knew when she crossed it. Each time she crossed it, she made the conscious decision to do so. I’m not saying you guys can’t make up down the road. Maybe you will, maybe you won’t. But this will always stand between you. You’ll forgive her. You’re already halfway there. Your heart is just that big. But only a fool would forget, and you don’t strike me as dumb.”
“Thanks.” I turned her advice over in my head. “I miss having someone to talk to about…everything.”
“Me too.” She let herself out onto the porch. “I like you, Grier. Maybe you and I should swap lists.”
The offer of friendship made my breath catch. “I’d like that.”
“Over breakfast.” She set off down the stairs. “Remember, I’m eating for two.”
After shutting the door, I wandered into the living room and spotted the sample invitation I had yet to show Linus. With a grunt, I sank onto the couch and pulled out my phone. I took a deep breath then dialed the familiar number.
“Please tell me this isn’t my heads-up that you’re fleeing the country,” Neely drawled. “I’m having a spa weekend with Cruz, and I don’t want to ditch him while he’s being sweet to haul you back to Savannah.”
“Actually, I have a huge favor to ask you.”
“I’m listening.”
The caution he attempted to mask hurt, but I kept it out of my voice. “I’ve been invited to a ball. It’s very Cinderella. I need help choosing a dress, and I was hoping you could recommend a good local hair and makeup person.”
“Who invited you?” A tremor warbled his tone. “Volkov is still out of the picture, right?”
“It’s nothing like that.” The lies tumbled from my lips with ease. “It’s a bal masqué themed bachelorette party. For my cousin. Fancy dresses, masks, gloves, the whole nine yards.”
Themes weren’t uncommon for Society balls, but I hadn’t given much thought to mine. Until now.
“A masked ball,” he said on a wistful sigh. “I’ve got ideas for days. I’ll email you my top picks, and we’ll go from there.” He hesitated. “I could shop with you if you feel like venturing to Atlanta.”
As done as I was with that city, I would brave it again for him. “What would Cruz say?”
“Nothing at all.” He laughed softly. “But he would grind his teeth for days.”
“I miss you.” I slumped on the couch. “When are you coming home?”
“I’m not sure.” Neely allowed the lull to build. “Cruz is spending more and more time in the city. It takes an act of Congress to get him back to Savannah. I don’t mind staying here while I recover, but I miss my job. I can do the day job anywhere, but it doesn’t feed my soul. Only my piggy bank.”
Losing my spot as a Haint left me in the same down mood. “How much longer will you be laid up?”
“Four to six weeks.”
“That sucks.”
“Tell me about it.” He drew in a sharp breath. “My honey bunny just walked in. I gotta go.”
“Bye.”
While it was on my mind, I dialed up Matron Orestes and named my theme. She trilled with excitement, and I ended the call with a smile.
“Are you up for another field trip?” Linus asked from behind me.
“Are we friends?” I twisted around to face him. “Do you consider us friends?”
“Yes,” he said without hesitation.
“Then you and I are going to have to have a talk about the rules of friendship.”
“All right.” A fraction of the tension drained from his shoulders. “We can do that.”
“No more lying.” I held up my finger to stop him. “No more omissions. No more skulking. No more attempting to get in the basement.”
The last one brought him up short for a second, and I saw it. He knew I noticed, but he nodded. “I can do that, within reason.” His fingers tapped the tattooed seal over his heart. “There are times when I won’t be able to share the whole truth with you, or anything at all.”
“I can respect that. I don’t like it, but I understand.” I stood and crossed to him. “I’m talking about you, the decisions you make, the choices that are within your control.” I stared up at him. “I’m giving you a second chance to be transparent with me. Break my trust again, and I’m done. I can’t kick you out, and I can’t stop my lessons, but I won’t be a willing participant.” I exhaled through a tight knot of anger. “I won’t be your friend.”
“I understand your rules.” He gazed down at me, solemn. “I will abide by them to the best of my ability.”
“That’s all I ask.” I pivoted on my heel. “Come on. I’m not doing classwork when I can field trip instead.”




THIRTEEN
   
“The temple Maud favored was vandalized.” Linus gazed out the window of the van as Hood drove us to the ritual space to begin preparation for tomorrow night’s resuscitation. “The fountain was shattered, and its blessed water reserves dumped in the garden. They packed mud to create a raised strophalos in the beds.”
And the appeals to the goddess kept coming. I wonder if she listened to them better than she heard me.
“Whoever they are, they’re desecrating Maud’s favorite places.” The revelation wasn’t an eye-opener, but it stung nonetheless, like someone spitting on her grave. “What about Mr. Thorn?”
Though he was Maud’s usual supplier for sage, we had skipped him in favor of Angel’s market booth.
“His entire crop was uprooted, and the ground salted in the shape of—”
“—a strophalos.” I linked my hands in my lap. “Who knows her that well?”
“Maud was a public figure. There are entire books written on her methods, and those would have included her sources.” Linus gathered his thoughts. “You have a vested interest in preserving her reputation. This could be meant as a direct insult to you, or it might be meant to lure you out to investigate the cause.”
Fatigue swamped me, gave tangible weight to my bones. “Why not you?”
“Targeting the supplies might also be construed as a threat.” Black filled his eyes from corner to corner when he flipped his gaze up to mine. “Whoever they are, they have no reason to fear what I might bring back to life.”
Faultless application of logic, as always. The scope narrowing on me made the spot between my shoulders itch.
“Resuscitate at your own risk?” I mulled it over. “That’s a powerful statement, and it doesn’t fit with the master or the Marchands. Both of them want to use me the same as—”
“—Mother,” he finished for me.
“Yeah.” I rubbed my palms together. “Her.”
“I don’t like exposing you.” He drummed his elegant fingers on the seat beside him. “I would prefer you stay at home, behind the wards, surrounded by gwyllgi, where it’s safe.”
My head popped up in surprise. “Where did that come from?”
“You asked for honesty.” He kept tap, tap, tapping. “I’m being honest.”
“You haven’t tried to stop me.” I cocked my head to one side. “Actually, you’ve been inviting me out.”
“You already feel caged.” He looked up then, his eyes black. “I’m not going to drop a cloth over you too.”
“I appreciate that.” I nudged him with the toe of my shoe. “Where are you holding the resuscitation?”
“The Lyceum.” A grimace pinched his face, in expectation of my response or in a reflection of his own, I wasn’t certain. “Given the circumstances, I felt neutral ground would be best for all parties involved.”
“Ugh.”
A traitorous grin threatened his lips. “Mother is out of town on a business trip, if it helps.”
“It helps,” I assured him, relaxing. “Your clients didn’t mind the venue switch?”
“The practitioner sets the terms.” His tone carried hints of a lesson being taught. “Location is ultimately at our discretion. There will always be environmental factors to consider, and those can change between the time a resuscitation is scheduled and when it occurs.”
“Good to know.” I added that tidbit to my mental vault. “I imagine the rooms at the Lyceum will be booked solid in the coming months. With the Undead Coalition crumbling, I wouldn’t walk into a clan’s home to perform a ceremony that left me vulnerable.”
“There are so few rooms, four in all, that the waitlist is eight months out already.”
“Except for you,” I teased. “You cut in line.”
“I traded the slot I had for the one I needed and tacked on a convenience fee I charged to the clan. The other practitioner will perform his resuscitation in four months, when the slot I reserved after negotiations began comes available. It’s a fair trade. More than fair. His client is young and healthy. She can afford to wait.”
“Back up.” I waved a hand. “Why did you make a reservation if you intended to use the clan home?”
“I always book at the Lyceum in the event of an emergency. Maud taught me that. However, this will be my first time actually using the facility.”
“At least we have that much in common.” I thought about it. “I’ve never been in one of those rooms.”
Maud had her own preferences for resuscitations, and it hadn’t included rented space. Except, according to Linus, as a contingency plan.
“Despite the demand for rooms,” he mentioned casually, “there have been twenty-two cancellations.”
“Are we talking bookings at the Lyceum or contracts with clans?”
“Contracts.”
I blinked at him. “That’s an unprecedented number.”
Humans did not give up their shot at immortality once they forked over their life savings and signed on the dotted line.
“Most of them with the former Grande Dame, Abayomi Balewa.”
That was one name I could go the rest of my life without hearing again.
“That’s got to hurt her bottom line.” And I couldn’t find it in myself to care.
She had sentenced me to Atramentous without a trial and left me there to rot for five long years.
“The Lyceum is blaming the phenomenon on the unrest among vampires.”
“Unrest is temporary, eternity is…well…eternal.” Pass on your shot, and you didn’t get another. No refunds, substitutions, or exchanges. “I don’t buy it.”
“There are always more names on the list,” he said with a shrug. “Until that changes, the Society won’t care about what it perceives as a temporary hit to its bottom line.”
Hood let us out at city hall and went to park while we made our way to the bank of elevators.
The ride down to the Lyceum brought gooseflesh racing over my skin. Nothing good had ever come of me venturing there.
We exited onto a foyer tiled in blood-red marble that echoed with our footsteps.
“It’s quiet tonight.” Hard to tell if I preferred its usual bustle over this stillness. “While the cat’s away, the mice will play?”
“You’re determined to always think the worst.” Linus huffed out a laugh. “I requested privacy.”
“Oh.” I ducked my head. “That makes sense.”
We couldn’t have any witnesses if things got weird when I helped him.
“This is us.” He used a key with a circular fob stamped with the number three to unlock his room. An engraved plaque with his name had been slid into the gold-tone slot mounted on the door, and it had me wondering if everyone got paid the same courtesy. “It’s smaller than I recalled.”
Leaning over, I peeked at the room next door and spotted a similar plaque, this one engraved with Abayomi Balewa. One of her cancellations must have been last minute for her not to relinquish her room to someone else.
“Grier?” Linus glanced down the hall. “Is something the matter?”
“I’m good.” I shrugged off the foreboding sparked by her name. “Let’s get this thing started.”
A marble slab the same pattern as the foyer tiles dominated the center of the space, the table bolstered by a black granite pillar as thick around as two of me. Wooden chairs lined the walls, their design simple but elegant, and an ornate altar carved from the trunk of a yew tree stood in one corner, ready to be hefted into position. I estimated a dozen people—including the practitioner and client—could fit.
“Will this hold everyone attending?” I walked the edge of the room, getting a feel for the old magic seeped into the walls and floor. “How large is the clan?”
“They’re sizeable, but only their elders will bear witness.” He set the bag of supplies on the table. “Let me shift the altar into place, and we can begin.”
I gusted out a sigh. This was it. The real deal. I was bolting on training wheels for the maiden voyage on a bike I had never learned how to ride.
“I’ll start cleansing the space.” I dug through his bag and removed an abalone shell the size of my hand, a hawk tail feather, and a bundle of white sage. I found a gold lighter embossed with his initials in the bottom and struck the flint to light the herbs. A thin curl of smoke twined through the air, and I placed the bundle in the shell to contain the embers. “I ought to warn you. I decided my ball will be themed.”
Starting in the farthest corner, I used the feather to direct the earthy smoke and moved from the floorboards up the wall. As I strolled the room, ridding it of negative energy, I breathed in the familiar scents of ritual and felt the tight knot forever coiled in my chest these days ease.
“Hmm.” His fingers flew over the implements with easy familiarity. “Will I require a costume?”
“A mask, yes.”
He turned his head toward me. “Bal masqué?”
“Fun, right?” I could tell I wasn’t selling him on the idea, so I caved. “Fine. I wanted Neely’s help, but this was the only way I could get it. He associates formal events with Volkov, and he’s afraid I’m backsliding. I lied about a cousin I don’t have throwing a themed bachelorette party to get him on board.”
“Lying to him bothers you.”
“I hate it.” The Torreses toed a dangerous line, both in danger of crossing into Society territory. Cruz through his job and Neely through our friendship. “I understand why I have to do it, not that it’s spared him any pain, but it’s hard throwing up walls between him and me.”
“Honesty is important to you.”
The lift in his tone by the end of the sentence had me questioning, “Isn’t it to everyone?”
“From a business perspective, yes.” He shook out a soft cloth to polish the gleaming blade of his athame. “From a personal perspective…” He got rubbing. “I want you to feel you can be honest with me, always.”
“You don’t expect it from people.” A man in his position, I could see that. I had dealt with my fair share of sycophants back in the day. “But you expect better from me.”
“Yes.” His motions slowed. “I do.”
The trap sprang closed with a hairsbreadth to spare. “Sort of how I expect better from you?”
The movement in his shoulders ceased entirely, and his answer held the ring of understanding. “Yes.”
Grinning, I kept my back to him. “Are there any other Linus friendship rules I should be aware of?”
He appeared to consider this. “I’ll let you know if I think of any.”
As I moved on to purifying the table by scrubbing it with the blessed water, I ignored the knot in my gut. He wanted me to feel I could be honest. That wasn’t asking the same thing as me being forthcoming. I was splitting hairs, and I knew it, and I despised it. But if he wouldn’t spill what was so important about that contract, I would find out on my own.
    
AS LUCK WOULD HAVE IT, Linus had to step out after he dropped me off at home. His clients were pushing back on his choice of location. Most clans of any means had their own chambers where they preferred the ritual be performed. It had no effect on the outcome. It was tradition, plain and simple. A symbolic birth into the clan, surrounded by their clanmates in their new clan home.
But allowances had to be made. Necromancers had already stopped venturing into non-allied clan homes. Soon, they would shun the allied as well. There were too many traitors in our midst. No practitioner was safe at the mercy of their clients until the threat the master posed had been neutralized.
That left me home alone and in the mood to sleuth.
Up in my room, I collected the key. “Do you know anything about this before I make a fool of myself?”
The old house leaned her attention toward the object, and the window above my desk rattled a bit.
“Did Maud ever use this to get into the basement?”
The latches flipped back and forth, back and forth in her indecision.
“That’s good enough for me.” I scooped a dirty shirt off the floor and wrapped the key several times. I felt silly until I reached the door to the basement. By that point, the fabric might as well have been bare skin. The key sizzled, and smoke poured from between my fingers. “This better be worth the burns.”
I shoved the key into the lock and twisted.
Metal scraped, but the tumblers held steady.
“Guess that answers that question.” I palmed the key, but it wouldn’t let go no matter how I jiggled it. “Here I thought the trunk was the one with a bad attitude.” The last time I used the key, I had to pay a blood tithe to the… “Goddess. That’s it.”
Leaving the key in place, I jogged into the kitchen and grabbed a paring knife from the butcher block. The tip was sharp, and cutting my thumb was easy. The blood I smeared over the key and the lock evaporated, absorbed by the magic fueling the spell Maud had laid on both.
This time when I turned my wrist—
I jumped back a foot and clutched my heart.
A chubby face popped through the wall beside the door. “Whatcha doin’?
“Having a heart attack,” I panted. “You scared ten years off my life.”
“I’ve been practicing,” he told me proudly.
“It’s paying off, kid.” I wrapped my hand around the knob. “Here goes nothing.”
“The basement is off-limits,” he reminded me. “You shouldn’t go down there.”
“I’m the one who made that rule, and it applies to everyone who’s not me.” On second thought, I experienced a sudden change of heart that might have had to do with me not wanting to face the stairs alone. “You can come with me, and we’ll play treasure hunt, but you have to leave when I do and not go back without me or my permission.”
“Deal.” He zipped through the door and beyond, calling back a muffled, “Hurry up.”
Sucking in a deep breath, I twisted the knob.
The door opened with a suctioned pop that made my ears ring.
Unnatural darkness yawned before me, putting my enhanced eyesight to the test, the pulsing blackness devouring the well-tread stairs leading down into Maud’s private sanctuary. The walls pressed in on me, the maw as cruel as my cell in Atramentous, the abyss ready to swallow me whole.
An old trick she used to discourage nosy visitors: paranoia. No one got in unless she wanted them in.
“No one gets in unless she wants them in,” I repeated out loud to gauge how it sounded.
Maud left me the key without ever telling me its true purpose. She let me go around sticking it in locks to see if I could coax them open. All those years I carried that key in my pocket, just in case she asked for the contents of a trunk or cabinet or drawer she kept locked, doing my best as her assistant-in-training.
Except that hadn’t been the point of the exercise. This, this moment, had been. I just hadn’t known until now she had been building a bond between me and the key, through blood and intent, and it was mine.
Unsure when to expect Linus, I removed the key, which had cooled, and pocketed it. The door sighed closed behind me as I stepped into the gloom. The first few steps kept a lump bobbing in my throat, the promise of bile an aftertaste that kept growing stronger.
“I’m safe. I’m home,” I chanted down the eighth and ninth steps. “I’m safe. I’m home.”
On the thirteenth, light pierced the shadows, swirling the landing clear, and I stepped into the cluttered chaos that personified Maud in creative mode. The library was lined with floor-to-ceiling bookcases stuffed to capacity. The room wasn’t messy, really. There was just so much. Even filed away, the overflow prevented the area from being neat. Organized, maybe. If you knew how her mind worked, if you had worked under her for years, if you were me—or Linus. Otherwise, you might never find what you were looking for on those crammed shelves.
A dull ache throbbed in my chest when I circled the research table in the center of the room. There were two chairs. Hers and mine. The opened books and notebooks scattering the surface were the same. The scene preserved my final moments with Maud from the morning I forgot my homework and scampered down here to snag it before Boaz gave me a lift to school. She had been up since dusk, working. We were ships passing in the night during the schoolyear when I kept human hours.
Bittersweet memories spun through my head, a poignant reminder of how blessed my life had been.
“Have you seen my algebra?” I paw through the stack of papers covered in notes. “Maud? Homework?”
The door to her lab swings open, and she walks through dressed in a simple black sheath with a white lab coat buttoned up to its scooped neckline. Pearls wink at her throat and match the studs in her ears. Her kitten heels click as she walks to the table, swipes her arm across it, and dumps half its contents on the floor.
“Aha.” Triumphant, she holds up the missing sheet. “Always the last place you look.”
After claiming the paper, I stick my tongue out at her. “Only because once you find it you stop looking.”
“Remember to wear your helmet.” She frowns at the mess she made but leaves it. “That Pritchard boy drives like his days are numbered, so he might as well spend them while he can.”
“Boaz is a great driver.”
Her sigh conveys a multitude of things. She wishes I would forget Boaz. She wishes I would let her driver take me to school. She wishes I would pay more attention in class. But I live for the mornings when I swing my leg over Jolene in the school parking lot, when everyone looks at me like I must be special, I must be worthy, if I’m with him.
Amelie rode the bus since Jolene didn’t hold three. She really had been the best friend ever.
Shaking free of the past, I focused on my task and the ghost boy who volunteered to help me. “What did Woolly tell you about the treasure map?”
“It’s rolled up.” He drifted down the shelves. “There’s a ribbon and a wax seal and everything.”
“Hmm.” Maud kept her scrolls in a different section of the library. “Anything else?”
“That’s all she remembers.”
Along the far wall, a wooden cabinet twice my height loomed. The lock in its center was difficult, and opening it always proved time-consuming. Maud kept her most important documents there. But, with Woolly guiding Oscar, it would have been the first place she checked. Where else would Maud hide one of her scrolls? One she might not want found? One her sister wanted so thoroughly destroyed, she sent Linus for the original?
Floorboards creaked overhead, and I cocked my ear for Woolly, but her presence nudged me.
“Linus is home.” I spun a slow circle. “Oscar, we’ll have to try this again later.”
“We’ll probably never find it anyway.” He popped out his bottom lip. “The treasure is lost. Forever.”
“Stop being a drama king. We’ll find the contract—” I corrected myself, “—I mean, the map.”
“Promise?”
“Cross my heart.”
“I’m gonna go now.” His gaze went distant. “I got stuffs to do.”
The noise overhead grew closer, and I backtracked up the stairs on my tiptoes, thankful the gloom only worked one way. Light spilled under the door except in the center where feet interrupted the glow. Linus stood on the other side, the door giving a bit when he pressed his palm against the wood.
Woolly’s consciousness drifted toward him as if he had summoned her.
“All I can do is hope Grier forgives me,” he confessed. “I won’t betray her again to prevent this.”
A gust of warm air from the nearby floor register hit him in the legs and me in the face.
“She won’t hold a grudge,” he assured the old house. “You never would have gone against her wishes if I hadn’t asked for your help.”
It was clear from his tone he didn’t expect the same from me, and that knowledge tugged at my gut.
I was mad he had kept this—whatever it was—from me, I was furious he dragged Woolly and Oscar into the deceit, but Linus had proven he meant me no harm. And it was clear he expected the backlash from the contents of that scroll to devastate our friendship. He was so certain of it, he risked imploding it in advance to try to stop me from stumbling across it unawares.
A dull ache started in my temples, and I sank down onto the steps.
This would have been so much easier to forgive if his mother really had been to blame, but it sounded like this was his personal mission. I should have realized Woolly wouldn’t have helped otherwise. She wasn’t a fan of the Grande Dame either after the B&E incident. The violation was too fresh in her mind.
“Maud, I love you. I’ll always love you, but I don’t like you very much right now.”
She had kept so much from me. This might very well be one more thing. And goddess, did that leave a fresh ding on my heart’s already dented surface. Hard to say for certain how this discovery might impact me when I wasn’t sure which part worried Linus more. Going behind my back, or the actual contents.
I could ask him. I believed he would give me a straight answer now that we had ironed out the rules. But I wasn’t ready to share this rediscovery yet, and it might be nice to go twenty-four hours without something blowing up in my face.
That settled, I stood and creeped out of the basement into the office, where I treated the wicked burns on my hands then tried to appear studious.
Two long hours later, I was still staring off into space. All I could think about was the contract and its power to change my life—our lives—forever.




