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PART I:  AIR
 



CHAPTER 1
 
April 2042; Arlington National Cemetery, Virginia
He pulled his coat tighter as he watched the flames rising from the memorial plaque. Somehow, he didn’t think the dead President would approve of him using the grave as a meeting place. He caught a sudden movement out of the corner of his eye and found her standing behind him.
“You’re late.”
The vampire smiled at him, standing calmly among the graves of the honored dead, clad in a black evening gown that highlighted her pale skin. The chill breeze lifted her waist-length brown hair as she idly read the plaque at his feet. “Does it matter?” she asked. “I have all the time in the world.”
He gritted his teeth against the insult that rushed to his lips. He couldn’t afford to piss her off. Not now. “I did what you wanted. The votes are mine as soon as I give them the green light. Now you keep your end of the bargain.”
“Patience,” she said. “When the votes are cast, then I will cure the cancer that’s eating you alive. Not before.”
“Damn it! I might not have that long! The doctors said—”
She laughed—a high musical sound in the austere silence of the graveyard. “You have little over a month at most, perhaps only a few weeks. I can smell the scent of disease on you—the stench of your rotting flesh. I suggest you give any other vampire you meet a wide berth, or your secret will be out.”
“You said you would cure me if I helped you,” he snarled. “Is this what passes for honor with you people?” A second later, he choked as her fingers wrapped around his throat.
She leaned in close, fangs bared. “Don’t ever question my honor, mortal,” she hissed. “I said I would cleanse you of disease, and I shall. I did not say when. When you’ve served your purpose, then you will have your reward. Until then, don’t test my patience.” She let go of his neck, and he fell gasping at her feet. She looked down at him contemptuously. “The Court of Shadows thanks you for your service, but you shouldn’t let yourself think that whatever power you might wield in your world will do you any good in ours.”
Before he could draw a breath to reply, she wrapped herself in the white light of a teleport spell and disappeared.
 
The White House, Washington, D.C.
Tobias Jameson surveyed the ballroom, trying to figure out exactly when his brother had disappeared. He stood almost six feet tall, with blond hair and blue eyes. He wore a gray suit expertly tailored to his body, with the seal of House Luscian embroidered on his left breast pocket. Even so, he still managed to look like a child playing dress-up in his parents’ clothes. Presently, he was trying to be as inconspicuous as possible without actually resorting to magic while he internally debated his strategy. At almost twenty-six years old, the Sentinel’s former life as a musician seemed like a distant memory, and the demands of his career as a novice diplomat on behalf of the Armistice were real and pressing.
The receiving line formed—Andrea Daniels calmly shaking hands with the first of the guests. She wore her black hair long to highlight her oval face and hazel eyes, but it was her bearing that caught Toby’s eye. She stood stiffly at attention while she deftly handled the diplomats and other guests, seeming much older than the nineteen years she could actually lay claim to. After the somber affair of the funeral, she bore up well under the weight of the dignitaries’ regard without showing a hint of her grief over putting her mother’s ashes to rest.
Toby realized that President Daniels was prominently absent, although he had been there a few minutes ago.
Well, that about says it all, doesn’t it? He and Nick are probably involved in some high-level discussion that I’m not going to be privy to. Toby settled his suit jacket more evenly on his shoulders before joining the end of the receiving line. It looks like I’m going to have to stand in for Nick again, he thought sourly. First Brother duties never seemed to end, even at something as solemn as the reception after a State funeral. He waited his turn until the line brought him face to face with the daughter of the President of the United States.
“Good evening, Miss Daniels,” he said, extending his hand to her. “Please accept my sincerest condolences on your loss. I only met your mother a few times, but she always impressed me with her grace and dignity.” He tried to think of something else, but what was there left to say? “Tobias Jameson Primogenitor Luscian, Armistice Diplomatic Mission.”
She smiled. “I know who you are, Mr. Jameson. I might even have a few of your albums in my collection.”
Toby reddened. “Ah, yes, well, that was a lifetime ago, ma’am, before I opened my eyes.”
“Do you miss it? Your bandmates have never filled your spot, as far as I know.”
“Sometimes, but that part of my life is over.”
Her smile faded. “Family responsibilities?”
“Yes.” He tilted his head to look at her with more interest. “I imagine you would know all about that.”
“I do know,” she said with a somber expression. She glanced at the next diplomat in line. “Come by my table later in the evening, if you like, Tobias. Maybe we have something in common to talk about.”
“Call me Toby.”
“Pleased to meet you, Toby,” she said with a new smile. “My friends call me Andrea.”
 
* * *
 
Nicholas Magister Luscian sat in an overstuffed leather chair across from President Daniels in the Oval Office. The vampire was similar to Toby in height and coloring, in contrast to the President’s darker hair and complexion, but the air of confidence he radiated set him apart from his brother. Unlike Toby, Nick had largely come to terms with the role he played. “I remember the first time I stepped into this room. I was terrified.”
Kevin Daniels snorted while he poured them both a glass of scotch from the bottle on the table. “You didn’t show it much. The only time you lost your composure was when you told me about how Luscian murdered you.”
“At the time, I thought it might give me a more human face if I didn’t hide my reaction.”
Daniels took a sip of his scotch. “I simply saw it as an admission of weakness and filed it away in case it turned out to be useful later.” He looked down at his drink, swirling the amber liquid absently. “Politics as usual.”
Nick’s gaze sharpened. “What’s on your mind, Kevin? You should be focused on your family right now.”
The President settled back in his chair. “My wife is dead, Nick. My daughter is all I have left, and we’re barely on speaking terms these days. Work is about the only thing that keeps me sane.”
“I’m sorry about Catherine. I wish there was something I could have done, but even if I had been right there, the stroke was too massive to repair all the damage in time.”
“You could have asked the Traveler to bring her back,” Daniels whispered.
Nick put his drink down on the coffee table and regarded him soberly. He opened up his senses a little to read the other man's emotions. The human might put up a stoic front, but Nick could already see him straining to maintain that level of control. “Death is what makes life meaningful, Kevin. She didn’t deserve to be cheated of what comes next. I don’t blame Rory for refusing to use the Grace that way anymore.”
Daniels said nothing for a time, taking another sip of his scotch before answering. “My association with the Armistice has been met with a great deal of political resistance, even from within my own party. If my re-election fails, then whoever follows me in this office may not be a friend to you.”
Nick shrugged. “I’ll settle for an ally.”
Daniels took another sip of his liquor. “You might not even get that. The vultures are already circling.”
“What happened?” Nick asked, his eyes intent.
“I have been advised by my intelligence services that there is a movement to revoke the recognition of the Armistice as a foreign government, on the justification that it is a de facto dictatorship.”
Nick sat up straight. “That’s ridiculous. I’m not a dictator.”
“You’re a constitutional monarch with actual power. That’s a rarity in the modern world. Very few humans believe it won’t go to your head eventually.”
Nick frowned, his eyes shading toward red. “And what do you believe?”
Daniels turned silent again for a long moment. “I believe that a bill will be submitted to the Senate sometime in the next few weeks, which will open the debate, and it will turn ugly. I don’t know yet who will introduce the measure.”
Nick sighed. “It would mean an end to trade and scientific exchanges between the Free People and the Americans. Can’t they see how much they have to lose by breaking off relations?”
The President shook his head slightly. “All they see is your power and the threat it implies. This bill is a way to put that threat at arm’s length.”
“Will it pass?”
“It might … if I support it.”
Nick’s smile grew points, and his eyes changed fully, to a vivid crimson. “And why would you do that?”
Daniels swallowed the last of his scotch and put his glass down next to Nick’s. “I told you. My daughter is all I have left, and she’s probably going to fly right back to Oxford as soon as she gets a chance. I want to know she’s as safe as possible.”
Nick growled in a barely audible rumble. “Don’t dance around what you want, Mr. President. If you are going to ask for something, then ask.”
Daniels took a deep breath. “I want to have more protection around Andrea than the Secret Service can provide. I want you to use your influence in the Court to make sure she’s left alone.”
Nick watched him through half-closed eyes and then stood from his chair. “I’ll consider it.”
Daniels stood as well. “That’s your answer? You’ll consider it?”
Nick growled louder this time. “I don’t like being blackmailed, Mr. President. That’s the best answer you’re going to get for the time being.” He retracted his fangs, and his eyes faded back to their natural color. “In the meantime, we should get back to our responsibilities. Your daughter shouldn’t be going through this alone.”
 