FOURTEEN
   
The night of the resuscitation began like any other. Me a quivering mess on the floor in the corner of my bedroom, a sheet tangled around my waist and sweat drenching my hair to my scalp. Linus cooking breakfast in the kitchen, the clatter of pans and whir of the blender drifting up to me.
I sat there, regulating my heart, absorbing the sounds of another person in my space…and not hating it.
More than anyone else, even with Woolly still a bit miffed at him, he belonged here.
Ritual preparation would commence in a few hours, so I skipped the shower and headed downstairs.
Normally, Linus waited to pass me my glass. This time it sat on the counter at my usual spot.
The distance that one small gesture placed between us made my skin itch.
“The issue with the petitioning clan has been solved.” He kept his back to me while he watched a pot on the stove. “We’ll move forward with the resuscitation at midnight.”
“Are we good?” I sipped my smoothie like a good little half-vampire. “You haven’t looked at me once.”
A few attempts failed before he met my gaze. “I was being unobtrusive.”
“Friends fight,” I told him. “Friends also make up, and life goes on.”
Frowning, he glanced out the window leading into the garden where the carriage house sat quietly.
“Sometimes they don’t.” He passed me a spinach and bacon quiche. “And it doesn’t.”
There was nothing I could say to that. Amelie had broken faith with me. Repeatedly. And until I got my hands on the contract, I had no assurances to give him. I wanted us to be okay. I wanted us to get back to normal. But I also wanted to know what mattered to him so much he risked my wrath gladly.
“You never told me which clan hired you,” I said, switching topics. “Or is that confidential?”
“You’ll find out in a few hours.” He massaged the base of his neck. “I need to go finalize the last-minute details. You’ve got time if you want to get in a workout before we leave.”
“Are you on your way out?” I ignored the steaming plate, much to my stomach’s annoyance.
“Yes.” He pushed off the counter by the sink. “I’ll be back in two hours.”
I let him reach the hall before asking, “Aren’t you forgetting something?”
“No?” He patted his pockets, checking for his wallet. “What am I missing?”
“I already told you.” I waved him over and removed the modified pen from his shirt pocket. “You’re not leaving this house without the sigil.”
An emotion too raw for simple hope warmed his expression. “I thought…”
“I’m mad at you, that doesn’t mean I want you to die.”
With deft fingers, he unbuttoned his shirt and peeled the two halves apart. He hooked his fingers in the hem of his undershirt and pulled it up to expose his lean torso. “It worked well where you drew it last.”
“Okay.” Throat dry, I swallowed a few times to work up my nerve. “Then that’s where it goes.”
I braced my right hand against his cool skin, and that slight touch made his abs ripple.
Once or twice, I could dismiss the phenomenon as nerves or cold hands, but he got chills each time I touched him. There was power in that. I wasn’t sure what to do with it, but I was growing aware of it.
I took care with the design, lingering when I could have moved faster, just to enjoy the hitch in his breath from each twitch of my fingers.
“All done.” I capped the pen then presented it back to him. “Now you’re ready.”
Watching him fasten his shirt and tuck it back into his pants distracted me for a minute. That’s why I missed it the first time Linus said, “Make sure you’re ready to leave when I get back.”
After I waved him off with assurances I would be a responsible assistant, I waited on Lethe to arrive.
While I had a moment, I dialed up Odette, feeling guilty I hadn’t called her for Amelie sooner.
“Ma coccinelle,” she breathed. “How is our dear Amelie?”
“Lonely.” Smiling, I accepted the seer already knew the reason for my call. “I was hoping you could visit her.”
A hesitant note entered her voice. “Are those beasts still in residence?”
“The gwyllgi?” I felt out her pause. “They’re staying on the grounds until they repay an honor debt.”
“Ah.” Regret filled the line. “I am sorry, but I am leaving tonight. I’ll be gone for the next few weeks.”
A spurt of unease tightened my fingers around the phone. “Where are you going?”
“To visit an old client.”
“Your clients always come to you” came out sounding petulant, but there you go.
“Not this one.” Affection tinged her voice. “He was one of my first and is still one of my best. Neither of us are as young as we once were, but I make allowances for him that I would not for any other.”
“We’ll still be here when you get back.” I paced the room. “Call and let me know you made it in okay.”
Lethe arrived, and I waved at her to join me in the living room.
“I will.” Odette’s tone was all warmth, almost as good as a hug. “Je t’adore.”
“I love you too.”
The call ended with the sound of the ocean in my ear and a question in my heart. Odette sounded fond of her client. For them to still be in touch, all these centuries later, meant he must have recognized a good thing when he saw it way back then.
Huh.
Odette making house calls. Will wonders never cease?
Lethe took my measure with a sweep of her gaze and cocked out a hip. “What are you up to, missy?”
“I have two hours to solve a mystery.” I picked up the phone, dialed my favorite pub, and placed a ridiculous order for delivery. “All I need is for you to chill in the kitchen, stuff your face, and watch for Linus.”
“You’re sneaking around behind his back?” She clicked her tongue. “I’m oddly proud of you.”
“He was sneaking around on me first,” I pointed out. “It only seemed fair.”
“I won’t lie for you, but I won’t rat you out.” She tilted up her chin. “I eat the food either way.”
“Deal.” I pointed toward the basement. “I’ll be downstairs. Knock if you hear him coming.”
“I can do that,” she said slowly, as if trying to recall if I had ever gone down there.
Key in hand, I made a beeline for the door. Hesitating at the last moment, I darted upstairs and retrieved the goddess-touched artifact before trotting back to the basement. This time, I wasn’t burned getting the lock open, which was nice. The lock cooperated, so no blood was required. That was even better. I still had to wade through the darkness, which wasn’t great. Overall, I considered my second trip a win.
Rushing past the obvious hiding places, I bypassed the library and shoved open the door connecting it to Maud’s lab. Stainless-steel glinted on every surface when I flipped on the lights. It was outfitted with everything a mad scientist could want and then some. Industrial refrigerators for chilling blood and other mixtures, a sink big enough to bathe in, countertops for days. White tiles covered the walls, not that you could see them for the metal shelves stuffed with equipment, and the neat squares marched across the floor that sloped to a drain in the center.
From the middle of the room, I glimpsed her study through an open door.
Unlike the room used as window dressing upstairs, that room was crammed with her journals and private thoughts, personal belongings…and the gold box containing Mom’s heart.
I crossed the space and pulled the door shut, unable to breathe until the latch caught.
Taking a moment, I filled my lungs then turned back to the laboratory.
Bolted to one wall was a boxed-in shelf stuffed with rolls of paper. Recipes, notes, reminders. All of it got tossed there. Maud never threw anything away. The stack reached six feet high and at least that long. Ribbons peeked from between crumpled sheets and wax seals hung torn from curled edges.
Perfect camouflage.
“Here goes nothing.” I climbed the stepladder leaned against the wall and set to work, but every time I shifted one piece, ten more fell into the gap I created. “This is going to take forever.”
An hour and thirty minutes slipped through my fingers with nothing to show for it but papercuts.
Frustrated, I started tossing things on the floor in a heap that would take an eternity to sort.
With ten minutes to spare, I palmed a scroll with an intact seal. Two stark initials pressed into the same glob of red wax. Lawson and Woolworth. This was it. It must be. Maud was too stingy with her signature, and too wise to enter into contracts with her sister, for me to believe otherwise.
A sense of triumph fueled my hop from the ladder, and I smiled as I carried my treasure into the library and claimed my old seat. I paused with my fingernail beneath the dried medallion, but I was too tired of secrets to let a momentary fear of what the scroll might contain stop me from prying it open.
I read the first line. And then I read it again. Thinking I had misinterpreted the information, I tried a third time. When that didn’t work, I read it out loud to see if that helped.
“I, Clarice Woolworth Lawson, offer my son, Linus Andreas Lawson III, in marriage to Grier Marchand Woolworth.”
The paper fell from my hands to curl on the table. “We’re engaged.”
Woolly, the big chicken, chose that moment to creep nearer.
“This is what you both wanted to hide from me?” I flicked the roll with my finger. “A marriage contract?”
The light over my head flickered in answer.
“He said his mother shredded her copy.” The reason was obvious. “These announcements are made official when the younger party turns eighteen.” I was in Atramentous for that birthday, a lost cause. “She wanted him free to pursue other avenues.” I slumped in my chair. “We’ve been engaged since I was ten.”
Linus must have known the contents if he worried how I would react. But, knowing the secret, I had to wonder if he was panicked I would enforce the bargain. Right now, the power was in my hands. I could vanish it, and no one ever had to know. There must have been witnesses who signed, but my eyes refused to focus on the fine print. They would follow the Grande Dame’s lead and keep their mouths shut regardless.
I lifted the scroll again, the paper too light to hold the future of two people within it, and I didn’t know what to do.
This was leverage. Over the Grande Dame. Over Linus. Over me, if it slipped out of my hands.
I had suspected it, sure. In an abstract sense. But the reality had just slapped me in the face.
Three rapid knocks rattled the door, and I froze with the contract in my hand. I was out of time.
Secure in the knowledge no one else had access to the basement, I hid the opened scroll beneath a stack of miscellaneous research and half-finished homework then dashed up the stairs and into the kitchen.
The front door opened as my butt hit the chair, and Lethe raised her eyebrows while gobbling steak fries.
“Grier?” Linus called from the living room. “Are you ready to go?”
Crap. I forgot to change. I smacked myself in the forehead and looked to Lethe. “Help?”
She sighed around the straw of her drink and called, “Linus?” She shoved me off my chair. “Is that you?”
“Lethe?” His footsteps grew near. “Have you seen Grier?”
While he ducked into the kitchen, I took the back way out and slinked up the stairs to my room. I had my bag packed and ready to go. All I had to do was slip into a pair of jeans and a tee. Goddess only knows where I left my sneakers, so I slid on a pair of flip-flops. The ceremony was performed barefoot, so it’s not like it mattered what I wore to the Lyceum.
After yanking my hair into a messy twist I would have to tame later, I jogged down the stairs with the bag over my shoulder and found Linus in the living room. He stood facing the window, a black leather duffle slung across his back.
When he turned, and his lips twitched as he took in my footwear, I didn’t know where to look.
We were engaged. Engaged. We had been for years.
As long as that contract existed in any form, he was my future husband.
Linus Andreas…Woolworth.