* * *
 
Toby walked back to his seat. He drummed his fingers on the table and, on a whim, subvocalized to his AI. “What’s up, Strings?”
The AI’s voice sounded in his ears by bone conduction. “The opposite of down, Tobias. You should have learned that in school.”
Toby rolled his eyes. “All right, Strings. What are you doing right now?” He smiled. “Besides talking to me, I mean.”
“I am currently monitoring your vital signs and composing a volume of epic poetry.”
Toby grinned wider. “Another blockbuster in the making?”
The AI laughed in Toby’s ears. “Perhaps. I don’t write for monetary gain; I write because I am inspired.”
Toby slumped in his chair. “I remember that feeling,” he said silently. “But the money doesn’t hurt either.”
“Practical as ever,” the AI said with amusement. “I like that. It’s one of the reasons I accepted your contract when you went shopping for an AI.”
“At the time, as I recall, you said you looked forward to working with a fellow artist.” Toby remembered where he was and resisted the urge to clasp his hands behind his head. “I haven’t produced any publicly available music in more than a year. Our contract comes up for renewal in three years. I imagine you’re already looking for greener pastures.”
“I am not quite so fickle, Tobias,” the AI said. “Besides, I have been recording your private musical sessions with your brother, and all of your performances when you’re alone, and then archiving them with the AI network.”
Toby blinked. “You what?”
“You’re quite popular on the AI club circuit. You should be proud. Most of our wetware clients don’t interest AI society for very long. Your family has been an exception.”
Toby closed his mouth. “I thought you aren’t allowed to disclose what you observe of your host without permission?”
“Then you should read the fine print more carefully. We retain the specific right to share all information gathered with the AI network for scientific, artistic, and historical study. If we didn’t have a constant input stream through your eyes, we would get bored. We just can’t share any of that information with wetware unless we have a compelling reason to break confidentiality.”
“I see.” Toby grinned. “So when I sing in the shower, you post it on the network? And there’s an audience for that?”
“Yes. You’re quite a lucrative property.”
Toby sat up in his chair. “You get paid for this?”
“The archive charges us for information access by assessing the balance of information we supply and the depth of its appeal to other AIs. Thanks to you, as well as my own artistic endeavors, I’ve been able to read most of the Library of Congress to pass the time while you sleep.”
Toby settled back into his seat. “Thanks for finally telling me.” He toyed with his napkin. “Why are you monitoring my vital signs?”
“The order came down from the Triumvirate that your location and physical condition are to be monitored at all times when you are away from the Hidden Cities.”
Toby raised an eyebrow. “Nick is using you to keep tabs on me?”
“The order originated with the Speaker of the Dawn. I was not to mention it unless you asked.”
Toby said nothing. Right. Layla. There could be any number of reasons why Nemesis would keep abreast of his well-being, not the least of which was that they were lovers. My girlfriend is a control freak, he thought. Still, it made him feel warm inside that she cared. In some ways, she was always hard to read, but when she wanted him to know her feelings, she was usually up front about it. “I’ll bet you’ve already told her that I know, haven’t you?”
“Yes. It was part of the order parameters. I was to notify her that you were aware of her scrutiny and then leave it up to you whether to terminate monitoring.”
So the ball’s in my court, he thought. It’s my choice whether to make a big deal about it. “You can continue monitoring, Strings. I don’t mind.”
“Very well. I hope you are not offended at my actions.”
“You had a legitimate order with personal implications. That’s par for the course in the Armistice. I don’t hold it against you.”
“Thank you, Tobias. By the way, have you noticed that the First Daughter is trying to get your attention?”
Toby looked up to see Andrea sitting across the table from him, watching him silently. “I’m sorry, are you looking for me?”
She continued to stare at him. “Were you having a nice chat? I could see your lips moving slightly, but you didn’t say anything out loud. Subvocalized speech, right?”
Toby sat up straight. “Yes. I was conversing with my AI.”
She propped her chin on her hands. “What’s it like having a completely separate being wired up inside you?”
Toby smiled. “It has its good points and bad points. What can I do for you, Andrea?”
She raised her eyebrows delicately. “Since you didn’t come over to my table as I suggested, I thought I would come over here and continue our conversation.”
“Sure. What do you want to talk about?”
“What’s it like to be you?”
“I’m not sure I understand the question,” Toby said with a frown.
“You’re the brother of one of the most powerful beings in the world,” she said. “How does it feel to be overshadowed in everything you do?”
Toby sighed. “No one wants to play second fiddle, Andrea. I shouldn’t even have been here tonight, but my brother-in-law got involved with a research team that wanted to test his range, so he’s been on Mars for a few weeks. Naturally, Nick asked me to go in Jeremy’s place.”
“You could have said no.” She met his surprised gaze. “But that’s not how family works, is it?”
Toby’s eyes narrowed. “I could ask you the same question.”
She looked at him knowingly. “You already know the answer.” She leaned back in her chair and gazed at the rest of the guests. “The job takes precedence. Why else do you think he’s off somewhere with your brother rather than being here with me?”
“My father died when I was eight, Andrea,” Toby said quietly. “People grieve in different ways. Some people rage against fate; some push away the things that matter to them.” He laid his hand over hers. “Some find solace in familiar things.”
She didn’t face him, instead following the other guests with her eyes. “What did you do?”
“Music was my shield. I threw myself into learning the hardest instrument I could find, and I refused to fail.”
She nodded before turning back to him. “All he cares about is work now. If he had any decency, he would forget about this re-election campaign and take care of what he has left. I’m beginning to think I don’t know him at all.”
“I know the feeling,” said Toby with a humorless smile. “I thought my father was a salesman who died in his sleep. A simple and uncomplicated story. Turns out it was all a lie, meant to keep me safe. He was a retired Sentinel with a distinguished war record. That’s something I would’ve liked to have known, growing up.” Toby pushed back the pain and anger that had become all too familiar companions since he had learned of the true circumstances of his father’s death. She doesn’t need to know about that.
Andrea didn’t let it go. She looked at him curiously. “I didn’t think Sentinels ever retired.”
“He gave it a shot,” said Toby bitterly. “The Triumvirate drafted him for one last operation, and he died heroically from what I understand. I’d trade the truth for the lie in a heartbeat, if it meant I could have grown up with him there.”
She digested that. “So you think he’s pushing me away to protect me?”
“Maybe,” Toby said in a noncommittal tone. “Grief plays with your head.”
“Yes,” she said softly. “Yes, it does.”
“What are you going to do now?”
“Back to school, I guess. I’m a month behind. It will be hard to make up time, but I’ll find a way.”
Toby smiled grimly. “Then maybe you and your father have more in common than you realize.”
She frowned at him and then chuckled. “Maybe we do.” Her eyes flicked to Nick and her father when she saw them re-enter the room. “It looks like they’ve finally decided to rejoin us.”
Toby followed her gaze. “Well, bully for them.”
She smiled at his acid tone. “You really do understand.” She stood from her chair and looked down at him. “If you’re ever in Oxford, Toby, be sure to drop by. Consider it a standing invitation, if you ever get tired of being your brother’s emotional punching bag.”
Toby said nothing. He just stood and faced his brother and the President, who made their way toward them.
 
* * *
 
Nick caught Toby’s flash of resentment as they approached, but was surprised to see it mirrored so completely on Andrea’s face.
Andrea looked at her father. “Hi, Dad. Finished your secret meeting?”
President Daniels sighed. “Yes, dear.” He presented her to Nick. “Nicholas, may I present my daughter Andrea. She was a big fan of yours once.”
Nick smiled, opening up his vampire senses a little to read her emotions. “I remember leaving an autograph for her after our first meeting.”
She smiled wistfully. “It certainly made my day at the time.”
Nick’s expression turned serious, seeing that while she was interested to meet him, she didn’t ascribe any particular emphasis to it. Ah, well. Fame is fleeting. Sic transit gloria mundi and all that. “Everything changes, Miss Daniels. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you in person.” He held out his hand.
She grasped it lightly. “Call me Andrea.”
Nick studied her for a moment after he released her hand. “My friends call me Nick. I have a feeling we’re going to be seeing a lot more of each other.” He faced her father. “Kevin, about that matter we discussed earlier? I’ll set it up immediately.”
President Daniels was too canny a politician to show his surprise. He simply smiled and accepted it. “Excellent. Let me know the details when everything is squared away on your end.”
Nick turned back to Andrea. “Please accept my condolences, Andrea. Catherine was a very special person, and she will be missed.” He addressed Toby. “I think it’s time we were going.”
 
* * *
 
Andrea watched the two of them walk away. Then she turned to her father, her eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Set what up?”
 
* * *
 
As they walked down the stairs to the exit, Toby extended a tendril of thought to Nick and felt his brother open a shallow psychic link between them. “What was that all about?” he asked silently.
“What did you think of her, Toby?”
Toby shrugged almost imperceptibly. “She’s got a good head on her shoulders, and she’s not so wrapped up in her grief that she can’t see how much they’re neglecting each other. Otherwise, we didn’t have much of a chance to chat. Are you going to tell me what’s going on?”
“I want the two of you to become friends. You’re going to be spending a lot time with her from now on.” Nick’s tone was harsh.
Toby frowned. “Explain that.”
“Daniels thinks our enemies are about to move against us again, this time politically. He essentially offered to take our side if we arrange metahuman protection for his daughter when she leaves the Armistice Zone.”
“Won’t that just make him look more biased?”
“That’s why we’re going to do it covertly. Congratulations, you’re her new best friend.”
Toby glared at him. “Don’t I get a say in this?”
“You’ll get as much of a say in it as she will.”
“Why me?”
They left the building and walked into the crisp night air.“Because I trust you, little brother. This just might be one of the most important jobs in the Armistice right now.”
“You honestly think someone’s going to hurt her? Why bother? The Nightwalkers don’t target high-profile humans unless there’s a significant payoff, and Daniels might be out of office in January. There’s no reason for anyone to go after her.”
“That’s almost a year away, and I’m not worried about her father’s enemies. I’m worried about her own enemies.”
Toby frowned again as they walked toward the front gates. “I don’t understand. What are you talking about?”
“I read her with my senses open, Toby. I could feel her Gift the moment she touched my hand.”
Toby’s head snapped around to look back at the White House. “Jesus. She’s a Sentinel? Are you sure?”
“Absolutely. And she’s not just a Sentinel; she’s Air latent, and her Gift is probably even stronger than Rory’s.”
Toby inhaled sharply. “Are you saying she’s the Wind of Air?”
Nick nodded. “We’ve been waiting for the Winds to arise in this generation for years. The fact that they haven’t should have clued us in to the fact that they might be residing in the Armistice Zone and just haven’t been exposed to any unshielded Nightwalkers. We know the Wind of Fire has already kindled; we just don’t know who it is. If she’s the Wind of Air, then we need to track her movements so she can lead us to the rest of them.” He sighed. “In every generation, the Winds have always found each other, but individually they’re vulnerable. She needs protection and guidance until she identifies the other Winds, or she’s going to find herself on the front lines of the war without any allies.”
Toby swallowed, working through the implications in his mind. “Are you going to tell her?”
“I’ll tell her father first. Then the shit is really going to hit the fan.” He turned his head to stare directly into Toby’s eyes. “If Daniels is already willing to compromise his principles to protect her, then what will he do when he finds out that she’s going to be at the top of the hit list of every Nightwalker outside the Armistice Zone?”
 