FIFTEEN
   
The van ride proved awkward thanks to me and my total lack of chill. I’m not the subtlest person, and Linus caught me sneaking peeks at him. He didn’t ask if he had spinach in his teeth, probably because he didn’t really eat, and I didn’t offer him a mirror or an explanation. But I couldn’t rein in the impulse to look at him. Really look. Peer through all the layers, past all the masks, to the man I glimpsed when we were alone.
“You’re not the only one allowed to carry a torch for the unobtainable ideal.”
Just how long had that torch burned? How hot? How true? And was he tired of carrying it yet?
“We’re here,” he said with a patience that made me think he sensed my nerves.
Pulse thumping, I snapped to attention. “I’m ready.” I clutched my bag. “Let’s go.”
Hood met my gaze in the mirror, a smile tugging his lips, and I flushed for no good reason.
“Are you feeling up to this?” Linus helped me out of the van, concern tightening his face.
“Yes.” I squared my shoulders. “I’m only auditing.” Just standing and watching. “I can handle it.”
“Park,” Linus told Hood. “Patrol on foot. Grier will be safe in the Lyceum.”
We took the stairs together and entered the echoing lobby of a sleeping city hall.
The ride down to the Lyceum made me fidgety. The next several hours would be spent in a sealed room with vampires. Granted, Linus would be with me, but I had serious trust issues where the undead were concerned. Not the healthiest outlook for a necromancer, but they did keep trying to kidnap and/or murder me.
We stopped outside the room earmarked for the ceremony, and Linus unlocked the door then propped it open so early arrivals could make themselves comfortable. “Do you know your way to the baths?”
“It’s been a while, but yeah.” I glanced in their general direction. “I can find my way.”
“I’ll follow in a minute.” Red splashed across his cheeks. “I didn’t mean—”
“I know what you meant.” I patted his shoulder. “I’ll meet you back here in an hour.”
“You don’t have to face them alone.” His cool fingers brushed mine. “You could wait for me down the hall. We could walk in together.”
“What kind of necromancer am I if I can’t stomach being alone with vampires?”
“A cautious one.” He traced a path across my knuckles. “You have a target pinned on your back. It’s not cowardice to show it to as few people who are likely to take aim as possible.”
“Okay.” I pulled away from him. “You convinced me. I’ll wait for you.”
Hiking my bag up on my shoulder, I set out for the women’s facilities while he ducked inside to light a tray of palo santo wood burning in each corner of the room.
Steam mobbed me when I shoved into the simple room tiled in more blood-red marble. Only these squares were unpolished for safety reasons. A sunk-in tub the size of a lap swimming pool filled the center space. Small changing rooms lined two walls while oils, soaps, and perfumes sat on shelves inset into the far wall.
I had used this bath exactly once. A long, long time ago. Forever it seemed. At thirteen I had to purify myself before the adoption proceedings, the necromantic ones, were performed in the Lyceum.
Maud and I had entered the Grande Dame’s chambers for the private ceremony as guardian and ward, and we left as a family.
Determined not to let the past bog me down, I pushed those thoughts out of my head and entered a stall. I tossed my bag on the bench and stripped, peeked out to make sure I was still alone, then pumped my arms in my haste to reach the shelves. I wasn’t a fan of public nudity, but rules were rules.
I selected soap for my body and hair, oils to rub on both, and chose a silken robe from the rack as well as a couple of plush towels smelling of herbs. I dumped my supplies at the edge of the pool, allowing me to cover up quick if someone joined me, then eased into the water with a sigh as the heat got to work on the knots left in my back from my sleeping arrangements.
As I washed, I cleared my head of all negative thoughts and replaced them with positive affirmations. A calm spilled through me that I hadn’t felt since my release. As I massaged the oils into my hair and skin, I wondered if I would get reprimanded if I started taking weekly dips in the ritual waters just to relax after a long week. Probably. The Society tended to frown on the misuse of ceremonial spaces and equipment.
Unless you paid a fee for the privilege, of course.
Maybe I could sweet-talk Woolly into some bathroom renovations once we began her overhaul.
Cool air swirled around me, raising chills down my warm skin, and my eyes popped open.
The doorway stood empty, but the sliver of light cutting down the right side proved I hadn’t been imagining things.
I checked the stalls for hints another occupant had joined me but saw none.
The tingle of preternatural energy in the room stung my necromantic senses into awareness.
“Hello?” I moved to the edge of the bath and wiped my face on the towel. “I’m just finishing up.” I forced cheer in my tone to hide my unease. “The room’s all yours.”
Taking the steps slowly, I rose from the bath, towel in hand, wrapping myself up before I cleared the water.
A splash behind me sent my pulse through the roof, and I twisted to identify the source. I didn’t get my head cranked all the way around before a hard yank on my scalp hauled me into the bath. I hit on my back and went under, a scream bubbling in my throat.
Through the clear sheet of water above me, I saw the vampire lift a familiar golden athame in his fist.
Twisting aside, I avoided a direct hit, but I still got cut from side boob to spine, and I lost my towel in the process. The scent of blood hit the vampire, I could tell by the slackening of his fingers in my hair, and I flattened my soles, bracing my feet on the tiles before sinking my elbow sluggishly in his gut. He wasn’t hurt, but he hunched over, anticipating another hit, and he put the ceremonial dagger within my reach.
Lungs blazing, I thrust my hand through the water and fought him for the knife. I didn’t need to take it from him. I just needed him worried enough he let me go. And he did, after I dug my nails into his hand.
The second he released my hair, I fell back in the water, kicked off the bottom, and swam for all I was worth to the other side. That put roughly six feet between us, giving me just enough time for my feet to hit the dry tile. The vampire, climbing out as I glanced back, was between me and the door. That left me one option. I hit the shelves, raking all the towels onto the floor, using the last one to towel my arm dry.
There was no time to draw a circle. The tiles were wet now, and the towels would absorb too much blood. But I was out of the water, and its grounding effect had no power over me.
Dipping my fingers in the crimson dribbling down my side, I reached into that primal headspace where foreign sigils floated like lilies on a pond, and I scooped one out to draw on my arm. The effect was instantaneous. A circle snapped closed around me, the barrier tinged with red instead of its usual transparency.
With a snarl on his lips, the vampire hurled the athame at me. It struck the barrier then clattered to the floor. He stalked closer, leering at me, trying to make me self-conscious. Fine. That part worked. No one wants to square off with a vampire naked. It’s just not done. But I wasn’t taking my eyes off him long enough to preserve my modesty.
Figuring bravado was the next best thing, I challenged him with my direct stare. “Who sent you?”
“There’s a price on your head, love.” He dripped a slow circle around me. “I had only to send myself.”
I searched him head to toe, but the athame appeared to be his only weapon. “What, no arrows?”
A frown puckered his brow, and he cocked his head at me before he resumed his stalking.
“You’re lovely.” He raked his gaze over me. “Cooperate, and I’ll show you pleasure before I drink you down. You won’t even feel the end coming, I promise.”
“Too bad I can’t say the same.” I wiped my fingers through the blood on my side and wrote a sigil on the outer wall of the circle. “You’re going to feel this.”
His retort died on his tongue as I slapped my palm against the sigil, and energy burst in a wave that rippled the water. The vampire grunted, the impact hurling him against the wall. A crack sounded, but I didn’t wait to see if the tile or his skull had shattered.
Yanking a fresh robe off its hanger, I shrugged into it and tied it closed as I ran for the exit.
Linus straightened from his lean when I exploded into the hall. “What’s wrong?”
“Vampire.” I slid into his arms before he got a chance to open them and fisted the bilious material of his black dress robes at his sides. “I got him, though.”
“I’m not sure what terrifies me more. That a vampire attacked you in the Lyceum, in a sacred chamber, or that you took him out single-handedly.”
“The word you’re looking for is proud.” I pulled back enough I saw the moment black spilled across his eyes. “I saved myself.” I reached up, touched the back of my scalp, and winced. “I only lost a little blood and a few hairs in the process.”
“Goddess.” He tightened his arms around me and brushed his lips against my temple.
Pretty sure he was invoking Hecate and not me, but I still glowed in the aftermath of having survived.
“I didn’t hear a commotion.” He twisted us, gaze scanning the doorframe. “There’s a sound proofing sigil on the casing.”
Following his line of sight, I grimaced. “Whoever hired him, he had inside help.”
Only a necromancer could have drawn those sigils, but I doubt they would have been stupid enough to use their own ink. Tracing blood was too easy thanks to modern technology. Since all members in good standing had access to the Lyceum, this revelation wasn’t all that helpful.
“You’re shivering.”
I laughed against his chest. “It’s cold out here without pants.”
His muscles locked, and he reared back, glancing down like he hadn’t noticed what I was—or wasn’t—wearing.
“Here.” He released me to shrug out of his robes and slid them over my head to pool at my feet. “I must secure the vampire.”
When he lingered, I gave him a nudge. “I’ll be okay.”
“You can take care of yourself,” he said, but I wasn’t sure which of us he was reassuring.
“I won’t budge.” I leaned against the wall opposite the door, glad for the support. This way, I would be the first thing he saw when he reemerged. “See? All good.”
Black mist curtained from his shoulders as he crossed the threshold, and I was grateful for the door swinging closed behind him that would shield me from what came next.
What came next turned out to be three men dressed in black fatigues who stormed the hall and shoved into the women’s bath. All but the last one, who made a beeline for me.
“Are you hurt?” Boaz reached for me, but I sidestepped him. “What happened?”
“I’m good.” I wanted to avoid him at all costs. “A vampire attacked me, and I attacked back.”
“You shouldn’t be here.” The blood drained from his face. “You should be at home, where it’s safe.”
“It will never be safe.” The words rang with truth. “This is my life now, and I have to learn how to live it.”
“At least let me—” His lips compressed. “Please, let me take you home.”
“I have a ride, but thanks.” I jerked my chin toward the bath. “You better get in there.”
After wiping a trembling hand down his face, Boaz nodded and ducked in to join his fellow Elite.
Faster than I would have thought possible, they emerged dragging the vampire between them.
Boaz didn’t look my way again, and for that I was grateful.
In a swirl of darkness, Linus followed, gesturing them on while he stopped three feet away from me.
“He still had his head.” I closed the distance and ran my fingers over the insubstantial fabric of his cloak. “You showed restraint.”
“I would be banned from the Lyceum for killing except in self-defense.” He watched the curls play across my fingertips. “That would be inconvenient, so he will get his trial when Mother returns.”
“We’ve kept your clients waiting.” I leaned my head against his shoulder. “I hope you don’t get penalized.”
“I don’t care about the money.” His fingers threaded through the ropy ends of my dripping hair. “They can keep the commission.”
“Scion Lawson.” Hand fluttering over my heart, I sucked in a shocked breath and rounded my eyes. “You better hope your mother never hears those words fall from your lips.”
He almost cracked a real smile at my teasing, but he sobered instead. “I saw the athame.”
“I recognized it too.” I slumped, making an even bigger puddle of fabric. “Maud donated it for a charity auction when I was fifteen.” I pleated the creases. “It was the last major social event I attended with her.”
“The use of a knife,” he said, thinking it through, “Maud’s knife, doesn’t fit the archers’ MO.”
“He acted confused when I asked him about his lack of arrows.”
Linus stared in the direction the sentinels had gone. The direction Boaz had gone. “We’re dealing with two separate entities here.”
“Mercenary archers out to collect the bounty and a person with a vendetta against me, or Maud, or both of us, or all of us.”
“Let the sentinels handle the archers.” His jaw flexed over the words. “I filed a petition for aid after the incident in the swamp. Boaz, acting in his official capacity, just informed me it’s been approved. They’re going to comb the city and ramp up patrols.”
Well, that explained their mutual irritation. Boaz had spoken to Linus. No wonder they were both irked.
“Your mother will love that.” I grimaced, remembering her warning about expending Society resources to protect me, how badly that would end for both of us. “She’s going to start flipping tables when she gets back.” Or paying someone to do it for her. “I do not want to be here when that happens.”
“That’s why we’re going to spin it.” He mostly concealed his amusement at my earlier dig. “The archers might be mercenaries, but they’re still vampires, and they’re attacking necromancers in heavily populated areas. Humans could have gotten hurt, or killed, on the Cora Ann. Angel was shot in his booth, in plain sight. This spree of violence has to end before we’re all exposed.”
“You’re not wrong,” I admitted. “There’s too much collateral damage.”
“Bringing in the sentinels also frees us up to focus on the secondary crimes.” He cupped my elbow to help me straighten then pulled out his phone and fired off a text. “Those are of a more personal nature.”
“Killing me feels pretty personal.” I leaned against him as he escorted me to the elevators and then out of the Lyceum. “Practitioners often spend the first twenty-four hours of their progeny’s life sequestered with them.” Or so my required reading had informed me. “Will you come home after, or will you stay?”
“There’s no need.” He walked me to the van as Hood parked. “The client will survive resuscitation.”
The simple statement reminded me how little he thought of himself. I could count the necromancers on one hand who could make that claim, and they were all Maud’s contemporaries, all centuries old. He was a child in comparison, a prodigy, yes, but still young to be so accomplished.
“You’re back early.” Hood scowled at my attire. “What happened? Why does she look like a drowned rat?”
“Hey, rude.” I tossed ratty hair over my shoulder. “A vampire got me.”
A snarl pumped through Hood, his glare vicious on Linus. “You said she was safe in there.”
“This wasn’t his fault.” About to climb in, I found my arm in the grip of an immoveable force. “What?”
Midnight eyes swept over me as Linus scanned me top to bottom. “What do you mean, he got you?”
“I can patch myself up when I get home.” I pressed a hand to my aching side. “He grazed me, that’s all.”
After helping me onto the bench, Linus climbed in and tapped Hood’s headrest. “Get us home.”
“Hood, no.” I slammed my palm into the back of his seat. “Linus, you have to stay.”
“You’re hurt.” Thumbing in a number, he brought his cell to his ear. “Mr. Hacohen. I have clients waiting in resuscitation room three. I would like you to compensate them for their time and explain I can’t go forward with their—”
“Linus.” I snatched the phone from his hand. “Hi, Mr. Hacohen. Bye, Mr. Hacohen.”
Linus sat there, his hand frozen beside his head, waiting for an explanation.
“This will destroy your reputation.” I yanked open the drawers attached to the back door. “Tardiness, under the circumstances, will be forgiven. But absence?” I rooted around until I located a fountain pen. “Given the health of their candidate, the clan would never forgive you.”
Lowering his arm, he spread his fingers over his thigh. “I don’t care about—”
“I do.” I covered his hand with mine. “You’re not taking this hit for me. I can’t do this to you.”
The spark of understanding, that this was for me, brought about an incremental shift in his bearing. “Are you sure?”
“Lethe can sit with me. I won’t be alone.” I shot a pleading glance at Hood to back me up on this. “I’ll be in Woolly, safe behind the wards. I won’t budge an inch until you get back.”
Funny how I was ready to spit nails when Boaz suggested running home, but the sacrifice cost me nothing if it meant sparing Linus more grief on my behalf.
“Lethe speaks highly of Grier,” Hood rumbled. “She won’t mind spending a few hours with her.”
“See?” I squeezed Linus’s fingers as I shoved up his sleeve. “I’m set.” After swiping on the sigil I designed for him, since the last one had washed off in his bath, I capped the pen. “Now—go do your thing.”
“All right.” He exhaled slowly. “I’ll do this.” He reclaimed his phone. “I won’t burden your conscience.”
“Thank you.” Impulsively, I brought our hands to my mouth and kissed the back of his. “This is the right thing to do.”
Wearing a dazed expression, he slipped from the vehicle and drifted back through the doors.
“Remind me never to let you kiss me.” Hood frowned at Linus’s back. “You broke him.”
A tiny thrill zinged through me. “I’m sure he’s fine.”
Hood grunted once, pulled into traffic, and let the real interrogation begin. “Walk me through what happened with the vampire.”
Smart enough not to argue while Hood was being reasonable, I did as he asked, in great detail, including the part where Maud’s athame almost ended my life.
“How certain are you the sentinels can maintain the kind of net Linus is talking about on paranormals moving in and out of the city?” Doubt laced his expression. “I can pull in reinforcements if necessary.”
“Savannah isn’t a gwyllgi problem.” Though I appreciated the sentiment. “This is an ongoing issue. Until we know who set the bounty on my head, I’m going to remain a hot item.”
And that didn’t take into consideration this newest, more personal threat.
Proving our thoughts aligned, he asked, “Any word on who might be orchestrating the vandalisms?”
“Linus hasn’t mentioned any leads, so I assume there are none.” I leaned back to get more comfortable. “You were at all the scenes. Did you pick up scents besides the archers?”
“From other vampires? No.” He sounded thoughtful. “There were traces of other necromancers in the marsh, but I wasn’t focused on those. They were too old to be a threat.”
“But fresh enough they lingered, even amid all that water?”
“The grass,” he explained. “The last person through cut their hand and either swatted aside the grass on their way past or they might have tripped and thrown out a hand to stop their fall.”
“Do you think you could go back to the marsh? Try to catalog that scent to compare against the docks and the market?”
“I can do that.” He grinned, and it was beastly. “Text Linus before he mutes his phone. Tell him to check the security feeds. That vampire got in somehow.”
“Goddess.” Eyes on the door latch, I drew myself up straighter. “He might have hitched a ride with the clan representatives. We have to go back.”
“Sit down,” he growled. “You’re not springing from a moving vehicle to go tell him what he already knows.”
“Hey,” I snapped. “I wasn’t thinking of springing. I was going to wait until you caught a red light then make a run for it.”
“Try it.” His smile returned, and it was all teeth. “Linus engaged the child safety locks.”
“Traitor,” I grumbled under my breath.
“Your would-be assassin would have required the clan’s consent to ride down with them. That makes them accessories. Now, I’m not saying they aren’t ambitious enough to concoct a story about a candidate with a ticking clock, I’m not even saying they wouldn’t recruit one to cover their asses, but the problem with that plan is it would carry immediate repercussions.”
“They’re trapped in the Lyceum with Linus, who knows a vampire tried to kill me.”
“The lower level would be a bloodbath,” he confirmed. “They aren’t dumb enough to make a connection as obvious as escorting their assassin in, assuming they paid for the hit in the first place.”
“And if they can afford Linus, they’re not hurting for cash. That renders the bounty moot.”
“Millions of dollars are never moot, but yeah. It’s doubtful financial gain would be their motivation.”
“That puts us back to square one.” Confident Linus was safe, I forced myself to relax again. “The archers are after the bounty and someone else is after me.” There was no hoping I wasn’t the target after this. “The scheduled resuscitation must have been the catalyst. Linus thinks it’s a warning to me not to practice.”
Hood pulled into the driveway. “Who would have access to those details?”
Wealthy clans boasted through rumors, so as not to appear gauche, about the elite necromancers they could afford to retain to resuscitate their candidates. Common practice, so I hadn’t questioned that part. But Hood scenting necromancer blood in the marsh, the very nature of the vandalisms, indicated a more personal vendetta.
“Each petition for resuscitation must be approved by the Grande Dame. The hearings are held in the Lyceum. Anyone can attend. That way, other clans can dispute the proceedings if they take issue with the candidate’s past, or voice concerns about what value they bring to the community.”
That was the case when the Undead Coalition governed them. They might be in for a change soon.
“Basically, anyone with access to the Lyceum has access to that information.”
“Yes.” I rubbed my forehead. “Necromancers and vampires of all castes.”
“Sit tight.” He threw the van in park. “I’m coming around to help.”
“I can—” a rumbling growl filled the van, and I had to clear my throat to find my voice, “—wait right here.”
The pain in my side flared when he helped me into the yard, but it was manageable.
Woolly flickered her porch light in question, but I reassured her through our bond I was okay.
Lethe, who had been on patrol, jogged up on all fours. Her nostrils flared, and her ears flattened.
“Grier was attacked inside the Lyceum,” Hood told her. “Can you stay with her until Lawson returns?”
Magic, red and liquid, splashed over the beast in a fountain that solidified into a very naked Lethe.
“Am I getting paid overtime for this?” Crossing her arms under her breasts plumped them, which seemed to be the point when Hood’s eyes glazed from staring. “I’m thinking three cheeseburgers—extra rare—with extra cheese, extra fries and an extra chocolatey milkshake.” At my slow blink, she shrugged. “I’m craving cow with this pregnancy.”
“While exorbitant,” I drawled, “I’ll pay your fee.”
“I’ll meet the delivery person at the gate and walk it up,” Hood offered. “I’ll patrol on foot until then.”
Leaving us in the driveway, he began his circuit of the property.
“I smell blood.” Lethe looked me over. “How bad?”
“A graze across my right side.” I took the stairs, trailing my hand along the railing, comforting Woolly as best I could until I got patched up again. “I can heal it. It won’t take but a minute.” I passed her my phone. “Call in your order.” I headed for the bathroom. “I’ll be right out.”
Lethe stuck close. “Do you want anything?”
“For you to put on clothes?”
“Don’t be a prude. Nudity is natural. Plus, with Midas gone, there’s no reason for Hood and I to wear them.”
“Thanks for the warning to never wander into the woods unannounced.”
“Wimp.” She sighed dramatically. “Food or no food? Speak up, woman.”
Never one to pass on an offer of food, my stomach growled its interest. “I’ll take a burger and fries.”
“Consider it done.” She dialed a number from memory and smiled. “Hey, Joe. I’ll take…”
Whoever Joe was, he must think he’d died and gone to heaven with the bulk orders she kept placing.
While she rattled off our order, I headed upstairs for my pen and took it in my bathroom. The ceremonial robe was meant to be pulled over my head, but I couldn’t lift my right arm high enough to make that work. I ended up unfastening the collar clasp and wriggling through the neck hole. For once, my lack of curves proved useful. Though, to be honest, it was a tight fit around the hips, which gave me hope I was filling out a little. The bathrobe came off easier, and I was able to admire my latest wound in the mirror over my sink.
The faucets squeaked on, and steam swirled up from the basin, clouding the mirror.
A squiggly question mark appeared on the glass.
“I’m okay.” I let her access my memories of what happened, careful to emphasize how I handled the problem on my own. “I regret missing the opportunity to audit Linus, but it is what it is.”
The wobbly smiley face she drew next, before refreshing her question mark, broke my heart.
“We’re good.” I placed my hand on the wall for a few seconds. “I never could stay mad at you.”
The light overhead blazed with her happiness at having been forgiven, and the scalding water cooled to a moderate temperature. I still had to prop the door open to clear the mirror, but her attention was drifting away as I twisted the knob.
Grimacing, I lifted my arm as high as I could stand and examined the slice. “That’s…not a slice.”
Eight inches long, it gaped in the middle. I wasn’t certain a healing sigil alone could repair it, but I wasn’t about to wait on Linus after assuring him I could manage, and Heinz was out of the question. His loyalty to Boaz meant he would report on any injury he treated, and I didn’t want my personal business getting back to him.
Cleaning it wasn’t fun. I considered a quick shower, but I was done with vulnerability for the night. Dabs from a moist washcloth would have to do.
With much less skill than Linus, I applied a healing variant pulled from my head and hoped for the best. The ancient first-aid kit under the sink donated antibiotic ointment, made by Maud, and gauze. I stuck those in place then wound vet wrap around my torso. Over that, I added a baggy tee and slid on panties and pajama shorts.
The food had arrived by the time I joined Lethe in the living room. I stretched out flat on my back on the couch while she piled food on my stomach then took her stack of containers to the chair.
“How are you doing over there?” she asked around the handful of fries sticking out of her mouth.
“I’ll live.” I accepted the chilly cup she passed me. “What’s this?”
“I ordered you a milkshake too.” She slurped loudly on hers. “I figured you would have asked for one if you hadn’t been in agonizing pain.”
“Bless you for your kindness and thoughtfulness.” I took a long draw and sighed happily. “You’re a gem.”
Eyes alight, she grinned. “So, did you find what you were looking for earlier?”
“I did.” I turned my attention to my burger, not caring when I squirted ketchup down my chest from being too lazy to sit up and eat. I must have resembled a murder victim, but Lethe didn’t blink. “I can’t share the details, though. Not until I decide what I’m going to do.”
“I understand.” She kept nursing her drink. “As long as it doesn’t put you in immediate danger, I don’t need to know specifics.” She swallowed the rest of her large fry. “Unless you want to share.”
“It’s nothing life-threatening,” I assured her. “If you grab the laptop out of the office, I could use your opinion on a different matter.”
A recent purchase, the laptop was sleek and shiny and meant for homework. But it did more online shopping than research. I hadn’t stepped foot inside a grocery store since learning delivery was a thing.
Curious as a cat, Lethe collected the computer and settled it across my hips. “Can I sit, or should I stand?”
“Sit.” I waved her away with a fry. “The screen on this thing is huge. You’ll see fine.”
As she resumed her seat, and her meal, I clicked on the first email from Neely.
“Ooh.” She scooched closer. “You’ve got a personal shopper?”
“Better.” I started scrolling through his top gown picks. “I’ve got a friend.”
“Friends with excellent taste are hard to find. Good job, you.”
“What do you think?” After angling the screen toward her, I clicked on each one individually. “We’ve got black, red, gold, and white.”
Based on Neely’s misconception about my income, he had chosen classy but off-the-rack styles.
“The cut of the second red dress but in white.” Lethe stared down at her boobs. “I would wear that in a heartbeat if I could get away with showing that much cleavage without a bra.”
The fact I could see both my food and the screen over my nonexistent breasts didn’t exactly thrill me. “I was a full cup size larger when I hit puberty than I am now.” I sighed. “Regression is depressing.”
“You’ll get there.” She bit into her third burger, though I hadn’t noticed the second one vanishing. “And if you don’t? Just throw some money at a plastic surgeon.”
“I’m not going to buy new boobs.” I frowned at the flat plain of my chest. “Don’t listen to her, girls. I believe in you.”
Chortling around her meal, Lethe helped me pick shoes and accessories to go with the dress I would have to custom order. I fired off the request to the designer Maud preferred, using Neely’s pictures as comps, then sent the man himself an email thanking him for his help.
With that done, I settled in to watch a movie with Lethe and finish my dinner.
Hanging out with her wasn’t the same as having Amelie back, but it was nice having an impartial friend I could talk to about Society drama. Even if I had to bribe her with copious amounts of food to hang out with me.




SIXTEEN
   
I was sitting on the front porch at dawn, toeing off the planks to keep the swing moving, when a crimson sedan pulled up to the gate. Linus got out and strode toward the house, his legs eating up the distance, until he spotted me curled under a light blanket and slowed his gait.
“How did it go?” I patted the spot beside me.
“It went well.” The scent of sage and lavender wafted from his clothes when he joined me. “How’s your side?”
“I might have underestimated the depth of the cut,” I admitted, since I wanted to keep things as honest as possible between us, “but I got it closed.” I kept the cover over my shoulders since I still hadn’t put on a bra. “It might scar, but I don’t mind.” I drew up my other leg since he took over swaying us. “I’m starting to think aspects of my magic don’t work as well on me as they do on others.”
“I can try if you’d like.”
I scanned him head to toe. “You must be exhausted.”
“I don’t mind.” He toyed with the chain. “It’s your choice.”
Thinking back to the dress I had just ordered, I caved. “I am so vain.”
“This is the only body you get, and it’s got to last a long time.” He shifted his hips and pulled a pen from his pocket. “It’s not vain to want to take care of it.”
I let the cover pool around my waist. “What if I just want it to look good in a dress?”
“No matter the reason, I won’t criticize you.” He angled toward me. “Right side?”
“Yep.” I hiked up my shirt, careful to keep as much of my breast covered as possible. “He got my side boob.”
Linus cleared his throat. Twice. “So I see.”
Hiding a grin behind a fistful of shirt, I asked, “What’s the verdict, Dr. Lawson?”
“I can finish what you started. You won’t scar.” He glanced up at me, his eyes darkest midnight. “You did an excellent job. The wound closed beautifully. The rest is purely cosmetic.”
“Vain,” I reminded him. “I thought Atramentous cured me, but I seem to be having a flare-up.”
The weight of his hand on my side, his skin cool against the warmth from the blanket, dappled me in chills. He started his design at the farthest point, along my spine, before working his way forward. The tip of the pen brushed the side of my breast, but not his fingers. Those he kept to himself as much as possible, coaxing a smile out of me. Such a gentleman. Boaz would have copped a feel by now. And…I had to stop doing that. Comparing them. It wasn’t fair to them or to me.
Linus hesitated. “Does it tickle?”
“No.” I laughed under my breath. “I was just thinking how chivalrous you are. Your hand hasn’t slipped even once.”
Red burned the tops of his ears. “I wouldn’t take advantage of you.”
“Ever?” I found myself daring. “Or only with my permission?”
The hunger in his eyes when our gazes clashed knotted my lower stomach until it cramped.
“Your hunch paid off,” Hood started, clomping up the stairs. At the top, he glanced between us. “Am I interrupting?”
“No,” we said in unison, drawing apart.
“Hmm.” He made no further comment, just resumed his report. “I returned to the marsh first. The blood has degraded, but it was enough to trigger the scent memory. I compared that to the other locations where vandalism occurred. There’s a common thread in all of them.”
“A necromancer visiting those places isn’t suspect,” I allowed, “but one visiting all of those locations…”
The easy motion of the swing halted as Linus digested this latest information.
“Vampires have little reason to carry a grudge against Maud or you. The Society, however…” He kicked off again once he noticed we had gone still. “There’s a lot of bad blood there. This, paired with the sigil at the Lyceum, suggests a necromancer is behind the attacks.”
His agreeing with me that a necromancer was behind the vandalisms, including the assault with Maud’s athame, didn’t surprise me all that much. The Society was founded on ambition. Grudges lasted several lifetimes among such long-lived people, and perceived slights snowballed into full-on blood feuds.
“Why send a vampire to the Lyceum?” I pulled the blanket up to my shoulders again. “Why distance the necromancer from the action this time?”
“Vandalism gets them slapped with a fine.” Hood shook his head. “Murder? That’s a death sentence.”
“It appears they’re only willing to get their hands dirty up to a point.” Linus massaged his nape. “I checked the security footage. The assassin didn’t use the main elevator. The clan didn’t bring him in.”
That complicated matters. “Who did then?”
“There’s a tunnel beneath the Lyceum reserved for the Grande Dame’s private use. Visiting dignitaries are also allowed limited access when the need arises. For privacy, the corridor isn’t monitored. We have no proof the assassin came in that way. But we do have him on film rounding the corner from where the tunnel entrance is located. It’s the same thing, really. The hall dead ends. There’s no other way he could have gotten in without leaving a trace.”
A sudden chill sent me burrowing into my blanket. “The order came from high up the food chain then.”
“We already suspected as much with the size of the bounty,” he said, but it failed to quell my unease. “Hood, was there enough blood to take a sample?”
Dreads sliding across his shoulders, he shook his head. “I wouldn’t have found what I did if I hadn’t known the exact location and first detected it when it was fresh.”
“Still,” Linus said, rising, “there might be enough residue for a locator sigil.”
Thankfully, the temporary variety didn’t burn like the dickens the way Keet’s permanent one charred me each time he kicked the bucket.
“You’re going now?” I caught his hand. “It’s dawn. You’ve been up all night.”
“Storms are in the forecast for this afternoon and tomorrow.” He stared where our fingers joined. “This is the best opportunity we’re going to get.”
And there was the small fact he had admitted to not needing much in the way of sleep.
“I’ll get dressed.” I got to my feet. “I’m coming with you.”
“You don’t have to do that.”
“You’re not going alone.” I tapped his chest. “The water will nullify the sigil. You need someone to watch your back, and Cletus can’t pull the day shift.” I flashed both hands at him. “Give me ten minutes.”
“You get used to it,” Hood was saying as I opened the door. “After a while, you don’t even feel it when they walk all over you.”
I chuckled all the way up to my room.
    
LINUS DIDN’T DITCH ME. I shouldn’t have been surprised, but I was just a smidge. Boaz would have waited until my back turned, posted a guard, then slipped off into the dawn alone.
Ugh.
I had to get better about not comparing them. Linus was no Boaz, thank the goddess.
Hood, grumpier than usual, pulled the van around, and we piled in. Lethe slid in the passenger front seat—fully dressed, thank the goddess—while we strapped in, and his mood visibly improved having her near.
“I hope you guys don’t mind me tagging along.” She leaned over and pecked him on the cheek. “Woolly is a fortress. There’s not much for me to do when you guys leave, and I’m bored out of my mind.”
“I’m not going to turn down an extra nose or an extra pair of eyes,” I told her.
“We need as much help as we can get,” Linus agreed. “The area is exposed. There’s not much cover.”
The trip to the marsh took just enough time for me to feel the drag of the sun on my eyelids.
“We’re here.” Linus touched my knee. “Do you want to wait in the van?”
“I’ll fall asleep if I do.” And the nightmare would find me. “I can last a while longer.”
While Hood and Lethe shifted, Linus and I pulled on waders and started the trek out to Maud’s favorite spot.
“Sunlight changes everything.” The glare on the water hurt my eyes, and my pale skin stung from the rays beating down on us. But it wasn’t all bad. The dark auburn of Linus’s hair shone, the highlights golden in the natural light. He was too fair for this weather, his freckles pinpoints sprinkling his cheeks and nose. “We should have packed sunscreen. We’re going to fry if we stay out too long.”
Hood trotted past then, Lethe at his side, and we picked our way across the soggy ground to the thicket of tall grass where he indicated the blood had been.
Linus drew a sigil for perception on his forehead before inking another in a web across his palm. He swept his arm in a slow arc from left to right, like a dowser searching for water, until he hit on the blood. “I’ve got a lock. It’s faint, but we can try.”
“Lead the way.” I fell in behind him while the gwyllgi fanned out to search for threats. He led us through a dense section that made for slow going. “This explains why we found so few prints. They stuck to the thicker grasses to conceal their movements.”
We spent the next two hours wading toward a crumbling parking lot that yielded no clues.
Lethe bumped against my side, and I reached down to scratch her ears. “We good?”
A short bark gave the all-clear.
The sensation of being watched prickled my skin with awareness, but it was only Linus. “What?”
“I’m still not used to seeing them this way.” He shook his head. “They’ve worked security at the Faraday since before I moved in. They’re respected, but they’re also feared, even by residents.” He gestured at Lethe, who lolled her tongue and kicked her back foot when I hit a sweet spot. “All those years in the city didn’t prepare me for this.”
“Trust me.” I patted her head. “I respect the position they’ve put me in, and I would never abuse it.” I nudged her away. “I don’t want to get eaten.”
Chuffing, Hood snapped his teeth as he walked past.
“Hey.” I yelped and jumped back. “That’s not cool.”
The mated pair bumped shoulders in what passed for a high-five among gwyllgi from what I could tell.
“What do we do now?” I turned to Linus, who concealed his amusement well, but not well enough.
“There’s a weak signal.” He kept sweeping his hand in front of him. “We can attempt to follow it.”
Tracking vehicles was tricky, thanks to the distance stretching the connection thin. Hunting on foot or in close proximity always yielded better results.
“We can spare an hour.” More than that, without turning up a solid lead, would be a waste of everyone’s time. Unlike Linus, the rest of us needed to catch our forty winks. “How far are we from the van?”
After consulting with his phone, he turned a half step to his left. “We’re an hour east.”
“The day’s not getting any cooler.” I plodded in the direction he pointed. “Might as well get started.”
On the upside, no vampires shot at or stabbed us. I call that a win. Maybe there was something to this sunlight stuff after all.
    
WE ARRIVED BACK at the van sunburned and parched. Our excursion had lasted about four hours, and even Linus appeared wilted for a change. Using his connection to the blood, we backtracked to the crumbling parking lot then followed the thread into town.
“Pull over here.” Linus stepped out onto the sidewalk in front of an upscale bed-and-breakfast. “It ends here. This is as far as my link from the origin material reaches.”
“Amherst.” I read the name off the sign. “That’s a Low Society name.”
“We might raise questions if we go in together,” Linus warned. “I can go alone.”
The seat belt popped open in my hand. “Do you really believe I care what the Society thinks about me?”
“No,” he said slowly, “but you might want to be more cautious going forward.”
I eyed him warily. “Is this more ball nonsense?”
“The ball shows your intent to rejoin the Society. You’re celebrating your title, welcoming potential allies to join you, and setting the tone for your tenure as Dame Woolworth.”
My lip curled. “Are you sure scones at dawn are out of the question?”
“You’ve already ordered the invitations,” he pointed out. “Matron Orestes will have leaked that information to the right people before they finished printing.”
“Are you telling me there are people stalking their mailboxes, waiting for their invitation to arrive?”
“Yes.”
“I’m not Maud. I’m not your mom. I’m not you. I’m me.” I scooched forward on my seat. “Granted, I’m still learning who that is, but I’m not going to stifle new Grier by cramming her in a Society-issued box and poking holes in the lid. Old Grier lived that lie, and it didn’t end well for her.”
“New Grier doesn’t care what it says that she’s being seen around town with me,” he said without inflection.
Reputation in shreds, I had nothing to lose. I was building this new version of myself from the ground up. “Aren’t you more worried what being seen out with me says about you?”
“Not at all,” he said, rewarding me with a twitch of his lips. “I am, however, mildly concerned I haven’t received my invitation yet.”
Hanging out with me was terrible for his reputation. After a lifetime spent being the ideal heir, enter me. Here I was, dragging his pristine name through the mud alongside mine with each impetuous decision I made. At this rate, he would have no choice left but to marry me. Soon no one would have either of us.
“All in good time.” I slid open the door, jumped out, then offered him my hand, which earned me a full-on smile. “After you, good sir.”
Rather than going ahead, he cocked out an elbow and invited me to thread my arm through his. I did, and we walked together up to the front door of the establishment. A motherly type rushed to open the door for us and welcomed us in.
“Scion Lawson,” she gasped. “I’m honored you would visit my humble establishment.”
I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing, but Linus sensed it and cut me a pointed look.
“How long would you like to stay?” Her eyes kept drifting over to me. “You and your friend are welcome to our best suite, no charge.”
Scalding heat singed my cheeks as his earlier meaning sank all the way in. He didn’t just mean being seen with him around town. He meant being seen walking into a B&B with him. Like we were renting a room. Like we were a couple. Like we were lovers. Why else rent a room in the town where we both lived?
Don’t think about it. Don’t think about it. Don’t think about it.
Too freaking late.
The silk of his auburn hair sliding through my fingers, the press of his cool lips against mine.
Maybe Taz had been right to call me a masochist. I couldn’t seem to stop inflicting pain on myself.
“Thank you for the offer of hospitality, but my friend is searching for an acquaintance of hers.”
“A friend from college,” I croaked. “I heard they’re in town but not where they’re staying. I wanted to drop in, as a surprise.”
“We just missed them at the marsh.” Flawless as usual, Linus indicated the mud flecking my pantlegs above the lip of the waders I had worn. “Can you tell us if they’re staying here?”
Despite the vague pronoun usage, the innkeeper was too shell-shocked over Linus visiting her establishment to fire on all cylinders.
“Oh, you mean Angie Dearborn.” The woman snapped her fingers. “She booked a room for five nights. Actually, you just missed her. She had one more night left on her reservation, but her cousin was in an accident, and she had to rush home to care for her.”
Too bad there was no equally vague way of asking for a physical description. If this Angie was my friend, as I claimed, I would know how she looked.
“That’s unfortunate.” Linus reached into his pocket for his wallet. He withdrew a pair of hundred-dollar bills and pressed them into her hand. “Allow me to pay for the cancelled reservation. It’s the least I can do.” He passed her a business card with his contact information. “Please, let us know if she returns.”
“I’ll do that.” She cradled the money against her chest like it was blessed. “She’ll be so thrilled to see you, I’m sure of it.”
With a politic smile, Linus guided us back out onto the sidewalk, where I regarded him with new appreciation.
“You do this a lot?” I wondered. “Interviewing witnesses? Greasing palms?”
“Yes and yes.” He walked with me to the van. “I have informants all over the city.”
A local network would be critical to keeping a finger on the pulse of Atlanta. It shouldn’t surprise me to find out he watched over Savannah as well. “We learned one thing.”
“Our necromancer is female.”
That didn’t exactly cut down our suspect pool. Most affluent necromancers were female. “She got spooked when her assassin failed.”
“So it appears.”
“Do you think the cousin bit was a slip of the tongue or a flat-out lie?”
We settled on our respective benches and strapped in, the door shut, before we named names.
Linus read me with ease. “Are you thinking Eloise?”
“Her sister’s dead.” No, worse than that. “Her twin. It makes sense she would blame me. Heloise died on my property, during a confrontation with me.”
“Her death was the result of her own actions.”
“You’re right.” If she hadn’t come after me, Taz wouldn’t have gone after her. “But grief isn’t rational.”
“I’ll make some calls, find out where she is and where she’s been for the last four days.”
Yawning until my eyes watered, I had to ask, “You’re really not going to sleep?”
“No.”
Folding my legs up on the seat with me, I got comfortable. “When was the last time you slept?”
Using an app on his phone, he checked his schedule. “Six days ago.”
“Well, that explains it.”
Linus waited for an explanation.
“You were giving me a complex. You know absolutely everything, you know how to do absolutely everything, and you’re good at absolutely everything. I thought you had a super brain or superpowers, but you’ve just got a metric crapton of time on your hands.” I reflected on that. “Hmm. Going without sleep for a week at a time is kind of a superpower, and you do protect your very own city. How do you feel about being called The Insomniac?”
The corners of his eyes crinkled. “Can I wear pajamas instead of tights?”
“Hey, it’s your uniform. You fight crime in whatever makes you comfortable.”
Hood pulled into the driveway, palmed Lethe’s nape, and glared back at me. “We are going to crash. Do not disturb.”
“I’m going to bed.” I got out after Linus. “How much trouble can I get in from there?”
Lethe snorted in response then bolted in the direction of the woods, her laughter daring Hood to give chase.
“Plenty if you set your mind to it,” Hood grumbled, tossing a wave over his shoulder as he broke into a jog that devoured the distance between him and his mate.
Eyelids drooping, I toddled up the steps into the house. “I’ve hit my limit.”
“You should rest.” Linus closed the door behind us. “I’ll be up shortly.”
I made my way upstairs while he angled toward the office, phone in hand, fingers dialing. As humiliating as it was to realize he heard the full show from my room each night, I found the bright side. He was awake, watching over Woolly and me while I slept.
Linus always made me feel comfortable. Learning he kept watch over me also made me feel safe.
    
THE NEXT EVENING, I followed the sound of Linus’s voice to the office. He was on the phone, making notes about whatever the person on the other end had to say, so I backed out and ventured into the kitchen. I was about to investigate the contents of a covered bowl on the counter when he breezed into the room.
“Eloise Marchand is missing.” He opened the fridge and passed me a smoothie. “Her sister’s funeral was three weeks ago. According to her fiancé, she asked for privacy on the ride home from the service. He left her alone and rode with her mother to the family home, but Eloise never showed.”
“What did the driver have to say?” I settled on my stool and got slurping.
“He dropped her off at a local dog park. Apparently, she goes there to play with other people’s dogs. Her allergies are too bad for her to own one. The request was normal for her, and given the circumstances, he thought she might want the comfort.” He uncovered the bowl, which turned out to be overnight oats with sliced berries mixed in, and he stuck in a spoon. “She didn’t call for a pickup. After two hours, he got concerned, circled back, but she wasn’t there. They conducted a citywide search but found no trace of her. Magically, she’s outside their range. They have no leads.”
“Where is the Marchand base in the US?” The family maintained strong ties to their French roots, or so I heard, but I hadn’t put much thought into that side of my family. Until Heloise. I had to remedy that, and soon, if I wanted to avoid more unwelcome surprises. “Eloise didn’t say, and I didn’t think to ask.”
“The family home is in Raleigh, North Carolina.”
Right up the coast. “All this time, they’ve lived less than five hours away.”
After sliding me the bowl, he passed me a glass of milk. “Did your cousin leave anything of hers behind?”
“Not even her perfume on the air.” I grimaced at the memory. “I wasn’t very welcoming.”
“The Society’s views on disownment are harsh. She had no reason to think she would be welcome, and she ignored social protocol when she didn’t phone ahead to declare her intentions.” He joined me at the counter. “Eloise researched you. She verified your identity before she made the trip. A woman with your history isn’t going to blindly accept a gift horse. She’s going to pry open its jaws and examine every tooth.”
“Actually, I like horses. That would have been an effective bribe. She missed an opportunity.”
Linus gave me a flat look, and I tucked back into my meal. “I have my team tracking her.”
With both hands, I seized the opportunity. “Have they turned up anything on my father?”
Linus made the offer to search for him weeks ago, but we hadn’t spoken about it since.
“Not yet.” A frown tugged down his lips. “The master has buried his identity too deep for us to dig up his family name. Without that, we’re forced to focus on your mother and any intimate relationships she might have had with vampires.”
“Dame Marchand couldn’t locate my father when he was right under her nose. The trail is twenty-one years cold. The only way to get that information might be asking the source.”
“The master will answer your questions,” Linus said, thoughtful. “He’ll want to lure you in with stories of your father—and mother—if he has them. He’ll want to forge an emotional connection he can exploit.”
“My stalkerpire claimed to know my mother. He said I reminded him of her.”
“He might have been telling the truth, but learning anything from him would have cost too much.”
“We’ll never know either way.” Unless the master spilled the beans at my soiree.
Sensing the direction of my thoughts, he asked, “How go the ball preparations?”
“Venue, check. Invitations, check. Dress, check. Accessories, check. Shoes, check.”
“Have you decided on a caterer? Or decorations? You’ve chosen a theme, what about colors?”
“Please don’t make me.” I dropped my head onto the counter. “Aren’t there people I can pay to do that?”
The bloodless grip I usually kept on my money spilled open with the hope someone would take preparations off my hands.
“Yes, they’re called event planners.” His fingers combed through my hair, the tips cool along my scalp. “I can send over a list of recommendations if you’d like. Mother keeps a file on the services she’s used in the past.”
Access to the Grande Dame’s personal list saved me a step. I wouldn’t have to submit my picks to her for approval, except as a courtesy, since she had already vetted the names. “Bless you for showing mercy.”
“Lethe is in the garden.” He lowered his hand. “You should eat before she comes for you.”
Shoving off the counter, I sat upright and shoveled in the rest of my food. “Are we doing classwork or fieldwork tonight?”
“Classwork.” He toyed with my empty glass. “You’re going to draw a family tree. The Marchands are a dangerous family. You can’t afford to ignore them any longer. Neither of us can.”
“Oh goodie.”
I could hardly wait.