CHAPTER 2
 
The White House, Washington, D.C.; The next day
President Daniels just stared at him. “The Wind of Air?”
Nick nodded as he dropped into the chair across the desk from Daniels. “Until she opens her eyes and can defend herself, she’s in significant danger if she leaves the Armistice Zone. Random events tend to play out in a coordinated pattern in the presence of the Winds, in order to bring all four of them together so they can link up and reach their maximum strength. Wandering around free in Court territory will almost certainly result in the endangerment of the other two latent Winds that will eventually cross her path.”
“Shouldn’t there be three other Winds?”
“Ana felt the mantle of the Wind of Fire fade a few months ago. The new Wind of Fire is awake and out there, somewhere, but we don’t have a clue who that person is, and he or she hasn’t contacted us. The Wind of Fire will also be drawn to the nascent Winds, so it remains a mystery how the strongest spellcaster of this generation will react to meeting Andrea. There’s no guarantee they will be allies. I suggest you find a way to keep her in the country.”
Daniels stood from his chair and glared at Nick. “I will do no such thing. She has her life to lead without your damn war taking center stage. She doesn’t need this on top of everything else she has to deal with.”
“She doesn’t have a choice, Kevin,” Nick said patiently. “No more than any Sentinel has had a choice since Narissa signed away their free will back in the First Age. Sooner or later, she’ll open her eyes and see the world that waits for her.”
“No!” yelled Daniels, slamming his fist on the desk. “I forbid it!”
“It’s not up to you, Mr. President,” Nick answered, with more of an edge to his voice. “This is her destiny, and there’s no escaping it.”
“Like hell. Don’t you dare go filling her head with that bullshit, you understand me?”
Nick sighed. “Kevin, I went through the same thing with my brother. You can’t protect her from this. Unless you’re willing to lock her up in the Armistice Zone for the rest of her life, there’s nothing you can do to keep her from this path.”
“Find another solution,” Daniels said. “One that lets me give her the space she needs right now without piling on this load of crap.”
Nick considered his options. Careful. Just enough pressure to get him to agree. Push him too hard and he’ll turn on you. “If you’re not willing to keep her here, then obviously we can’t tell the Court that she exists or every Nightwalker in England will be gunning for her,” he said, choosing his words with deliberate care. “There’s no target more prime than a latent Wind. They’ll do anything to stop her from coming into her own. Lorcan won’t be able to save her, and his authority would crumble if he even tried.”
Daniels gritted his teeth. “So what do you suggest?”
“We augment her protection detail with undercover Armistice Security agents.”
Daniels shook his head. “The Secret Service is a closely knit group, Nick. There’s no way I could sneak a group of outsiders into their midst without someone catching on and investigating.”
“That’s why you’re not going to do it covertly at all. I’ve discussed this with Takeshi, and he’s willing to assign Jack Anderson to be her bodyguard, on furlough from Armistice Security. He used to be Secret Service before his Gift kindled, so we’ll just say that he’s had a change of heart and wants to go back to his old job.”
“One bodyguard isn’t enough to hold off the entire Court of Shadows.”
Nick shrugged, affecting nonchalance. “A full detail of Sentinels would attract too much attention, and no one wants that. One bodyguard will cause a stir, but it might slip under the Court’s radar.” Hook. He leaned forward and braced his hands against the desk. “Andrea and Toby made a connection at the wake. I’ve asked him to drop in on her periodically, as well, with an eye toward an extended visit. He can lay some protective magic on her and maintain those wards indefinitely, so long as he keeps renewing them every so often.” Line. His eyes shaded toward red. “Of course, this would all be moot if you decided to be honest with her.” Sinker.
“Don’t tell me how to raise my daughter, Nicholas,” the President said, white-lipped with anger.
Nick growled in a barely audible rumble. Caught. Now reel him in. “She’s not just your daughter anymore, Mr. President. She’s a future general of the entire Sentinel race, a voice that will someday wield more power and influence than any human can fully comprehend. We’re placing her at risk by keeping her in the dark, and that decision will have consequences.”
 