SEVENTEEN
   
Between Linus and Lethe, I fell into an easy routine over the next few weeks that made the pinch in my heart lessen. I might not be a Haint, but I had a purpose. I had been hiding, I realized, and the time for that was over and done. I couldn’t keep a foot in both worlds if I wanted to belong in either.
No further vandalisms were reported. No further assassination attempts logged. No further issues at all.
The worst I had to deal with was the never-ending meetings. Event planners required more handholding than I had been led to believe. They were forever dropping by with swatches and samples and idea boards and string quartet demos.
The silent black of Atramentous was starting to appeal when the night of the ball rolled around.
I hid out in the bathroom for the better part of an hour, but the water had gone cold, and so had I.
“This is how dolphins must feel,” I told Woolly as she killed the water, and I stepped out onto the bathmat. “I’ve been waxed in places wax should never go.”
The floor register vibrated in a chuckle that almost made it worth the pain to earn that laugh.
“Stop bellyaching and come on,” Lethe called from the bedroom. “We’ve only got six hours.”
“How does it take six hours to get ready for a ball?” I grumbled. “Balls are stupid.”
“I heard that.”
I stuck my tongue out at the door. “Super hearing is also stupid.”
“Stop making faces and get in here.”
Shock clamped my mouth shut. “How did you…?”
“Please, you’ve been regressing all week. Temper tantrums, feet kicking, face-making.”
Halfway to making a face, I caught myself and sighed. “You’re right. I just really hate these things.”
“Everyone does,” she reassured me. “Me most of all, but you don’t see me crying.”
After wrapping a towel around my torso, I joined her. “You’re just excited to see Hood in a tux.”
“You’re not wrong.” Dressed in shorts and a tank, she rubbed her trim stomach. “Daddy looks good in a tux.”
“Don’t call Hood Daddy.” I wrinkled my nose. “I’m not emotionally equipped to handle that.”
“I was talking to the baby.” Her eyes sparkled. “You’re supposed to talk to them in utero. It helps them bond quicker after they’re born.”
“I’ll have to take your word on that. I haven’t been around a kid since I was a kid.”
A resonant chime announced the arrival of the stylist I’d hired to do us up for the event.
“Can you get that while I pull on some clothes?” I had borrowed a button-down shirt from Linus for the occasion to avoid ruining my hair. Yep. That was the only reason. “I’ll be down in a minute.”
“I get dibs,” she sang, vanishing down the hall.
“Knock yourself out,” I muttered, starting to work on untangling my hair.
“I heard that,” she called. “And for pity’s sake, stop making faces, you overgrown toddler.”
Leaning over, I checked my reflection in the mirror.
Fiddlesticks.
She was right.
The door opened and shut downstairs, and voices drifted up to me.
Familiar voices.
The brush fell from my hand, and I dashed onto the landing, damp soles gliding over the polished floor.
“Grier and I go way back,” the stylist was saying.
I broke into a run, locked him in my sights, and pounced. “Neely.”
“Hey, you.” He wrapped me up in a hug. “Long time, no style.”
“You’re here.” I squeezed him some more. “I thought you were sending that Fernando guy.”
“Ferdinand, and no.” He kissed me on the cheek, right in the track where a happy tear had fallen. “Soul food, remember?”
“I remember.” I pulled back, wiping my face dry, and noticed Cruz standing in the doorway. “Oh. Hi.”
“We have three hours until our dinner reservation,” he said without inflection. “Try to be done by then.” He skimmed me head to toe. “And put some clothes on when you’re around my husband.”
Remembering I was dressed in a towel, I flushed. “I’ll…just be right back.”
Upstairs, I pulled on the white thong Lethe had insisted I buy and a pair of shorts. I gazed longingly at the bras in my underwear drawer, but my dress didn’t make allowances for one. After shrugging into Linus’s shirt, I hit the stairs, working the buttons on my way down.
“We got the introductions out of the way,” Lethe started. “So, this is your friend with excellent taste.”
“He’s a man of many talents,” I confirmed. “He does hair and makeup for the Haints. He’s amazing.”
“Y’all are going to make me blush.” Neely fluttered his lashes. “Keep going.”
With a grin splitting my cheeks, I hooked an arm through his and led him into the kitchen for the best lighting and most outlets. Plus chairs. Cruz stalked in behind us, rolling Neely’s case, and Lethe trailed him, gaze fixed on the hostile spouse.
All smiles, Neely clapped his hands. “Who wants to go first?”
“I believe I called dibs.” Lethe settled into the chair he pulled out for her. “I place myself in your capable hands.”
Cruz grumbled about Neely keeping his capable hands to himself, and Neely shot him a saucy wink.
“What color is your gown?” Neely started on her hair. “I want to borrow from that palette for your makeup.”
While they chattered away, and Cruz glowered from his corner, I breathed past the radiant happiness tightening my chest. The night wasn’t perfect. There was an Amelie-shaped hole that sucked a bit of light from the room. Having Neely here reminded me of all the nights the three of us had spent together in hair and makeup, cutting up and gossiping. But I wasn’t ready to forgive her.
Given two months to grieve the loss of that friendship and mourn Boaz, I had reached a few conclusions I might have come to sooner if my head hadn’t gotten so tangled up with my heart.
I still loved Amelie like a sister. She had made poor choices, a lot of them. She lied to me, betrayed me, and manipulated me. But Atramentous had given me perspective unique to people who had lived without hope, without light, and I sympathized with the fractured person she helped Ambrose create.
And I still loved Boaz. Part of me would always belong to him, to our rose-colored past. Idolizing the hot boy next door felt more like a teenage rite of passage in hindsight. But I had never gotten the chance to be in love with him. His betrayal robbed me of that experience. Or spared me from it. These days, I was leaning toward the latter more than the former.
Figuring all that out eased the strain on my head, but I was still peppered with bruises on my heart.
Lost in thought, my turn was up before I could appreciate the magic Neely worked on Lethe.
“You’re making my job hard,” Neely said, guiding me to my chair. “The Virgin Vixen look is tricky.”
We had nicknamed the dress Virgin Vixen for the suggestive cut made in the pure-white fabric.
“I trust you.” I reeled in my thoughts. “You’ve never steered me wrong.”
A knock on the kitchen doorway drew my eye to where Linus stood with a wrapped parcel in his hands.
“Hey.” I slid away from Neely to greet him. “You didn’t change your mind about the shirt, did you?”
At least he would get this one back with all its buttons intact. Probably. Maybe?
“No.” He ducked his head. “Keep it. It looks better on you.”
“What’s up?” I hooked my thumb toward my friend. “Neely’s waiting on me.”
“I brought this for you.” He thrust the box out at me. “It’s customary to give the hostess a gift.”
“You’re practically the cohost.” I fingered the ribbon on top. “You didn’t have to do this.”
“I enjoy it,” he said softly. “Selecting gifts is easier than choosing the right words.”
Crushing the box against my chest, I angled my head toward him. “You have something to say?”
“I…” He glanced past my shoulder. “We have an audience.”
The guilty parties didn’t look very shamefaced if you asked me. Both of them smiled when I caught them staring. Turning back to Linus, I crinkled the paper. “Does that mean I should open it later?”
“I believe you might react better if I’m here to mitigate the damage.”
“Oh no.” I held the box out, shook it. “What did you do?”
The twinkle in his eyes—full navy without a hint of black—said clearly, There’s only one way to find out.
Paper tore under my seeking fingers as I ripped into the lovely packaging. The ribbon hit the floor, and I pried open the corner of the box. Cool fabric kissed my knuckles, and cold stones chilled my skin. “No.”
He took the box from me, snapped the tape securing the sides, and held it out after removing the lid.
A silk belt the exact color of wet blood pooled on a bed of delicate black tissue paper. Four inches thick at its widest point, with rubies larger than my thumbnail studding its length, it was a masterpiece.
Pretty sure my brain sizzled. I definitely smelled smoke.
“I can’t accept this.” That didn’t stop me from petting it. “Unless… Is it paste?”
Wearing fake jewels at my own ball would earn me upturned noses from the High Society, but this was too much. Even for him.
“It’s on loan.” He pressed the box into my hands, firmer this time. “It didn’t cost me a thing, and it won’t unless I can’t return it in the same condition as I borrowed it in.” He beat me to the punch. “And no, I didn’t borrow it from Mother. Odette called me up out of the blue and offered this piece from her collection, so you should really thank her.”
Twirling, I set the box on the counter then let out a whoop before flinging myself at Linus.
“I see your early-warning system has been repaired,” he said against my throat, his cool lips giving me tingles as he wrapped his arms around me.
“You get me.” I kissed his cheek. “Better than I do most of the time.”
I felt his smile against my neck when he said, “Save me a dance.”
“I’ll do that.”
“There are only two hours left before our reservation,” Cruz noted. “The time can’t be changed.”
Hearing the dismissal for what it was, Linus released me then backed out of the room.
“Wait,” I called after him as I dashed into the living room and scooped an envelope off the coffee table. “You can’t very well attend a ball without an invitation.”
“So I am invited.” A faint smile curved his lips. “I bought a mask, just in case, but I had started to wonder.”
“Aren’t you going to open it?” I scratched a nail over the flap. “Make sure I spelled your name right?”
Humoring me, Linus ripped into the envelope and withdrew his invitation.
A hard breath punched from his lungs when he recognized the design. “This is…unexpected.”
“I hope you don’t mind. I started to ask permission, but I was afraid you’d say no.”
“The idea was to choose an image that represents you,” he said, clearly puzzled. “Why this?”
“That tattoo gave me the strength to leave the house.” I linked my fingers, twisting my hands. “It gave me the confidence to go about my life without fear of Volkov or another Last Seed twisting me around their finger. It gives me a fighting chance. It keeps me me.”
“You honor me.” He cradled my cheek in his hand. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.” I pressed my lips to his palm. “I better go. Cruz is tapping his foot.”
Curling his fingers, Linus held on to the kiss. “I’ll see you soon.”
Lethe, who I expected to pounce upon my return, had made her exit while I was distracted.
However, Neely, eyes sparkling, welcomed me back to my seat. “I thought he was family.”
“He is…sort of.” I watched him go. “He’s my adoptive mom’s sister’s son.” I sighed. “It’s complicated.”
“Good.” He tweaked my nose. “You could use a challenge. Boaz was too easy.”
“Nothing about Boaz is easy.” A simple broken heart would mend. This…hole…I wasn’t sure how to fill it. “I mean, relationship-wise. Not sexually.”
“You naughty girl, whatever did you think I meant?”
“That he’s a man-whore.”
Neely got to work, combing and twisting. “Your words, not mine.”
The good thing about Boaz dumping me was—everyone saw it coming. There were no excuses to make. No sob stories to tell. No sympathies to wave away.
I was another of Boaz’s exes.
The most recent in a long line.
The end.
It was liberating, in a way, to be relieved of that burden.
“Ruby man.” Neely stuck the fifty billionth pin in my hair. “Is he your date?”
“Linus,” I corrected absently. “And no. I’m going stag.”
“He’s attending, though?”
“Yeah.” The family connection made that believable, so I ran with it. “He’ll be there.”
Neely made a thoughtful noise. “Is he bringing someone or…?”
“I asked him, okay?” Not to be my date-date, but to share the first dance. “He shot me down.”
“Why?” He squinted at me, tucking in flyaways. “He borrowed a small fortune for you to wear around your waist. That’s a statement piece as well as a statement.”
“Arriving together implies something he thinks I’m not ready to own.”
“He wants a relationship,” Neely surmised, “but he’s not sure you’re ready because of Boaz.”
“Maybe?”
Moving on to makeup, Neely clucked his tongue. “What is it with you and unrequited love?”
“He doesn’t love me,” I said too quickly.
“Mmm-hmm.”
Closing my eyes while he worked on my lids, I felt safer asking, “How can you tell when someone loves the real you and not the idea of you?”
“They see you at your lowest,” he said softly, pitching his voice so Cruz had no hope of overhearing, “and they don’t blink. They don’t offer you a hand up, they offer you a hand to hold while you rise on your own.”
The beautiful sentiment made me wonder which of them had rescued the other, and if they each thought they had been the one saved.
“Our families kind of hoped we’d end up together,” I admitted. “I didn’t know that until recently.”
“Let me guess. Now you feel duty-bound to shun him on principle?”
“No.” I caught myself before elbowing him in his newly healed ribs, but it was a near thing. “Not at all.”
“Look, I’m all for nonconformity.” A stern look hardened his features. “But there’s a difference in bucking tradition for your own sake, your own sanity, and cutting off your nose to spite your face.”
“I’m not sharpening any knives, if that’s what has you worried.”
“Love isn’t a straight path,” he advised. “You don’t know how twisted it will get until you try walking it.”
I puffed out my cheeks and exhaled, sending stray hairs fluttering in my face.
“Stop that.” He popped my thigh. “You’ll ruin your hair.”
“Ouch,” I yelped from shock more than pain. “That hurt.”
“Fashion is pain,” he singsonged, “and you look agonizing tonight.”
“I really hope you meant amazing.” Talking pulled the pins in my hair taut. Ow. Okay, he wasn’t kidding.
“I hope you chose comfortable shoes.” He stood back to admire his work. “Tonight, all the boys will be falling at your feet. You’re going to have to climb over them to get where you’re going. Might I advise something with tread?”
“You’re the one who sent me the shoe options. Are they comfortable?”
“Uh, no.” He chuckled. “They’ll do amazing things for your legs, if that helps.”
Recalling the height of those shoes, I had doubts. “Like break one?”
“Okay,” he said cheerfully, ignoring my whining tone. “Time for the big reveal.” He hefted up a handled mirror for me to see myself. “What do you think?”
“Oh. My. Goddess.” I jerked my gaze from my face back to his. “What have you done?”
“You like?” His smile grew. “I call it the Snow White look.”
Flawlessly pale skin dusted with shimmering powder made me sparkle under the lights. Dark lashes and heavy eyeliner defined my eyes, and the ombre eyeshadow effect—moving through the spectrum from whites to pinks to reds—made the color pop. Red stained my lips, giving me a bloody smile worthy of any High Society Dame.
Braids twisted through my hair, which he had scooped into an elegant updo, and small pins with crimson heads dotted the side of my head in a subtle wave.
“One day I’ll stop be astounded by what you can do, but that day is not today.”
Smug as I had ever seen him, he dug in his kit. “Let me see your hands.”
“I got the pearlescent white manicure, as instructed.” I flashed my nails at him. “I feel like an ice queen.”
“Hold still.” He brought out a bottle of rich crimson and swiped a single coat over each of my ring fingers. “There. Now that pops.”
“You’re a genius.”
“Thanks for noticing.”
“So modest,” Cruz mused from his corner, smiling in the way he only ever did for Neely.
“Tell a guy he can do anything often enough,” he chided, “and eventually he starts to believe it.”
“Take all the time you need getting there,” his husband rumbled. “I believe in you enough for the both of us.”
Neely melted into a puddle of goo at my feet. If the hearts in his eyes got any bigger, they might explode.
“I’ll let you get packed up,” I told Neely, sliding from my chair. “Lethe can help me with the dress.”
The puddle solidified a bit. “Are you sure?”
“Go enjoy your night out.” I slid my arms around his waist and squeezed a laugh out of him. “Thank you.”
“No thanks necessary.” He rubbed my back. “You know I live for these moments.”
“I meant for being my friend.” I pivoted to take in Cruz’s scowl at my manhandling of his husband. “Thanks for taking such good care of him. He deserves the very best, and that’s you. No one else could love him as much as you obviously do.”
A fraction of the tension forever present between us lessened, and Cruz inclined his head. “No argument here.”
“See you lovebirds later.” I scooped up the box with the belt and left the guys to pack and let themselves out while I hit the stairs. “Whoa.” I skidded to a halt on the landing seconds before smacking into Oscar. “Warn a girl.”
“You said we were going to hunt for the treasure map,” Oscar pouted. “It’s been weeks.”
“Sorry, kid.” I ruffled his hair. “I got wrapped up in this ball nonsense and forgot.”
Forgot my plans to forge a map for him to find, that is. At least I had bought enough glass gems and gold-toned coins to fill the small chest I planned on burying in the backyard. All I had to do now was set my plan into action.
“Tomorrow?” His bottom lip got impossibly plumper. “Please?”
“Tomorrow,” I promised. “Just let me get through tonight, and I’m all yours.”
Oscar vanished in the blink of an eye, and I continued on to my room.
Lethe beat me to it. Both the room and the dress bags. Her emerald gown shimmered over her curves. A high slit raced up each leg. Her panties would have flashed when she walked, if she had worn any, but I knew from our fitting she had opted out of those. Mostly to torment Hood, who had stuck around for the show that day. Her flats glittered where they peeked out from beneath her hem. I couldn’t help but notice her shoes were far more sensible than mine.
Neely had French braided her hair down the left side of her head and curled the ends within an inch of their lives. Her makeup was subtler than mine, but her eyes popped thanks to the heavy green and gold lids he painted on her.
The effect of our bold eye treatments would be stunning once the simple half masks went on.
“You look gorgeous,” I breathed. “Wow.”
“This will be the last time I get glammed up like this before I pop.” She grinned, smoothing her hand over her flat stomach. “Unless you plan on throwing another of these in the next seven months.”
“Try the next seven years.” I started unbuttoning my borrowed shirt. “Can you help me, or do you need to go?”
“Your boobs will fall out if I don’t help you.” She snickered. “We learned that at the fitting.”
“There’s nothing to fall out.” I had gained ten pounds, but none of that weight had seen fit to distribute itself into my breasts. As far as I could tell, it was all sticking to my hips. “The poor tailor. I didn’t mean to flash him.”
“You don’t have anything he hasn’t seen.”
“I barely have anything at all.”
“Do you want the honors?” She held up two flower-shaped nipple covers. It wasn’t a bra, but it would have to do. “Or do you want me to slap them on there for you?”
The last thing you wanted a woman with superstrength doing was slapping your boobs. “I’ve got it.”
She claimed the roll of fashion tape from the dresser while I applied the sticky latex.
Still feeling naked, I let the shirt hit the floor, careful not to snag my hair on the buttons. I stood there staring at the ceiling to avoid her eyes while she applied tape where the fabric of my gown draped from my nape to my hips before falling into sinuous panels that formed the skirt.
I would be revealing substantial amounts of cleavage through the navel-baring vee in the center as well as flashing side boob thanks to the dress’s halter-style design.
Once my front was sufficiently plastered in tape and silicone, Lethe collected my dress and let it pool on the floor. “Step in.”
I did as she instructed, as we had rehearsed, and the cool whisper of fabric tickled over my skin.
“Let’s secure the front so it doesn’t wrinkle.”
Aside from the single pearl button at my nape, glue and prayers held the dress in place.
Moving around to stand in front of me, Lethe pressed the edges of the fabric along the adhesive tracks. Pleated strips of material fanned out to cover my chest before narrowing at my waist. The dress was backless, so she applied more strips above my bony butt to keep me from flashing my dance partners.
“Open the box.” I rotated my upper body and bent down to test the staying power of my dress. “There’s one piece left.”
“Oh?” She removed the lid and sucked in a breath. “Oh.”
“Will it work?” I smoothed my hands over my hips. “We hadn’t planned on a belt.”
“We’ll make it work.” She carried it over and wrapped it around my waist, fastening it in the back. “I’ll tug the belt lower and reposition the dress higher. There. Done.” She snapped her fingers. “Almost forgot.” She tied on my white lace half mask. “Now you’re done.”
Hands spread to my sides, I awaited her assessment. “How do I look?”
“Not quite as beautiful as I do, but you’re a close second.”
Laughing, I shook out my hands, but nerves tingled in my fingertips. “I’ll take it.”
“Hey.” She crossed to me and gripped my shoulders. “You got this.”
“I hope you’re right.” I exhaled slowly. “I want my life back.”
“I want that for you too,” she said, but I heard her doubt it could ever be so simple again.
Woolly alerted me to Hood’s arrival before he knocked on the front door.
“Time to go.” Lethe checked her reflection in the bathroom mirror before tying on her sequined emerald half mask. “We have to secure the perimeter before the guests start arriving.”
“I’ll be right down.”
Alone in my room, I let my head fall back and imagined the tension draining from the soles of my feet.
The master hadn’t RSVPed, so there was still a chance he wouldn’t show. All this might be for nothing.
I had gotten a card back from the Marchands, which meant I would get my chance to meet my maternal grandmother and whoever else comprised her retinue. With Eloise still missing, I had low expectations on that front. Still, I had to try. I would pin on a smile like they were skeptics heckling me during a ghost tour and do my best to get them across The Point of Hey You Made It Back without either of us drawing blood.
While the master remained my primary concern, I couldn’t ignore the threat posed by the Marchands. If I could reach a peaceful resolution with either tonight, it would be worth the weeks of planning and hours of waxing, combing, and pinning to get here.
“Grier.”
“Coming.” I descended the stairs to a long wolf whistle. Hood—no, wait—that was Lethe. Her mate had eyes only for her. “Hood, you look dashing.”
He grunted in response.
“He ought to wear a tux every day.” Lethe petted his lapels. “I wonder if I can convince the Faraday to change their doorman dress code?”
Hood narrowed his eyes on her, but she kept stroking him into complacency.
A person was missing from our party, and I scanned the room to locate him. “Where’s Linus?”
“He went ahead.” Hood ripped his attention away from his mate. “Left about an hour ago.”
“We’re going to his house.” I shrugged like it didn’t matter. “It’s not like he needed me to show him the way.”
The dress, the hair, the makeup all felt so pointless all of a sudden. I wanted to claw it off and climb in pajamas. But this had never been about impressing Linus. This was a calculated gambit to draw my enemies into peace talks.
“I recognize that tone.” Hood grimaced. “I do not want to be Linus when you find him.”
“Tone?” I cocked an eyebrow. “What tone? There’s no tone.”
This time it was Hood who whistled, but it wasn’t of the Hey, looking good variety.
“Ignore him.” Lethe hooked her arm through mine. “Linus should have waited.”
“He’s not my date.” I let her lead me out to the van while I battled the impulse to kick gravel with my neck-breaker pumps. “He doesn’t have to phone in his movements to me.”
“You wanted to make a grand entrance. All girls do.” She peeked over her shoulder at Hood. “I ought to know.” She patted my arm. “Trust me, the best revenge is having a good time. Without him.”
A good time. At a ball. Not likely. “You’re saying my thirst for vengeance will go unquenched tonight?”
“It won’t be that bad.”
She had no idea. “It will be exactly that bad.”
“You’ll have to fake it, then.”
“That I can do.”
Trial by fire via the Haints meant I could smile through the cynics who contradicted every word out of my mouth, stay polite through the lushes who drunkenly pawed at me, and act serene through the entitled—irate at not seeing a ghost in the vein of Casper—yelling in my face for refunds.
But what I wouldn’t do was play games with Linus. As a pawn myself, I refused to set that board.




EIGHTEEN
   
The Lawson family manor reminded me a little of Woolworth House if Woolly had gone on a rampage through downtown, eaten all the other historical homes, then vomited them in a heap at the end of a rolling lawn. The architecture clashed so loudly, my ears rang looking at it.
Federal. Georgian. Italianate. Regency.
The manor couldn’t decide what it wanted to be, so it was a bit of everything.
The parallels I could draw between Linus and the house where he grew up were endless.
For all its faults, the Lawson manor cut an imposing figure, and the extravagant landscaping went a long way toward drawing the eye, well, away from said figure.
Tonight, the various garden paths glowed with twinkling fairy lights, and soft spotlights lit the way to the front door where I would soon be positioned to greet everyone as they arrived. I would smile, shake hands, and act like Maud could be in the next room, like nothing had changed. And they would laugh, squeeze my fingers, and pretend I hadn’t been cast into a black cell to be forgotten, pretend their skin didn’t crawl at the sight of me, a reminder of what could happen to them under the right—or wrong—conditions.
“We’re sticking close,” Lethe promised me, probably scenting my nerves. “We won’t let you out of our sight.”
We exited the van, and Hood tossed the keys to the valet on his way past.
Waiting until Lethe threaded her arm through his, he fell in behind me. “After you, Grier.”
Palms damp, I took the stairs leading up to the front door, which stood propped open to the night. A pair of Elite sentinels dressed to the nines stood to either side, thankfully no one I recognized, and they checked our invitations.
“Dame Woolworth,” the man on the left drawled after reading my name. “You’re expected in the library.”
The Grande Dame wasn’t wasting any time positioning me under her thumb for the evening.
Oh joy.
“Breathe,” Lethe whispered in my ear. “You got this.”
There were no other guests to hide behind, so they didn’t bother pretending to be anything other than what they were—my bodyguards. Tonight, I had no problem with that label or their presence. After kicking the wasps’ nests, I needed all the swatters I could wrangle.
Polite smile tacked in place, I knocked three times. “The guard said you were…”
Linus answered the door dressed in a black tux that did lethal things to my salivary glands. I gaped at the striking figure he cut with his hair slicked back and his signet ring on his finger. This wasn’t a mask, despite the sculpted black leather molded to one half of his face. This was Scion Lawson in the flesh, fully realized, and he set my heart pounding.
Lips parted, he drank me in, and there— Right there. A crack, a glimpse of the real Linus.
“Grier,” he breathed, his eyes clear and blue. “You look…magnificent.”
Blushing, I twirled for him. “This guy I know loaned me some bling.”
“The belt has nothing to do with it.” He touched one of the pins in my hair, almost brushing my cheek with his knuckles. “You’re exquisite.” I leaned into the touch before he lowered his arm, and his thumb stroked dangerously close to my bottom lip. “I don’t want to ruin your makeup.”
“Neely promised I would have to sandblast it off when I get home.”
Aware I was a nervous muncher, he had armed me with the most durable cosmetics in his repertoire.
Booming laughter shriveled my gut, and I turned toward the door to see exactly who I expected. “Boaz is here.”
Linus shrank from me, nothing sudden like a flinch, but a slow withdrawal into himself. “I wasn’t aware he would be working tonight. I can speak to Mother, have him reassigned, if you’d like.”
“Don’t put yourself out.” I would get to the bottom of this on my own. “It was unexpected, that’s all.”
Black tendrils turned his eyes smoky. “I understand.”
“I don’t think you do.” I took his hand in mine and threaded our fingers, locking him to me, palm to palm. “I can’t do this without you, Linus, and I don’t mean facing Boaz. I mean this—all of it—is too much for me to handle alone.” I searched his face. “I need you.”
“I’m here.” He brought our linked hands to his mouth and brushed a light kiss across the backs of my knuckles. “I’ve always been right here.”
The urge to grip his lapels, yank him to me, and find out how he tasted loosened my fingers from his, but his mother sweeping into the room to confer with the guards worked miracles on my superheated libido.
I couldn’t tell if she was happy to see our fingers interlaced or not, and I didn’t care one whit.
I was done assigning her motives to his actions. I had to be if I wanted this, wanted him, and…I did. I think I had been craving him for a while now, and not in a morning-smoothie kind of way.
“I regret I wasn’t there to escort you,” he said softly, drawing my attention back to him. “There was a mix-up at Rochester’s. They delivered my tux here instead of Woolworth House.”
“We didn’t make any plans.” I rubbed my thumbs over the rubies at my waist. “You’re free to do as you like.”
“No.” He searched my face. “I’m not. I haven’t been in a long time.”
Throat tight, I wet my lips. “There’s something we need to discuss.”
“I couldn’t agree more,” the Grande Dame said from behind me. “Join us in the library, won’t you?”
She breezed past me, pausing to kiss her son on the cheek, before settling into a wingback chair.
Warily, I stepped into the room, taking comfort from the brush of Linus’s fingers against mine in passing.
“I won’t ask you to sit,” the Grande Dame began. “You’ll wrinkle, and that won’t do.”
At least she had her priorities in order. “No, ma’am.”
“Five minutes ago, security personnel were given an RSVP to pass along.” She leaned forward, eyes bright. “The card was signed Gaspard Lacroix.”
“There’s no Gaspard Lacroix on the guest list.” Linus shared a lingering glance with his mother before looking at me. “Only one invitation was sent out without a name.”
That meant… “He’s coming.”
“It appears so.” The Grande Dame vibrated with anticipation. “I understand you have personal reasons for extending this invitation, and I’m willing to facilitate your reunion, provided no threats are leveraged against your person.” She leaned forward, nails sharp on the arms of her chair. “However, I would have a word with this master vampire who flaunts his rules as law before he eludes us yet again.”
“I mentioned to Linus it was my hope the two of you could meet and perhaps come to an understanding regarding the state of the Undead Coalition.” I felt Linus’s eyes on me, and I wondered if it looked to him like I had pulled on a mask. That’s how Dame Woolworth felt to me. And realizing that, I understood his need to partition the roles he was meant to play so that none of them overlapped. “I will do my best to convince Mr. Lacroix, if he is indeed the master vampire we seek, to speak with you in private.”
“That’s all I ask.” She rose to her full height, reminding me so much of Maud, I ached. “I’ll see you in the receiving line. I would be remiss in my duties if I didn’t welcome your guests to my home.”
“Actually…” I cut off her escape. “I’ve been meaning to ask you about Boaz Pritchard.”
Thanks to an extension on her business trip, she was just getting home and hadn’t returned my calls yet.
The picture of serenity, her expression gave away nothing. “What about him?”
“Our paths keep crossing,” I said just shy of making it an accusation. “When I confronted him about it, he claimed he’s been assigned to me.”
“You invited him into our confidence, Grier.” She scanned my face. “That doesn’t go away because you’re no longer friends. He keeps an eye on you, and I keep an eye on him. I am sorry if that’s uncomfortable for you, but he’s a dangerous man with sensitive information and a rebellious streak.” Her gaze locked with mine. “Your falling out requires me to keep him closer than is comfortable for us both, but he was your friend, and I’m sure you want to keep him safe.”
I pasted on an appropriate smile, waiting until she was out of earshot before I exhaled in a rush.
“She just threatened his life.” I sought out Linus. “You heard her.”
“She won’t move against him.” Linus kept his distance while he gauged my mood. “She wouldn’t have brought him into her home, made their association known, if she intended him harm. She’s bluffing.” He ventured closer. “Mother would have given him a similar talk to ensure his compliance, and it’s obvious he still cares enough about you for her leverage to work.”
“I’ll take your word for it. You know her better than I do. We’ll have to keep an eye on him, just in case.”
Muscles fluttered in his jaw. “I won’t let any harm come to him.”
“Thank you,” I murmured. “I know that’s a tough promise for you to make.”
The tension broke, and he gifted me a tiny smile. “I would do worse to make you happy.”
Sometimes Linus really did say the sweetest things, but I wasn’t going to push my luck on that topic.
“Gaspard Lacroix,” I said, switching topics to give us a breather. Turning the name over in my head, I kept waiting for recognition to kick in, but no epiphany struck me. “We’ve got a name. We can start digging.”
“All we have right now are assumptions.” He rubbed his hands up my arms. “We’ll know more after Mr. Lacroix arrives.”
Assuming he put in an appearance, that this wasn’t a ruse. “Any word on the Marchands?”
“They’re staying at a hotel in town.” He glanced past me, through the open door. “They haven’t left their rooms since their arrival late last night. They’ve ordered all their meals in.”
Their paranoia was understandable considering the last Marchand to enter my city had left in a body bag.
My city.
I had been hanging around Linus for too long.
“What are you looking at?” I peered over my shoulder in time to watch Abayomi Balewa, the former Grande Dame, the woman who had sentenced me to Atramentous, stroll into the foyer like she had every right to crash my party. “She was not on my guest list.”
“No,” he said, a threatening rumble in his tone, “she wasn’t.”
“She’s not dressed for the ball.” She wore a simple black trapeze dress with natural makeup, and a scarf wrapped her hair. Her flats didn’t make a sound on the marble. “She must have come to visit your mother.”
“Perhaps,” he said, but I could tell he wasn’t sold on the idea, even after she set out in the direction the current Grande Dame had gone.
We didn’t have to wait long for a definitive answer. An expletive rent the air, and two Elite escorted Dame Balewa out of the house. The easy gait of the taller man while he performed an unsavory task would have betrayed Boaz’s identity even if I hadn’t already seen his face to know he was here.
Trailing after them, the Grande Dame spared us a pointed glance that announced it was time to begin.
As we made our way to the door, toward his formidable mother, I wondered when I had started relying on him to get through the hard parts. I couldn’t pinpoint an exact moment when my reflex became turning to him for comfort. Honestly, he still wasn’t very good at it, but he was learning.
Whatever the night brought, I knew I could weather it with him by my side.
    
TWO HOURS after the stated time on the invitation, Mr. Lacroix had yet to arrive. The Marchands were also noticeably absent. Face aching from holding a polite smile, I gritted my teeth when I really wanted to scream and hide under the refreshment table.
Without meaning to, I tripped up the stairs to the doorway in my mind and watched the proceedings from a safe distance. Seeing the faces of those who hadn’t spoken up for me in the Lyceum but eagerly welcomed me home hurt less this way. Here, I could be objective. I could go through the motions. I could—
“Grier,” a soft voice murmured in my ear.
Descent was a slow process, each stair a land mine waiting to explode beneath my weight.
“It’s time to come inside,” he said again.
Sinking back into my skin took time, and each second that ticked past offered a chance to retreat again.
“I’ll be right here.”
Linus.
“I’ll hold you to that.” Finding us alone on the steps, I flushed brightly. “Sorry, my mind drifted.”
“You don’t have to apologize.”
He offered me his arm, and I accepted his escort through the bustling crowd into the ballroom. The musicians I had painstakingly selected gathered on a small balcony overlooking the inlayed floor. A mirroring balcony opposite theirs sat empty, but I could imagine the lady of the manor presiding over the festivities from there, a great bird of prey ready to swoop down on revelers at any moment and peck out their eyes if they saw too much.
“Darling,” the Grande Dame cooed, latching on to her son. “Dame Austen brought her eldest daughter for the sole purpose of meeting you.”
“Mother,” he warned.
“I’m not asking you to marry her.” She smoothed her hands down his lapels. “However, I do expect you to be sociable.”
Eyes weary, he looked to me for permission I granted with a nod, and he promised, “I won’t be long.”
“I’ll graze until you’re done.” I released him before she finished snatching him away. “I might as well enjoy the spread considering how much it cost.”
Linking arms with Linus, the Grande Dame led him to a gathering of young women. The centermost one, an effortless beauty, sparkled when he joined them. But his mother ignored her in favor of a woman ten years his senior, her beauty acquired through artful makeup application.
Hidden behind the comfortable mask of Scion Lawson, he blended in with ease, falling into old habits.
Or so I thought until our eyes met, and he tugged on his left ear.
One rescue coming right up, I vowed with a grin that hurt my already sore cheeks.
The tuxedoed man stationed behind the elegant bar would provide me with a perfect excuse.
Strolling over, ready to claim two flutes of the free-flowing champagne, I took my place in line.
“Tell me you didn’t get inked for this,” an amused voice initiated to my right. “The invitations were nice, don’t get me wrong, but tattoos are for life. For us, that’s a long-ass time.”
“I’m not that dedicated.” I turned and smiled at a tall blonde with hips I envied. “The ink came first.”
The modest cut of her sleeveless gown indicated she was Low Society. The style appeared a few years out of date judging by the other Low Society guests, but she wore it well. The neat chignon pulled the hair from her face and emphasized her high cheekbones and wide eyes. Her lips were slashes of red to match her ensemble. The lines bracketing her thin mouth made it easy to tell she spent more time frowning than smiling. A pity since amusement suited her, lit up her face and bumped her from pretty to stunning.
“It’s a lovely piece.” Her grin revealed a dimple in one cheek. “Who’s the artist?”
“The shop’s in Atlanta,” I demurred. “I can give you their number if you’re interested.”
“Me? No.” She rubbed her bare arms to ward off the idea. “I’m too chicken.”
“I’m being rude.” I thrust out my hand. “I’m Grier Woolworth.”
“Yeah, I know. The tattoo.” Her grip was firm, her palm rough, when we shook. “I’m Adelaide Whitaker.”
The name struck me as familiar. “It’s nice to meet you.”
“Likewise.” Her lips quirked to one side. “I stink at subterfuge. Mind if I drop the pretense?”
The urge to tug on the Dame Woolworth mask twitched in my cheek. “Okay.”
“You’re close to Boaz Pritchard.”
“I am.” I sucked on my teeth. “I used to be, yes. We grew up together.”
Lacing her fingers, she twisted her wrists. “I’m the reason you just used the past tense.”
“Ah.” I really wish I had used my clout to cut in line. “I thought your name sounded familiar.”
“I wanted to meet you.” Her eyes darted to the side. “I considered introducing myself and then being a raging bitch to make hating me easier. I thought it might help. Our situation must be difficult for you.”
Our.
Unsure if she meant her and Boaz or her and me or all three of us, I couldn’t peg how I felt about her ambushing me. Other than annoyed. Embarrassed. And for some reason—cheap. Like I had been one last thrill before their wedding bells tolled.
A flush swept up her throat. “I’m not making this any better, am I?”
“No offense, but there’s nothing you can say to fix this.”
“Grier—” she began, but I cut her off with a dose of reality.
“The hardest part about what happened was realizing what an accomplished liar he is,” I admitted, noticing her flinch and not feeling any better for inflicting the small hurt on a total stranger. “I was aware, of course, but I stupidly never expected him to lie to me. That was my mistake. Thinking I was special to him. I hope you won’t make the same one.”
As a business transaction, their relationship skewed expectations, but lies built weak foundations.
“Friendship is off the table for us. I get that.” She gathered herself for the delivery of her ultimatum. “I would hate me in your shoes. I would hate him too. I would hate his whole family. But Savannah is my home now. I don’t want ex-girlfriend drama or any drama period. I doubt you do either. From here, it looks like you’ve got a full plate, and I don’t want to add to that. I hoped meeting you, getting this awkwardness out of the way on neutral ground, would help us both.”
“I appreciate it.” To my surprise, I realized I meant it. “I admit, I did wonder about you.”
“I bet I lost more sleep over this than you.” Her expression tightened. “I had no idea Boaz was in a relationship when we made our deal. I can’t say it would have changed anything, there’s nothing I wouldn’t do for my family but…” She winced up at me. “I guess there are no buts. What’s done is done.”
Her candor was appreciated. “Does he know about this tête-à-tête?”
“Goddess no.” She belted out a laugh. “He gave me explicit instructions to avoid you at all costs.”
Defiance suited her even better than amusement. “For what it’s worth, I’m glad you ignored him.”
“I hope you mean that.” Her voice softened to a breathy rasp. “I never meant to cause you any pain.”
Already, she was too good for Boaz in my estimation. She was bold and outspoken, and I liked her.
Under different circumstances, we might have been friends, and that made me think he had chosen better for himself than he realized.
“Adelaide…” Aware what I told her might get back to him, I forged ahead. “The thing about growing up with a hot guy next door, especially if you’re best friends with his little sister, is your feelings get tangled. There are so many years, and so many hormones, and so many shared experiences between you. You have so much history looking back that it’s all you see when you look forward.”
“I get that.”
“I’ve loved Boaz since I can remember, but you actually did me a favor.”
Her shock was comical. “I…did?”
“Yes.” I couldn’t have stopped my gaze from panning the room, from homing in on Linus, if you paid me. “Your engagement forced me to stop and think instead of feeling, and I realized something important.”
Arched brows met this pronouncement. “Does it have anything to do with the guy staring at you?”
The heat of Linus’s attention, the weight of it, hadn’t left me. He might stand across the room, but his focus was right here, on me.
“There’s a vast difference between loving someone and being in love with them.” I broke eye contact to focus on Adelaide. “We can love people for all the right reasons or every wrong one. We can love them despite their faults or because of them. But true love, actual love, isn’t about making exceptions. It’s about being the exception.” I made a painful admission. “I was never that for him.”
For all the allowances I made for his behavior, his past, for all my willingness to accept him as he was, he just embraced that as the status quo. I would have forgiven him anything, but not this. He had chosen a girl over me for the last time. That wasn’t bitterness talking, it was fact. Marriage was a binding contract, and he had all but signed on the dotted line.
“I’m not that for him either,” she confided. “Maybe knowing that will help you sleep at night.”
That was an impossibility, the nightmare always laid in wait for me, but she wouldn’t know. “I don’t want that for you. Or him.”
“You’re a better woman than I am.” She ducked her head. “I would want me to suffer, at least a little.”
“I’ve suffered enough.” I touched her arm. “I wouldn’t wish more pain on anyone.” I smiled. “Not even him.”
A soft laugh moved through her. “Thanks.”
Across the room, Linus tugged on his reddened earlobe with renewed vigor as the women circled him like glittering sharks gliding through perfume-scented water.
“It really was nice meeting you.” I indicated Linus. “If you’ll excuse me, I have to rescue him.”
“Sink or swim,” Boaz grated out behind me. “That’s the Society way, isn’t it?”
Adelaide cocked one hip and anchored her fist on it. “Boaz—”
“We’ll discuss this later.” His eyes roved her face. “In private.”
“I’ve already discussed this—us—with Grier.” She stared him in the eye and dared him to find fault with her. “We’ve come to an understanding. There’s no reason for you to huff and puff over either of us.”
Teeth grinding, Boaz set his jaw. “Adelaide—”
“We’ll discuss this later.” She patted his cheek with the force of a slap. “In private.”
Hips swaying, she left Boaz glaring after her while she crossed the room to mingle.
The Pritchard heir might have finally bitten off more than he could chew with Adelaide Whitaker.
The thought amused me so much I didn’t even have the heart to wish he would choke on it.
“Linus is waiting,” I said into the empty space our friendship used to occupy. “I should go.”
“He’s been waiting on you two-thirds of his life.” Boaz scoffed. “Five more minutes won’t hurt him.”
“You’re engaged.” I kept my voice low, and it came out hard. “Act like it.”
With no hips to sway, I was forced to skip the sashaying exit for a more practical one.
For the first time, I was leaving him behind, and I felt the scab on my heart loosen and start flaking.
Without the Grande Dame anchoring the gaggle of women, the hopeful brides scattered before me. The beautiful one frowned when I threaded my arm through Linus’s with an ease that conveyed I had earned his permission to touch him. The older one smiled behind her glass of champagne in a subtle toast to me, her eyes twinkling.
Apparently, I wasn’t the only one who enjoyed foiling the Grande Dame’s schemes.
“Can I borrow him for a moment?” I didn’t wait for an answer. “Thanks.”
Inclining his head toward the women, he let me lead him away. “I thought you had forgotten our signal.”
“Sorry it took me so long to respond to your SOS. I was in the middle of a crisis myself.”
“I saw.” Linus swept his gaze over me. “I wasn’t sure if I should intervene.”
Proud of myself, I grinned up at him. “I handled it.”
“I’m sorry tonight has been awkward for you.”
“You don’t owe any apologies on his behalf.”
As if I had given a cue, the music cut out for a beat of silence before the first notes of the waltz I selected for the first dance swept a hush through the crowd. Our aimless drifting had brought us to the middle of the room, making us the center of attention, and I couldn’t breathe with all those expectant eyes on me.
“Please,” I whispered, only loud enough for his ears. “Dance with me.”
“The next one.” He glided back a step. “This one… I can’t, Grier.”
“I’m happy to oblige,” drawled a familiar voice. “We move well together, as I recall.”
There was no need to turn to know Boaz stood behind me. I could feel him. Smell him.
I wanted to hit him. I wanted to pull his hair or spit in his eye or stomp his foot. I wanted to hurt him.
But Linus was shuttering his expression, drawing up the mask of Scion Lawson, and I was done.
“I have in my possession a piece of paper,” I told him quietly, “that says you’re mine.”
The blow landed, shattering his calm exterior and his austere mask to dust. “You can’t want that.”
What I heard, clear as day, was You can’t want me.
“Grier?” Boaz rumbled, a catch in his voice. “What are you talking about?”
“This has nothing to do with you,” I said without turning. “Return to your post, Elite.”
Rage, black and boiling, simmered at my back, the inferno so intense my nape blistered. But his fury was nothing compared to the storm brewing in Adelaide as she looked on with red cheeks and clenched fists.
Head bowing, Linus retreated another step. “Don’t use me as leverage to get what you actually want.”
“I will chase you if you make me, Linus Lawson.” I prepared to kick off my accursed heels to do just that. “Wait. Please. I told you earlier—before I ever saw Boaz—I had something to discuss with you. Well, this is it. I found the contract, and I read it.”
“Grier,” he pleaded, unable to lift his head to look at me.
“In a perfect world, Maud would be here.” I lowered my voice, which kept rising with my desperation to keep him listening. “This is my first ball as an adult. She would have been announcing our engagement.” I curled my fingers into my palms to keep from latching on to him while I said my piece. “That’s why you don’t want the first dance.”
The utter stillness in the air behind me registered in some corner of my mind, but I had to keep pushing.
“I never wanted a piece of paper to be the reason,” Linus said, voice raw and aching. “I wanted a chance to earn your love, or at least your friendship.” He laughed harshly. “Our parents thought that was so unlikely, they signed papers to that affect.”
Heart breaking, I stepped up to him. “Oh, Linus.”
“Mother destroyed her copy in a fit of rage after your sentencing. I hoped I could find the original and make it disappear.” His eyes closed for a heartbeat before opening on me. “Maud never told you. You never had to know.”
“You think so little of yourself.” I took his hand. “Why do you believe you’re so unworthy?”
The question creased wrinkles across his forehead. “I…”
“Dance with me.” I linked our fingers. “It doesn’t have to mean forever to still mean something.”
Slowly, he curled his hand around mine. “Are you sure?”
“You saw the invitations.” A flush heated my nape. “What did you think they meant?”
Long before my head got with the program, my heart had made its claim for all to see.
“I didn’t think.” A corner of his lips kicked up as he eased an arm around my waist. Ever the gentleman, he kept his hand on the dress and not bare skin. “I hoped.”
As the first notes of the waltz drifted down around us for a second time, we began moving together as if we had filled the past month in the studio with our old instructor. Linus was grace personified. I…didn’t trip. His lead was so polished, so flawless, I drifted over the floor in half-forgotten steps I was quick to remember under his ever-patient tutelage.
Other dancers moved in, whirling on my periphery, but I couldn’t take my eyes off him. I was afraid the mask might slip back into place if I glanced away, and I didn’t want to miss a second of the quiet happiness he exuded with me in his arms.
Lethe had advised me to give him a reason to stay. I was offering him…me.
Atlanta loomed large in my mind, his duty and his career, but I couldn’t let him walk away from me, from this. Us.
“You have to work on your Dame Woolworth face,” he told me, a smile in his voice. “You’re letting the others see you.”
The lacy half mask was no protection at all from the glow I felt spreading from my chest through my limbs.
“Let them look.” I leaned in closer. “I’ll practice later, but not now. Not with you.”
As much as I wanted to believe otherwise, it was important to hide my tender underbelly in this crowd. Dame Woolworth would be a persona I crafted over time, but her foundation would be set tonight. For now, I just wanted to be Grier. And she just wanted to dance with the boy who made her heart light.
“Might I have this dance?” a cultured voice asked from behind my shoulder. “I have waited three songs, but the fourth is starting, and I am most anxious to make your reacquaintance.”
A tingle started in my scalp and raced the length of my body.
Vampire.
“Forgive me,” Linus said smoothly. “I didn’t mean to dominate the hostess.”
Gathering my nerve, I turned to face the speaker. He was young, in appearance. Maybe late thirties. His hair was long and black, gathered at his nape with a simple ribbon. His tux was custom, his shoes polished, and his collar open at the throat. Power rolled off him in waves that curdled my stomach, and I had never been more grateful for the tattoo Linus had given me.
This man was a Last Seed. An old one. Ancient.
“Reacquaintance?” I smiled politely. “I would remember if we had met.”
Until now, my skin hadn’t been trying to crawl off my bones. Kind of hard to forget that kind of first impression.
What terrified me most was he didn’t appear to even be trying, but his lure still prickled my hindbrain.
“Gaspard Lacroix.” He cut out Linus with a smooth step into my personal space that guided me into the music and away from my nearest ally. “I am here by your personal invitation.”
“Well, let’s see. I did invite the master vampire responsible for siccing Danill Volkov on me. The same man who authorized me to be drugged and held against my will at his country estate. He also encourages frequent attempts to be made against my person and my freedom. He seems to believe I’m a lost lamb in need of his shepherding.” I blasted him with a winning smile. “Are you that master?”
An infinitesimal tightening of his hand warned me I was pushing my luck with a dangerous creature.
“I am,” he said, recovering his control. “The crimes you describe may all be laid at my feet.”
A hard thud rattled my rib cage and knocked my bravado down a notch. It was one thing to suspect this was the master, another to have confirmation.
“I was misinformed about your marital status,” he said apologetically. “I was unaware the Lawson scion had been promised to you. Had I known he was to your liking, I would have handled things differently.”
An apology for kidnapping me was clearly not forthcoming. “How is my private life any of your business?”
“You have been my business since the day you first drew breath into your tiny lungs.” His smile was fond and genuine, the realest emotion from him yet. I could picture him ordering me around in an indulgent tone, justifying his wishes as being for my own good, so easily. “I adored you from the moment I set eyes on you, and I regret that your mother’s choices cost me the joy of watching you grow into the beautiful woman I see before me.”
The temptation to ask proved too strong. Here was the real danger. Not his lure, but his knowledge. “You were there when I was born?”
“I was away on business, but I came as soon as my son called.” Pride swelled his chest tight. “A goddess-touched necromancer. That is what your mother’s people call those with your blood. You are the first of your kind born into our clan. We celebrated your arrival for weeks.”
The discord between the picture he painted and my memories of growing up grew louder. “What happened?”
“Your father died.” His lips screwed tighter. “Your mother, in her grief, sought to flee back to her kin. But they had disowned her at your birth. She had nowhere else to go, no other family except the clan, but she refused to see reason. We were forced to confine her for her own wellbeing—as well as yours.”
Kidnapping was his go-to method for achieving compliance, then. Not a newly embraced tactic. “She escaped.”
“Your mother was a beautiful woman, persuasive too, and she convinced the guards she and her young daughter were in danger.” He kept his expression convivial. “They foolishly helped them and were punished for their crimes.”
An unsettling sensation swept through me, almost a memory, but I couldn’t pull details into focus.
“I searched for years until I heard rumors Evangeline had surfaced in Savannah. I arrived too late to confront your dearly departed mother, but I did speak with your guardian. Dame Woolworth forbade me to contact you. She threatened to disappear you again, for good, if I attempted to circumvent her wishes before you attained your majority and could make the decision to meet with me or not on your own.”
The room spun, and this time I couldn’t blame the swirling steps. The master—my grandfather—Gaspard Lacroix, had come to Savannah after Mom died. Maud had met with him, threatened him, and then lied to my face about it the entire time I knew her.
And I had no doubt he was laying it on just as thick. “How did my father die?”
Lacroix took so long answering, I could practically see him flipping through the pages of possible stories before settling on the one he told me. “He was my heritor. A cousin challenged his right to inherit. They fought. My son was slain.”
“You haven’t said…” I braced for the answer. “What was his name?”
“George,” he said, unable to hide the undercurrent of pain in his voice. “Francis George Lacroix.”
With his full name, we could start digging, figure out how much of the grim fairy tale was real.
The music tapered to an end, and I made it clear I had a different partner in mind for the next dance.
“I appreciate you sharing family history with me.” Freeing myself from him gave me new respect for flies who got trapped in spiders’ webs. “I would love to discuss this further, but I must return to my guests.”
“Of course.” He bowed to me, and I curtseyed to him. It was all very formal, and beneath it, I sensed him quietly seething as his lure hammered away at me without making a dent in my self-control. “I hope this meeting has allayed your fears and that you will accept my next invitation.”
“I’m open to future meetings held at mutually agreed upon times and locations.”
No kidnapping. No coercion. No lures. No drugs slipped into my drink or sprinkled on my food.
I let him read my list of demands on my face. He was a perceptive man. I could see he understood.
I could also tell it galled him to entertain my terms given his misconception that I was in some way his.
“I do wish to cultivate a relationship with you,” he said in reluctant agreement to my unspoken conditions. “I will endeavor to behave in a manner suitable to the sensibilities of a woman of this age.”
Practicing my Dame Woolworth mask on him, I attempted a placid smile. “I appreciate your consideration.”
“As news of this bounty on your head has reached my ears, I must insist on leaving two of my best men with you as additional security.”
The brutal nature of the bounty had left me in doubt about the master’s involvement on that front. His word didn’t exonerate him, but it lined up with what I believed. That left me with the Marchands, who would have had to set the price on my head prior to Heloise’s death, which seemed unlikely, or an as-yet-unidentified third party.
“They have already been scouting the area,” he continued, “to familiarize themselves with your city and its myriad dangers.”
The night we visited the cemetery started to make more sense. “From clan Addax and clan Mercia?”
They hadn’t been warned off by the presence of the Elite. They had been sent to get a feel for me and my habits.
“Ah.” Interest glinted in his eyes. “I see you are better informed than I first thought.”
“While generous—” all I needed was a couple more vampires trailing me, “—I must decline your offer.”
“I insist,” he said, and there was no give. I had pushed him too far, and the glint of elongating fangs told me he would go no further. “You are my granddaughter. You are clan to me.”
“I am interested to learn all I can about both sides of my family tree.” The diplomatic response was almost automatic. An evening among the Society was triggering all sorts of old habits and behaviors. “I’m a Woolworth, and I will always be Maud’s heir, but that doesn’t mean I can’t honor my blood.”
The answer pleased him greatly if his wide grin, sans wicked canines, was any indication. Vampires were a sucker for the blood card. “I look forward to getting to know you better.”
“The Grande Dame was hoping to make your acquaintance.” I had felt her eyes on us this entire time, as well as those of the pet Elite she kept posted at her side, Boaz among them. “I’m happy to facilitate the introduction.”