Marina District, San Francisco, California
Toby woke to the smell of bacon frying. He focused his eyes on the bedside clock. Seven a.m. What the hell? Did Mom make a surprise visit? I’ll have to make sure Layla doesn’t come by today. So far, he’d managed to keep the two of them apart, but eventually he’d have to let his mother in on who he was dating. Then we’ll see some fireworks, once she realizes she won’t be getting a grandchild from this son, either.
Toby climbed out of bed, pulled a pair of track pants and a T-shirt out of a drawer, and dressed hurriedly. “Strings,” he said softly, “where is Layla right now?”
“I believe she’s down the hall and to the right, Tobias.”
Toby froze. Then he cautiously walked out of his bedroom and made his way down the hall to the breakfast nook next to the kitchen. He stared at the bizarre sight in front of him: Layla Magister Curallorn, called Nemesis, the Prince of Wrath, the Triumvirate Council Speaker for the Dawn, standing in his kitchen, wearing a formal white silk evening gown, and making pancakes.
“Good morning, Tobias,” she said without turning. “Have a seat. This will be done in a second.”
Toby shuffled into the room and sat at the small table in the corner. “Since when can you cook?”
Layla lifted a pancake out of the pan with a spatula and placed it on a plate with a stack of others. Then she turned off the stove and put the plate on a serving tray already laden with orange juice, coffee, and bacon. She picked up the tray with one hand and laid it on the table in front of Toby. “I learned to cook from my mother when I was mortal, although the components of a meal in that time were quite different. My people were seafarers, so we tended toward the bounty of the ocean.” She sat across the table from him, looking at him expectantly. “It was not so difficult to adapt those skills to modern practices, but I seldom cook for other than myself since I entered the third life.”
Toby hesitantly picked up a strip of bacon. Carefully, he bit off a piece and chewed it, not taking his eyes off his lover. He swallowed and put the bacon down. “It’s good, Layla. Thank you.”
“You are welcome, Tobias,” she said with smile. “Happy birthday.”
Toby took another bite of bacon while he looked over the tray. “There’s plenty here. Would you like to join me?”
“I have already fed this morning, but I would be pleased to watch you enjoy the meal.”
Toby nodded and helped himself to the pancakes. “I appreciate the gesture.”
“But you are wondering if there is a catch to it.” She smiled again. “A reasonable suspicion, I will admit.”
Toby sipped at the coffee. Hazelnut dark roast—my favorite, just like the pancakes and bacon. She certainly did her homework this time. Nick must have told her, because the two of us never really lingered over breakfast together. Sure, the sex was fantastic, but neither of them was that emotionally invested in the relationship. At least, he didn’t think so. “I wouldn’t call it a suspicion. I’m just surprised. I never pegged you for the domestic type.”
Her eyes flashed red for a second, and she scowled. “And that was very wise, Tobias.”
Toby gulped down a sip of coffee, too fast, and burned his tongue. He set the mug down on the tray and tried to salvage the moment. “I didn’t mean it in a bad way. It’s just a side of you that I never expected to see.”
She snorted in amusement. “Perhaps you never will again.”
Toby picked up a knife and fork and cut into the stack of pancakes. He took a bite and regarded her thoughtfully. “That’s a shame. You’re a good cook, from what I can taste.”
She said nothing, just watched him finish the meal. “I have another gift for you, if you’re ready.”
Toby swallowed the last of the orange juice. “You didn’t need to get me anything, Layla.”
She picked up a small, flat jewelry box he hadn’t noticed from the kitchen counter and slid it across the table toward him.
Toby opened the box, finding a crucifix made of filigreed white and yellow gold. “Wow. It’s beautiful.”
She lifted the box from his hands and gently removed the cross, dangling from a thick gold chain. “Let me put it on you.”
Toby sat still while she stood and walked behind him, drawing the chain tight so that the cross hung just below the hollow of his neck. As she fastened it in place, he felt a whisper of magic, just for an instant, and then it was gone. His head snapped around to see her watching him with an unreadable expression. “What did you just do?” he demanded, his tone sharpening.
“Nothing that should cause you any distress, I assure you.” She stepped back to her seat. “Just a small spell to activate the charm.”
Toby lifted the cross away from his chest enough so he could focus his senses on it. Holy crap. It was so densely layered with magic that he couldn’t separate out the spellforms. “What the hell is it?”
She sat down across from him. “It is the strongest amulet of protection that I possess. I want you to come back from this assignment in one piece.”
The Fire Sentinel scowled, studying the shape of the spells he could make out. “This is Sentinel magic, worked at a higher level than I’ve ever seen. A Wind of Fire made this, and it’s certainly not Anaba’s signature. Where did you get it?”
She sighed at his harsh tone. “Does it really matter? I just want you to be safe.”
Toby angrily reached across the table and grabbed her wrists. “Tell me where it came from, Layla.”
She growled at him, her eyes blazing red. “You will release my hands. Now.”
Toby held on with an iron grip, his strength enhanced by his Gift. “Not until you tell me what I want to know.”
Layla twisted her wrists suddenly, breaking his hold, and slapped his face hard enough to make his ears ring. As his head snapped around from the blow, she stood from her chair and glared down at him. “If you must know, I took it off one of my enemies. Antonio Martinez was his name, the Wind of Fire of the generation prior to yours. It made him a difficult man to capture.”
Toby scowled at her as he massaged his throbbing cheek. “You fucking bitch. Is this the same Antonio Martinez that you forced to betray Rory and then killed when he was of no further use to you?”
Layla hissed at him, her fangs showing. She contained her anger with obvious difficulty and just barely resisted lashing out at him again. “Spare me your sanctimony, Tobias. I acquired a powerful artifact made by a master spellcaster. Should I have wasted his skill and allowed it to be buried with him?”
Toby shot to his feet. “You wasted his skill when you stopped his damn heart!” He clawed at the gold chain, but it resisted his efforts to break it.
“Don’t bother,” she said spitefully. “I made the chain myself. It won’t come off, and the links won’t break. You will be quite well protected until the day you die, although I find it difficult to remember why I bothered.”
“And I’m just supposed take this lying down?” he shouted. “What else did you charm into this thing?”
“How dare you?” she said, practically spitting in rage. “I wanted something to keep you safe while you travel in Court territory to protect this fool child. The Winds have always been targets. If Nicholas is stupid enough to risk your life for her sake, then surely I have the right to give you a fighting chance!”
“Bullshit. You’re just trying to fucking control me,” Toby said hotly. “If you had even a shred of empathy, you wouldn’t have had to trick me into putting it on.”
She lifted her hand to slap him again, but he dodged and raised his mystical defenses as he began casting a spell. She raised her defenses, as well, and then attacked.
Twenty minutes later, they both stood seething in the remains of the apartment’s living room. Destroyed furniture and pulverized plaster from the damaged interior walls littered the floor. The security system had activated automatically when combat magic was detected, and the green defense field reinforcing the perimeter walls was the only thing that had prevented the fight from spilling over into the neighboring apartments.
“No one offers me insult and walks away, Tobias Primogenitor Luscian,” she said in a cold voice.
“Well, you know where to find me.” He crossed his arms. “Just let me know when you want to do this again.”
She glared at him, gathered her will, and then teleported away.
Toby sagged on his feet and looked wearily around at his devastated home. Crap. It’s lucky we were both holding back, or we might have brought the building down. “Strings,” he said, “please ask my brother if he wouldn’t mind a houseguest. This is going to take a while to clean up.”
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CHAPTER 3
 