“Our families will soon be connected in the most intimate of ways.” His lips thinned, but he twisted them into a smile before his slip became too noticeable. “It is right that I meet with her before you declare your intentions for her son.”
Biting the inside of my cheek, I kept my thoughts on that score to myself. “Right this way.”
From the corner of my eye, I spotted Hood dancing with Lethe three couples away from us. I let my gaze slide over them so as not to tip off Lacroix to the gwyllgi stalking him then spanned the far wall where Linus’s fan club had reassembled around him.
“He is quite popular with the ladies,” Lacroix observed. “Yet his eyes haven’t strayed from you all night.”
“He’s a good man.” The endorsement wasn’t strong enough to encompass all I felt for Linus, but I didn’t owe this man validation for my choice. “Ah. And here is the good man’s mother.” The Grande Dame, given time to decide on her plan of attack, smiled beatifically. “I brought my special guest to meet the woman who so graciously loaned me her home for tonight’s festivities.”
Picking up on my cue, the Grande Dame dialed up her sparkle. “Maître Lacroix, I presume.”
“Grande Dame Lawson,” he answered in kind. “Such a pleasure to meet the woman responsible for liberating my granddaughter from the black pit into which she was cast.”
I coughed to cover a laugh at the appalled expression bright on her face before she concealed her shock that he would openly speak of such things in public. The Society never brought up unsavory topics at a social event within hearing of the subject of conversation. Unless insult was the point, that is.
For a master vampire to stomp on that etiquette? For him to offer such a backhanded compliment at their introduction? It set the tone for their relationship, and it said loud and clear that he was unforgiving of their treatment of me.
While a small part of me wanted to cheer at having a defender willing to stand up to her at long last, I had no trouble recalling this was also the master who had gifted me to one of his followers as a bride to tie me to his clan through vampire law since I existed in a gray area thanks to my mixed heritage. Allowing me to be held prisoner in his home wasn’t winning him any Grandfather of the Year awards either.
A cool touch on my elbow brought a smile to my face before I finished turning. “Hi.”
“Hello.” Linus stared out at me from behind the cool mask of Scion Lawson. For once, I recognized it for the camouflage it was and accepted his right to arm himself in his mother’s presence. I didn’t push him. I let him regard me with the aloof distance I had grown to despise from him, because his hand had slid down my arm to mesh our fingers. “I thought you might be in need of refreshment.”
“I am a bit parched,” I said solemnly. “I accept your offer of an escort.”
Once we put half the ballroom behind us, Linus chuckled. “How did you keep a straight face?”
Reaching up, I traced a finger over his exposed cheekbone. “I learned from the best.”
Mulling that over with a frown, he angled his head closer. “What are you going to do with the contract?”
“As much as I enjoy owning you on paper—”
“You never needed a piece of paper for that.”
“—I’m going to burn it.” I exhaled with relief at having made my decision. “I want us to have the choice.”
Before I could decipher his expression, a commotion at the front of the room drew a hush over the crowd as a dozen vampires mingled with the guests. Their outfits ranged from jeans and tees to suits and dresses, but the clothes were all ruined. They had bathed in crimson, and their bloodshot eyes swept the crowd in search of their next meal.
Son of a biscuit.
Lacroix had betrayed us, used his invitation to welcome his own people onto the grounds.
I wheeled toward him, fingers itching for an ash stake, but Linus caught me by the arm.
“Be still,” he murmured as Abayomi Balewa strolled in.
The former Grande Dame ignored the slavering vampires, panned her gaze across the crowd, and then she smiled.
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Black mist drifted from Linus’s shoulders, a slow curl of living darkness that threatened to unfurl into his tattered wraith’s cloak. His hold tightened, and he angled me an unfathomable look from full-black eyes.
“Don’t tell me to hide,” I warned him. “Or run. I’m not leaving you.”
The brush of his cool fingers across my cheek was achingly tender. “I won’t ever ask you to be less than you are again.”
“Good.” I crushed the fluttering of my heart to focus on this newest threat. “Let’s greet our guest.”
Escorted by Linus, I strode toward Balewa, aware of Hood and Lethe circulating through the crowd, winding closer. So much for schmoozing. Maybe Linus had had better luck collecting gossip. Between all the dancing and confrontations, I was out of time to mingle.
“Dame Balewa,” I greeted her. “What an unexpected pleasure.”
“Where is Clarice?” Her gaze never touched us. “I demand to speak with her.”
“This is my party.” I forced a laugh. “Why don’t you give me the message, and I’ll pass it along?”
“Clarice will hear me out,” Balewa said coldly, “or she will condemn you all to death.”
“Forgive my rudeness, but you weren’t invited.” I spared a glance for the vampires hunched against the walls. Their presence heralded the death of all the guards positioned between us and them. “Neither were your friends.” The sheen rolling over their eyes iced my spine. “Are they all…fledglings?”
“Clarice and I made a bargain.” She focused on me at last, her stare making it obvious I was the heart of their deal. “Women like us don’t have friends, but she was my ally, and she has turned against me. Our original terms aren’t enough to sustain me. I demand recompense for the loss of my good name, for the tarnishing of my reputation. None of the clans will petition me. I am ruined.”
“I was in the Lyceum a month ago,” I said carefully. “Your name was on a resuscitation room door.”
There was every reason to think it was a precaution, as Maud had taught Linus, that it didn’t mean anything. Just a relic from a cancelled petition. One of many. But her smug grin told me otherwise.
“The clans might have blacklisted me,” she said, “but there will always be humans who don’t care about pedigree. All they want is their shot at immortality, fleeting as it may be.”
A quick headcount gave me fourteen vampires, and I bet there were more on the grounds. “How did you hide so many if you made them under the Grande Dame’s nose?”
“Yes, Abayomi,” the Grande Dame purred, “how did you create your progeny without leaving a trace?”
The Grande Dame might have been away on an extended business trip, but she hadn’t been gone long enough for Balewa to accomplish all this in her absence.
“There are ways of avoiding the elevators,” Balewa answered, “as we both well know.”
Such as secret tunnels reserved for the Grande Dame, and those who once held the title.
“It was you,” I breathed. “You sent the vampire after me in the Lyceum.”
“Resuscitation on this scale requires sacrifice,” she replied without a hint of remorse. “I had to make do, and I lost fifteen candidates thanks to their weaker blood.”
That explained the strophalos left at each scene of vandalism. She had been laying the groundwork for a sacrifice to the goddess in the hopes Hecate would imbue her with strength to resuscitate en masse.
“This was never about me, or Maud.” I laughed, oddly relieved. “This was about sticking it to the Grande Dame.”
“That’s why you struck Maud’s favorite places to gather your supplies,” Linus surmised. “You wanted to hurt my mother by attacking her sister’s memory.” Understanding darkened his features. “Her legacy.”
“This spectacle is beneath you, Abayomi.” More airing of dirty laundry in public had the Grande Dame wrinkling her nose. “Why don’t you make an appointment for later in the week, and I’ll see to it that—”
“—I never darken your doorway again.” Bitter laughter peppered the air. “You don’t answer my calls, or my texts or my emails. I came here tonight, in advance of the ball, as a courtesy to you and your sense of propriety, and you had me escorted out by thugs. Now that I have your attention, you will listen to me.”
“The Society required a change,” the Grande Dame challenged, “and I am that change.”
“You are exactly like Maud.” Disgust twisted Balewa’s face. “Blood certainly does tell.”
“I fail to see the insult in being compared to my sister.”
“She thought she was invincible too.” Balewa laughed softly. “I don’t see her standing here tonight.”
An uncomfortable sensation spread through me that had me looking to Linus, who nodded just once.
“Abayomi, darling, was that a threat?” the Grande Dame asked in a silky voice that raised chills.
Shock blasted through the crowd, and they started shuffling back, finally realizing the danger.
“Ladies.” I eased between them. “Let’s move this conversation to the library, shall we?”
The vampires in her party twitched at the sudden liveliness of the necromancers around them, and I got a bad feeling about their control. Or the lack thereof.
“Tell them the truth,” Balewa snarled around me. “Or I will expose you for what you truly are.”
“I believe my granddaughter asked you to take your argument elsewhere,” Lacroix said smoothly.
“Your granddaughter…” Balewa’s eyes rounded as they settled on me. “You’re goddess-touched?”
The scattering prey froze, ears attuned for details. Only the Society would prize gossip above their lives.
“I knew there had to be a reason,” Balewa breathed. “And to think I almost…” She pressed her fingers to her lips, her horror plain. I wish it was my life she valued so highly, but I was betting it was the thought of all that precious blood her assassin almost spilled. “But you survived.”
“I ought to kill you for your crimes,” Lacroix growled, “but I will leave you to your Society justice.”
Balewa trembled before him. “There is no justice here.”
Much to my regret, I couldn’t agree with her more. “Go with the Elite of your own free will.”
“And end up in Atramentous, like you?” Her temper blazed, burning away her fear. “Take her.”
Feral hisses met her order as her progeny cut paths toward me. The closer they got, the better I detected their scent. Herbs and blood. They were so new, they still smelled like the room where Balewa had resuscitated them.
“They’re one hard push from a feeding frenzy,” I warned Linus under my breath. “I need to bleed.”
Tension ratcheted his shoulders tighter. “How will the scent of fresh blood help?”
I shifted closer, until our shoulders brushed. “You’ll have to trust me.”
Without another word, Linus pressed a small blade the length of his index finger into my palm. He must have kept it in his pocket. I needed to ask him where he got it and if I could have one too.
“I will do what I can to mitigate the loss of life,” Lacroix offered, inserting himself into our conversation with a put-upon sigh, “but these are fledglings. They are not of my blood, and they are running on pure instinct. They won’t succumb to my lure for long.”
“You can do that?” I cut him a look. “Use your lure on them?”
Tugging on blood or clan bonds, the lure of a master vampire lulled his underlings into a meditative state. The ability to soothe enabled them to control large clans where old ideologies clashed with modern ideals that resulted in conflicts of governance. Their powers eased new vampires into a life of gut-gnawing thirst rather than let it smack them upside the head the way Balewa had done by creating her own clan of rogues with no one to call master.
Amusement that I might have assumed otherwise glinted in his eyes. “I can.”
That talent might explain the more jaw-dropping defections of the affluent Undead Coalition clans, but I couldn’t stop to ask if his predilection toward kidnapping necromancers extended to mind controlling his own kind.
“Hold them in thrall on the count of three,” I told him before addressing Linus. “I need to take the fight outside, away from the guests. Meet me in the garden?”
Linus frowned, clearly unhappy, but he kept his objections to himself. “It’s a date.”
“One, two…” Leaning in, I rose on my tiptoes and pressed a featherlight kiss to his lips. “Three.”
Poor Linus stood frozen on the spot, exactly as I’d hoped, while Lacroix chuckled behind me.
Before I had a chance to feel too smug, the call hit me in a creeping wave that burrowed under my skin. I would have fallen at Lacroix’s feet if Linus hadn’t tattooed me. As it was, Linus and I were the only clear-eyed necromancers in the room. Everyone else, even the Grande Dame, had gone glassy.
Using the distraction for all it was worth, I sliced open my hand and drew protective sigils down my arm.
With blood warming my palm, I kicked off my heels and sprinted for the yard.
Once I hit the mosaic walkway leading up to the fountain, I bled myself enough to anchor a circle, not daring to trust the red-tinged veil that saved me in the bath at the Lyceum to work on so many undead.
And then I waited on the vampires to come.
They didn’t keep me in suspense.
I counted ten who had escaped Linus. Eyes full black, fangs distended, they sprinted down the steps toward me. A dozen more crawled from their hiding spots in the gardens, their incisors scraping in a nails-on-chalkboard sound that made me wince.
There was no point wasting breath in trying to negotiate with them. They were too young and too hungry to hold to any bargain they made. As more of my blood dripped onto the bright tiles, strengthening my wards, I noticed the glint of saliva stringing their jaws.
Balewa had compounded her crimes by not supplying her progeny with their first meal. The writhing lot of them were ravenous, confused, and losing the fight with their newly awakened lizard brains.
“This is going to get ugly,” I told Cletus as he materialized on my right, nails clacking.
Linus burst from the house within thirty seconds of the last vampire, and Lacroix kept pace with him. I didn’t see Hood or Lethe, but I didn’t have to put eyes on them to know they were closing in.
“These haven’t fed,” I called. “They’re starving.”
Each step cloaked Linus in midnight, until his tattered wraith’s cloak and hood rippled above the grass. A scythe with a blade of moonlight hung from his fingertips, the weapon a familiar one, and it glinted with a palpable thirst for him to wet its blade.
Lacroix strode forward, his jaw almost unhinged to expose the knifelike teeth of an ancient.
Quick as my trembling fingers allowed, I drew sigils along the inside of my wards, as many as I could fit in front of me.
Necromancers fleeing the party stood transfixed on the lawn at what must have appeared to be floating sigils, which should have been an impossibility, given one of the fundamentals of our practice was skin as canvas.
What did it matter at this point? After Balewa blabbed, the news would spread like wildfire. There were already rumors. This would substantiate them. And I had to wonder if Lacroix hadn’t meant for that to happen when he claimed me as his kin at a Society ball.
Fledglings hurled themselves at the circle, and I smacked my palm against the sigils, knocking them back with bursts of energy. But each strike drained me. I had never used more than two or three at once. I had never considered I possessed a well of power that might be drained if I drew from it too often.
Baying twin challenges, Hood and Lethe barreled into the vampires, ripping them apart on their way to me. Beyond them, Linus relieved the outliers of their heads while Lacroix ripped out the throats of those too foolish to flee. The blood on my hands baited the remaining fledglings until my allies finished them.
Wiping sweat from my eyes, I saw Boaz restraining Balewa where she had tried to escape to her driver.
A sick feeling curled through me at seeing him do the Grande Dame’s bidding, and I regretted ever drawing her attention to him. The secret that had bound him to me—to her—was out. I hoped that freed him too.
“I should go.” Lacroix surveyed the chaos before smiling at me. “I will be in touch.” He smudged his bloody lips with his fingers. “I would kiss your cheek, but young women are so particular about their makeup.”
“Thank you for coming.” I swept my gaze over the corpses. “And for the help.”
Tendrils of night curled around my feet in playful swirls as Linus joined us.
“Think nothing of it.” He shook hands with Linus. “What is family for if not this?”
“Indeed,” Linus agreed coolly.
“I scent you all over her.” Lacroix tapped the side of his nose. “You’ve been feeding my granddaughter, and I thank you for that. Not everyone would be so understanding about her dietary requirements.”
A flush warmed my cheeks, which burned hotter when my gaze clashed with Linus’s.
“I’m happy to provide for her as long as she requires,” Linus assured him, though he was talking to me.
Pleased with his night, Lacroix strolled across the lawn to be devoured by shadows.
“How did he get here?” I wondered. “He didn’t bring a single vampire with him that I saw.”
“I’m not sure,” Linus said, watching him go. “Arriving alone makes a powerful statement.”
The Society had turned out in force tonight, and he walked in unarmed and left unscathed.
With a lure as potent as his, he might have answered that question for us. The ability to bend people to your will with a touch, with a word, meant you pretty much did whatever you wanted, and no one gave you lip over it.
“The Marchands never showed.” I tucked myself against his side. “Do you think they had a hand in this?”
“I’m not sure.” He draped his arm across my shoulders, his touch more certain, more possessive than in days past, and brushed his lips across my temple. “There’s still the bounty to consider.”
“No one wants to take credit for that,” I agreed, “but I’m running out of enemies.”
The price on my head appeared to infuriate Lacroix, but he was a gifted actor. Only my conviction he wanted more from me than a familial relationship swayed me toward the Marchands being responsible. But they stood to gain nothing with my death. I was worth more to everyone alive.
“One thing still bothers me.” I chewed my bottom lip. “We followed the blood from the marsh to the B&B. It makes no sense for Balewa to rent a room when she lives in Savannah, and the matron in charge would have recognized her. Whoever Angie Dearborn is, she’s not Abayomi Balewa.”
“She had help from another necromancer,” he agreed. “Even with a sacrifice, Balewa was a political appointment. She doesn’t have the strength to resuscitate that many vampires, even in a year.”
“These were all fledglings, so she hasn’t been steadily building her army for a rainy day.”
“Seven necromancers were killed tonight, a dozen more injured. Her accomplice won’t escape unscathed.”
A slobbery kiss on my hand brought my attention to the dog-lizard things sitting at my feet.
“Good work, you two.” I reached down and scratched them both behind the ears. “Better make yourselves scarce, though. You’re drawing looks.”
The assumption would be they were fae, and that could cause an Incident with a capital I if the Society believed the fair folk had walked among them.
Tongues lolling, they trotted off to shift and make themselves presentable again.
And if they carried a jean-clad thigh between them, well, at least the meat was still relatively fresh.
Pretty sure eating vampire wouldn’t hurt them. Their stomachs appeared to be lined with cast-iron.
“Life just keeps getting weirder.” I pursed my lips. “I keep thinking it has to bottom out but…”
“You might be about to get your wish.” Linus tightened his hold on me. “You’ve got some latecomers.”
The man striding toward me matched the pictures Linus had shown me of Richelieu Deneau, Eloise Marchand’s fiancé. Theirs was, if you can believe it, a love match. Perhaps a carefully orchestrated one, but a union of mutual affection all the same. And I could tell by the fury crackling in his pale eyes that he despised me on sight.
“Grier Woolworth,” he snapped, halting six feet away. “What have you done with my fiancée?”
“Whatever fate has befallen Eloise,” Linus said calmly, “Grier had no part in it.”
“You must be the Lawson scion.” Deneau stared down his bladelike nose. “You have your mother’s look about you. No doubt you have her morals as well. I have no reason to trust your word.”
Bristling on Linus’s account, I bit out, “I haven’t seen Eloise since she initiated contact, months ago.”
“I tracked her to Savannah.” Deneau glared around us like he expected one stern look from him to quell the chaos. “I know she’s here, and I know you have her.”
Patience at an end, I let my temper off its leash. “Then you don’t know much.”
“Return her to me, or you will face the consequences.” His knuckles whitened down at his sides. “This second insult to the Marchand family will not stand.”
“Threaten Grier again,” Linus invited, his eyes full black and bottomless.
Pallor washed the redness from Deneau’s face as he reevaluated his opponents and took a step back.
“You and I are not done,” he promised me. “There will be a reckoning.”
An older man stood behind him wearing an apologetic smile. I had forgotten him until Deneau exposed him with his exit, and that seemed like a talent all its own. He had perfected blending with shadows.
“Forgive Richelieu. His concern for Eloise has consumed him.” He extended his hand, and I took it. “I’m Johan, Severine’s current husband. Fourth in her bed, first in her heart.” The joke landed with a dull thud on the grass at our feet. “Humor is in poor taste under the circumstances, I know, but I can’t seem to help myself.”
Smiling at him, I withdrew into the safety of Linus’s arms. “We all cope in our own ways.”
Linus held me close, one arm draped across my collarbone and the other beneath my ribs, forming the first cage I didn’t mind enclosing me.
An awkward silence fell between us, one Johan attempted to fill after clearing his throat twice.
“Severine remained at the hotel,” he explained. “As much as she looked forward to meeting you…”
“She blames me for the death of her grandchild.” And she didn’t consider me hers by blood but hers to use.
“Heloise was a troubled child,” he sighed out, almost an apology, “but she wouldn’t have harmed you.”
Polite as you please, I refused to concede the point. “We’ll have to agree to disagree.”
“Would you pay me the small courtesy of calling if you happen to see Eloise?” He passed me a business card Linus intercepted with a polite twist of his wrist. “Given the circumstances, she might attempt to make contact again.”
“I can do that,” I allowed as Linus pocketed his information. “It was nice meeting you, Johan. I hope your granddaughter is found safe and returned to you quickly.”
“Thank you.” He inhaled and let it go with a gusty sigh. “Good luck.”
Johan joined Richelieu at their car, and they drove off in a plume of dust and kick of gravel.
“Nice guy,” I commented. “Too bad he seems to be in the minority where Marchands are concerned.”
Linus, smiling a bit, turned me toward the house. “His parting wishes could use some work as well.”
We entered his family home, which sat eerily silent in the aftermath of the attack. The guests had all gone home, except for the ones hoping to catch the tidbit of gossip that would earn them elite status.
Meanwhile, the Grande Dame had vanished in a swirl of red silk with Boaz and the spitting-mad Balewa.
“Ending the night with a bloodbath worked against the whole white-virgin-innocence theme,” I remarked, frowning at the blood spatter flecking my gown. “Neely would murder me if he saw this.”
“He would forgive you, under the circumstances.”
“Thank the goddess, we’ll never have to find out which of us is right.”
“The night could have gone worse,” he said, his lips curving to one side.
“The food could have been poisoned. The guests could have stepped in steaming piles of gwyllgi poo. A maniac could have unleashed a horde of ravenous undead on the party. Oh wait. That last part happened.”
“You accomplished your goals. You parlayed with the master, learned your father’s identity, and ended the night with a show of force that might persuade him a willing relationship is better than a forced one. Your call to arms will also act as a deterrent for anyone within the Society looking to emulate Balewa.”
True fear kindled in my heart. “Especially now that they know what I am.”
His touched soothed as he lamented, “It was only a matter of time.”
“Yeah.” There was no use crying over spilled milk—or blood—so I let my thoughts spin out in a different direction. “I wonder where Eloise has been all this time, what she’s been doing. Why did she come to Savannah alone instead of traveling with her family?”
“Grief causes us to behave in strange ways,” he said quietly. “I expect we’ll see Eloise again, and soon.”
This time, there would be no hugs or offers of reconciliation. We would each stand on one side of a divide with Heloise a gaping hole in her twin’s heart that we could never cross.
    