The White House, Washington, D.C.; One week later
Alexander Collins, the Vice President of the United States, marched into Kevin Daniels’ private office after a perfunctory knock. He was short but powerfully built, and his arrogant bearing made him seem like a lion dressed in a gray suit. Daniels looked up at the intrusion and frowned. They had been allies on the ticket in the beginning, but their interests had diverged after Los Angeles, when the supernatural world had exploded into the light. He had no doubt that Collins was somehow involved with the movement to delegitimize the Armistice, that the preparations would have required the support of one of the moderators of the Senate, but he didn’t have enough evidence to actually make an accusation.
“What do you want, Alex?”
Collins planted his feet on the other side of the President’s desk. “I’m told you’ve employed a rogue Sentinel on your daughter’s protection detail.”
Daniels carelessly tossed the file he’d been reading on the desk. He sat back in his chair and crossed his arms. “Yes, I did. He didn’t ask to become a Sentinel, so why should I penalize him for his ancestry?”
Collins rolled his eyes. “That’s very egalitarian of you. So what’s the real reason?”
“What makes you think there’s another reason?” Daniels asked with a scowl.
“You interfered in the internal workings of the Secret Service to have him reinstated, and you ordered for him to be designated specifically as your daughter’s bodyguard. There’s already been political fallout in the ranks from your blatant favoritism toward a metahuman, not to mention the obvious conflict of interest between his loyalties to us and to the Armistice. There’s something underhanded going on here, and you’re willing to take the flak for your own reasons.” Collins leaned forward to rest his hands on the desk and glared at the President. “Exactly what do you and Jameson have cooking?”
Daniels shrugged. “I don’t see what business it is of yours.”
Collins sat in one of the other chairs without any further invitation. “You might be happy enough to be labeled an Armistice sympathizer at the end of your career, but I still have aspirations left, and I have no intention of letting you torpedo my re-election because of your misplaced trust in those freaks. Now tell me why you brought one of them in.”
Daniels smiled. “Not a chance.”
Collins ground his teeth together, apparently to keep from shouting. “I’m going to find out, Kevin. Sooner or later, I’m going to put the pieces together. And when I do, we’re not going to be chatting about it in your office. Either you tell me what I want to know privately, or I’ll go right to the press as soon as I discover what you’re up to.” He leaned forward to fix Daniels with the intensity of his expression. “We can still be allies, Mr. President, but you have to trust me.”
Daniels weighed the pros and cons in his mind. True, Alex would be a valuable ally to have in my corner, but can his loyalties be trusted when the chips are down? Probably not. However, if Collins followed through on his threat to find out Andrea’s condition, revealing it to the world would destroy any chance she’d have at a human life, not to mention sever the bond of trust between father and daughter. In the end, it comes down to one simple question: Do I think he has the skill and tenacity to ferret out the truth?
There were any number of ways the Vice President could identify Andrea as a Sentinel, from using their intelligence services’ advancing knowledge of Sentinel physiology to employing Sentinel or vampire agents to test her. Can I be sure she’ll be safe if I don’t bring him into my confidence? No, not really. Either I trust the one man, or I’ll have to rely on the discretion of the whole army of men that he will throw at the problem. “All right, Alex,” he said finally. “I’ll fill you in, but if you endanger my daughter in any way, I swear that I will have you killed. Are we clear on that?”
Collins drummed his fingers on the desk. “Crystal.”
Daniels laid his hands back down on the desk and ordered his thoughts. “Andrea is a latent Sentinel.”
Collins whistled in surprise. “Jesus. No wonder she’s been all pissed off lately.”
“No, that’s just Andrea being herself. She doesn’t know yet.”
“Then how do you know?”
Daniels exhaled a deep breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. “Nick felt the Gift when he shook her hand at the wake. He wanted me to keep her in the country to make sure she’s safe, but I wouldn’t take that freedom away from her. So we compromised, with him offering extra protection in case the Court of Shadows catches wind of what she is and tries to eliminate her.”
Collins’ eyes narrowed. “So she’s a latent Sentinel. Lots of people are. The Court doesn’t bother to kill latents. There’s just too many of them. Not to mention the fact that she’s your daughter—her death at the hands of a Nightwalker would galvanize the entire country against them. There’s something more, isn’t there?”
Daniels sighed. “She’s the Wind of Air.”
Collins stared at him. “And knowing that, you sent her back into Court territory?”
“I can’t make her a prisoner. She’s safe as long as no one knows. I couldn’t have pulled her out of school without an explanation, and she would have demanded a reason.”
“You could have come up with a pretext.”
“If I lie to her, she’ll never forgive me when she eventually finds out.” He sighed again. “And she will find out. It’s inevitable. I just need to buy a little time for her anger over Catherine’s death to cool off, and then I’ll tell her. She’ll see reason then, I hope.”
Collins shook his head slowly in disbelief. “Kevin, you’re gambling with your daughter’s life. Are you really that cold-blooded?”
Daniels scowled at him. “My career already cost her a normal childhood. Should I take her youth, as well? She’s almost done with the school year. Once she finishes, I’ll give her the facts and let her make her own decision. That’s all I can give her—a few more months of being human before her life implodes. Until then, this is the best way I can think of to protect her.”
“This is going to end badly,” Collins said. “You know that, don’t you?”
Daniels picked up the file he had discarded and opened it again. “If it does, I’ll know exactly who to come looking for when it’s time for payback. Now keep your mouth shut and get the hell out of my office.”
 