LINUS’S WORDS proved all too prophetic, and prickling foreboding swamped me as Hood pulled up to the gate at Woolworth House. A slim figure knelt on the front lawn, her hands pressed to her face, sobbing.
I didn’t ask Linus to wait for me in the van. I wouldn’t have done it for him if he had asked. I was learning a true partnership went both ways, and I didn’t mind having someone I could trust at my back. He did, however, give me distance to approach Eloise on my own.
Dressed in jeans and a tee, she was almost unrecognizable as the High Society poster girl I first met. Her hair was scraped back in a greasy tail, and raccoon eyes didn’t begin to describe the disaster of her face. It was clear she was grieving, had been grieving, and that she wasn’t finished purging yet, that she might never be done with this soul-deep pain constricting her features.
“She died here,” my cousin said softly. “I had to see for myself.” She lifted her head, and her eyes swam with glittering tears. “I thought…maybe…I would come here and…”
Aware of Cletus on my periphery, I inched closer. “I’m sorry for your loss.”
“What she did was an unforgivable thing,” she said instead of acknowledging my platitude, “but what you did was worse.”
“I lost five years of my life.” That didn’t include the time I spent with Volkov on my grandfather’s estate. “I won’t be taken prisoner again. I’m willing to defend my life with force, if necessary.”
“I understand.” She rose and dusted off her knees. “I’m sorry I missed your ball. I intended to go.” She smoothed a hand down the front of her shirt. “I ordered a gown. It’s lovely. But I couldn’t make myself put it on. I couldn’t act normal. I couldn’t pretend everything was okay when nothing ever will be again.”
Things were looking up on the Marchand front at last. Eloise had been found. The gwyllgi had been with me at the ball, so she didn’t get eaten for trespassing. She must not have attempted to enter the house, so Woolly hadn’t zapped her into unconsciousness. All in all, I could return her to her family unharmed.
I could dial up Johan, tell him to collect her, and earn some goodwill in the bargain.
A peek at Linus, who held his cell and the business card, told me he was thinking along the same lines.
“I spent weeks preparing.” She sniffled when she looked at me. “I thought I could…but I couldn’t.”
“Facing the Society can be daunting,” I said quietly. “I understand—”
“I wasn’t nervous about facing the Society without Heloise.” Eloise glared daggers at me. “I was afraid of becoming like you. I came here instead of the ball tonight because I couldn’t stand aside while innocents died because of me. I couldn’t watch families grieving when I feel that same agony so keenly.”
While innocents died because of me…
“You’re Angie Dearborn.” A brittle numbness spread through my chest. “You helped Balewa resuscitate all those fledglings. You were her assistant. She was going to sacrifice me, and you were okay with that.”
“A life for a life,” she whispered. “You survived, so the debt is still owed.”
“Balewa sent the vampire after me in the Lyceum.” I watched her carefully. “Are the archers yours?”
“We needed your blood.” A crease marred her brow. “Arrows would have defeated the purpose.”
“Not quite a denial,” I sighed, “but I’ll take it. Care to not-confess to bribing Tony while you’re at it?”
“Tony?”
“Drives a white van. Wears pajamas. Smells like armpit funk, unwashed feet, and pepperoni.”
Recognition brightened her eyes, and more tears fell. “Heloise paid him to report on your movements.”
No wonder Atlanta had been such a flaming ball of disaster. At this rate, I might have to forgive the city.
I hoped the payoff was worth him losing the steady income from Linus. Then again, no. I didn’t. We had been good to him, and this was the thanks we got. I hoped the tires fell off his van, I hoped his speakers blew out, I hoped he developed a sudden allergy to dairy that presented itself after he had eaten a whole cheese pizza with stuffed crust, and I hoped energy drinks lost their kick.
A sleek car pulled up to the gates, its headlights casting our shadows across the lawn.
The speed of their arrival made me wonder if they hadn’t been following us. A comforting thought.
“That will be Richelieu,” she said, her voice soft. “Thank you for calling him.”
“Your family has been worried about you.”
“All things considered, I’m glad we got this opportunity to clear the air.” She drew herself up taller, an echo of her former grace returning. “I wanted to see you one last time.” Finality rang through the sentiment as she soaked in my appearance. “I wanted to tell you myself.”
A prickle raised the hairs down my nape. “Tell me what?”
“I wanted things to be different between us, but I see now my mother was right when she let yours go.” She wiped her eyes dry then gathered my hands in her damp ones. “This is me letting you go, Grier.”
Before the driver could round the hood, the rear passenger door swung open, and Richelieu sprinted toward us. Johan followed at a more sedate pace.
“Eloise,” Richelieu shouted. “My love.”
Tears fell thick and fast down her face. “I’m here.”
“Are you well?” He wrapped her in his arms, and they both trembled. “I thought I’d lost you.”
“Thank you for your service,” Johan told Linus. “I owe you a boon.”
“You honor me.” Linus inclined his head. “Grier and I were relieved to find Eloise safe.”
“Find her? Find her?” Richelieu vibrated with anger. “You claimed ignorance as to her location, yet you stumbled across her on the same lawn where her sister was murdered?”
“I came here of my own free will,” Eloise murmured, shushing him.
The fight drained from his face and understanding pinched the skin around his mouth. “Very well.” He scooped her up in a bridal carry. “You are safe now. I will take you home.”
“I’m afraid that’s not possible,” Linus interjected. “Eloise admitted to being Abayomi Balewa’s accomplice. They conspired to murder Grier, to use her as a sacrifice to Hecate, and that I won’t forgive. There are also damages owed to innocents their scheming harmed. I will see her held accountable for her crimes.”
“You defend a murderer, or as good as,” Richelieu countered. “Eloise will not suffer for your vanity. I won’t allow it. Not even your vaunted mother can pry her from my arms again.”
“I regret the necessity,” Johan said on a sigh, “but the boy is right. My own wife won’t see her granddaughter harmed. You will let us leave with Eloise, or we will declare war on both your houses.”
Cletus drifted down to rest a bony hand on my shoulder. “What happened to the boon you owe Linus?”
“The boon will be chosen for him, if you persist. I will allow him a chance to defend you, and himself, by walking away. For tonight, let us be done with this mess.”
“Yes, let us be done with this.” Black mist cascaded from Linus’s shoulders as he took an even step forward, and his rictus grin belonged on a corpse. “I will defend myself, here and now. Grier doesn’t need my help. She can take care of herself.”
“Let them go.” I placed a hand on his shoulder. “I’m done with blood and death.”
Johan’s shrewd eyes noted how Linus obeyed me, and the calculation there tightened my gut.
“Get off my lawn and out of my life,” I told the Marchands. “Heloise sealed her own fate. She hunted me, and she died for it.” I cut my eyes to Richelieu. “Keep your fiancée close, cousin, and if you love her, if you have ever loved her, you will convince her to put this behind her.”
Richelieu seethed at me. “You dare—?”
A blink or less and Linus stood before Richelieu with his moonlit scythe pressed against the man’s throat. “I have slain a great many more men and beasts for far less than what you have done, and I exacted that vengeance for faces I have never seen and voices I have never heard. Imagine what I might do for Grier.”
“Walk away,” Johan pleaded with Richelieu. “Think of Eloise.”
The hot-tempered man nodded once at his future grandfather-in-law then set out for the car.
“Take my life,” Johan offered. “Bleed me out, call this feud dead before it begins in earnest.”
“How can you think killing two Marchands would even the score in the eyes of your family?” I cocked my head at him, sliding on my Dame Woolworth persona. “Forgive me, Grandfather, but no one as nice as you appear to be would have survived that family this long. We aren’t going to do you the favor of cutting you down in front of witnesses so that your wife can cry war when your body is returned to her. If she put you up to this, I can see why she’s had so many husbands before you. Have a care. It’s obvious she doesn’t.”
A hard glint sparked behind his eyes, but he kept his tone mellow. “Goddess keep you, Grier Woolworth.”
“And you,” I said, matching him for sweetness. “Give my regards to Grandmother.”
Johan strolled to the car, waited on the driver to open his door, then got in like a man with all the time in the world and no reason to hurry despite the furtive glance Richelieu shot him from across the bench.
We stood together as their taillights died, Woolly a silent presence behind us, the night gone peaceful.
“Eloise denied responsibility for the archers,” I said quietly. “Have the results come back on the poison?”
“The arrow was dipped in wraith’s bane,” he confirmed. “Without a sample from the blade to compare against the arrow, we can’t be certain the attacker at Strophalos and the archers are using a chemically identical compound. But few are aware wraith’s bane exists. Even fewer are able to create it.”
Wraith’s bane. Having a name for it might help me hone my sigil for him. A task for another day.
“They have a supplier in common, even if they aren’t taking their orders from the same place.”
“It’s not proof Lacroix condoned the Strophalos attack,” he said carefully. “His underling might have taken the initiative, the same as the vampires in Atlanta who drove you and Neely off the road. But it does mean someone out there knows how to brew a rare poison and has no problem distributing it to competing factions.”
“I don’t like this.” Exposing his vulnerabilities made me want to bind him in bubble wrap as well as sigils.
“I don’t much care for anything we learned tonight. The Marchands will be a problem now that they’ve openly declared you their enemy.” He tilted his head, thinking. “Dame Marchand will claim grief drove her granddaughter to drastic action. She is also within her rights to admonish Richelieu and even Johan for courting a blood feud without their matriarch’s blessing.”
Allowing the threat to hang over my head would prove too tempting for Dame Marchand. The pronouncement gave her family license to act against me—and me against them—while giving her plenty of wiggle room. The second things swung my way, Dame Marchand could apologize and end the whole thing. At least as far as the Society was concerned.
“There are no laws against declaring blood feuds.” I reflected on what we had learned. “There are no laws against what Eloise helped Balewa do either, so long as the candidates’ paperwork is in order. We have no proof, aside from our testimony, that she was involved in the rest.” Linus’s word was golden, but mine was more gold-plated. “Given the Marchands’ recent loss, I doubt the Society pursues Eloise on either count. She wasn’t present for the attack, so her hands are technically clean. She’s got plausible deniability on her side.”
“I’m certain she believed in her heart that Balewa was raising an undead army with the best intentions.”
“Linus Lawson, was that…snark? Directed at the Society?” I swooned against him. “My heart flutters.”
I was such a bad influence on him.
“The Marchands brought this down on their heads, but one of their own paid the ultimate price.” His lips thinned. “This will unify them in the belief you deserve to be caged, that your blood is theirs by right, and blaming you for Heloise’s death will dehumanize you enough even the more softhearted Marchands, if any exist, won’t cry foul if you get hurt in the process.”
As softhearted as Eloise struck me at the start, I wondered if her grandmother hadn’t guided us toward this precipice. Heloise might not have been meant to topple over the edge, but Dame Marchand had done everything but give her a firm push.
“Family is strange.” And I had never had so much of it. Family or strangeness.
“Families are odd.” Slowly, giving me time to shift away if I wanted, he wrapped his arms around my waist. “The lucky ones complement each other’s peculiarities.”
I sank against him. “I like that.”
Woolly flickered her lights in question when we continued to stand there, curled around each other.
“We’re coming, we’re coming.” I broke free of Linus and hauled him in after me. “Feel free to dig around in my head,” I told her. “I’m too tired to answer questions. It’s been a heck of a night.” I hesitated in the foyer long enough to draw his attention. “Shower, and then meet me back here.”
His gaze roved my face. “All right.”
The whisperlight touch of Woolly pulling on our connection followed me to my bathroom, where I scrubbed the night off me. Dressed in pajama shorts and a strappy top, I raided the drawer in my desk then padded downstairs to find Linus freshly showered and wearing his nightly uniform of striped pants and a soft tee.
“I have a confession to make.” I flashed the skeleton key in my hand. “I figured out how to access the basement.”
His attention flicked between my hand and my face. “Why is that a confession and not a statement?”
“I made the breakthrough weeks ago.” And I had been rooting around down there ever since.
His expression didn’t change. “You didn’t trust me.”
“The night Cletus broke into Woolworth House, the basement was his first stop. I’ve been paranoid that your mother made one of your mission objectives to gain access to what’s down there.” I curled my fingers around the dormant key. “Maud’s personal library, the contents of her office, half-finished experiments in the lab that could be recreated with her notes.” I swallowed the lump in my throat. “And there are probably journals…about me.”
My condition, my family, my abilities, my weaknesses. A wealth of information that could destroy me.
“Balewa proved one thing tonight,” he said gently. “Mother believes her sister was infallible. She did ask me to check the basement, and I reported back that it was secure. She’s aware of the blood wards Maud set, that they weren’t keyed to you. She’s confident you can’t gain access to the basement. She hasn’t asked me about it again.”
“You kept pushing.” I scratched the tarnished key with my thumbnail. “So, I assumed…”
A mischievous light entered his eyes that made him look younger, more like the real Linus.
“One of the bookcases is filled with my notes from Maud’s lessons. I would like to have those back.” His fingertips grazed my arm. “And, I believe you’re right. There must be some research on your condition. It would save us a lot of trial and error if we could build on what Maud—and perhaps Evangeline—already knew.”
I sucked in a breath and then let it out slowly. “I agree.”
“As long as I wear the city seal, I am beholden to my mother.” He placed a hand over his heart. “There will always be things I can’t tell you. There will always be things she asks of me that I would rather not do but will. That’s the vow I made, and I keep my promises.”
Nodding, I kept my nerves steady. “I understand.”
“But I won’t give her this.” He cupped my hands, and the key, within his. “I won’t give her you or your secrets. You have my word.”
“I believe you.” I searched his face. “I trust you, Linus, and that doesn’t come easy for me.”
The endorsement left him speechless, his lips parted on a half-formed thought, and I decided to take advantage. One of us had to, and Linus… He would never be the one to initiate. He allowed himself to enjoy liberties with me I had already granted, but he waited and watched for my cues.
For whatever reason, Linus viewed himself as less, and he couldn’t imagine me wanting more of him.
With our hands trapped between us, I leaned forward. “Can I kiss you?”
“Yes,” he rasped, his eyes dilating.
The first brush of my mouth over his gave me chills, and I smiled against him. “Your lips are cold.”
“I’m sorry,” he breathed, easing away from me. “I can—”
“I like it.” I yanked him back with my hands fisted in his tee then set his hands on my hips. “But I do feel a little like I’m kissing myself here.”
“This is what you want?” he asked with heartbreaking need that curled his fingers into my skin.
“You,” I whispered. “You’re what I want.”
Forehead pressed against mine, he simply breathed. “You’re sure?”
“Linus,” I sighed, tugging on his shirt. “What’s a girl got to do to get kissed around here?”
This close, his eyes were dark seas under turbulent skies. “All she ever had to do was ask.”
All masks removed, he closed the distance between us. The longing in him poured into me as he claimed my mouth. He cradled my jaw in one hand while the other swept across my lower back, anchoring me to him. A moan rose up the back of my throat, and I tasted his smile. Spearing my fingers through his hair, I hauled him down harder to me and kissed him until our teeth clacked, our mouths bruised, and I tasted blood from the sharp nip I couldn’t stop myself from giving him.
Unable to help myself, I sucked on his bottom lip, tasting him, and I trembled at the rush.
“Grier,” he groaned, voice tight and body hard where I pressed against him.
“I had to go and make this weird,” I panted, clinging to him since my legs kept wobbling.
Laughter moved through his shoulders into me, and he pressed a lingering kiss to my carotid, which I swear hadn’t been an erogenous zone until three seconds ago.
“Come on.” Shivering, I led him after me toward the basement. “Let me make it up to you.”
Key in hand, I fed the lock and twisted my wrist. Welcoming darkness yawned below us.
Linus grasped the knob…and shut the door. “Watch a movie with me.”
“What?” I whipped my head toward him. “I thought…”
“I’ll make popcorn.”
Sweet relief sang through me, and I couldn’t stop the smile curling my lips. “Extra butter?”
“Of course,” he agreed with proper solemnity as he led me toward the couch.
Setting the mood, the old house flipped off all but the kitchen light.
“Woolly seems to think ‘watch a movie’ is code for Let’s neck in the dark like a couple of teenagers.”
A flush stained his cheeks. “I would never take advantage of—”
“Lucky for you, I can’t say the same.”
We reached the couch, and I shoved him down with a palm to his chest. I climbed on his lap sideways, linking my arms behind his neck and stretching my legs down the cushions. Nuzzling the hollow beneath his ear, I licked the column of his throat and relished the way his fingers dug into my thighs, how my name burst from his lips on a groan.
Once upon a time, I had wanted to corrupt the boy next door.
From here, the boy down the hall was looking ripe for debauching to me.
But I would settle for warm popcorn and more of his cool kisses in the dark.
For now.




READ UNDEAD LIE NEXT!
The Beginner’s Guide to Necromancy, Book 5
When a fledgling vampire arrives at Woolworth House searching for his maker, Grier is forced to relive her time in Atramentous. Most of those years are as dark and empty in her memory as she was in her cell. She can’t remember her progeny, or the night she resuscitated him, but she can protect him from the Society. As long as she’s willing to barter with her grandfather to do it.
But Lacroix has plans of his own. He envisions the city—her city—under his rule, and Grier under his thumb. Now all he needs is the right leverage to force her cooperation, and he has just the person in mind. Grier is ready to trade her freedom until a grim truth is revealed that splits her heart in two. Yet another person she loves has betrayed her, and Grier is left agonizing over how much of their relationship was real and how much is a lie.
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