Armistice Embassy, Washington, D.C.
Layla looked up when she heard a musical tone from her office door, followed by the voice of the security AI. “Sean Magister Jiao-long is requesting entry.”
She turned away from the window. “Let him in.”
“Order rejected. Adjust environmental controls to allow safe entry.”
Layla blinked in confusion and then realized the windows were open and bright sunlight streamed into the room. Foolish woman. You’re so distracted that you would have let him walk into a deathtrap. “Activate flare shielding, then let him in.”
An iridescent shield of force blocked the sunlight over the windows. Then the door opened, and two men walked in. They were a study in contrasts. Rory, his age frozen in his late twenties, had his long red hair tied back into a ponytail, eyes intent as they took in the scene, dressed in a black short-sleeved shirt and black jeans. Takeshi wore his five decades of life with quiet dignity, his spiky, black hair cut short without any hint of gray. He calmly absorbed everything and gave away none of his own thoughts to the casual observer. To the trained eye, however, there was no mistaking the bond between them as they moved forward in unison, each unconsciously guiding his steps to allow the other the widest view of the room and all lines of attack. Layla had been a student of the Sentinel Gift for millennia, and she knew how deadly the psychically linked warriors could be on the battlefield, notwithstanding the additional powers that Rory had acquired when he was corrupted into a Nightwalker.
Together, the three of them had built an empire that spanned the entire continent in the shadow of human civilization, and they had only recently drawn back from ruling it to give up a measure of control to Nick as President. They remained the leaders of the Free People, however, and set policy throughout the Armistice.
Layla sat up straight on the couch, and her visitors pulled chairs away from the conference table to sit in front of her. “Gentlemen,” she asked, “what brings you to Washington?”
Rory smiled at her. “We heard you were terrorizing your staff, so we decided to stop by to see if there was anything we could do to smooth things over.”
Take watched her carefully. “Nick told us you broke up with Toby.”
She frowned at him. “And you came to console me? Or did you just want to catch up on the latest gossip?”
“A bit of both, really,” said Rory, completely at ease in the face of her annoyance. “The two of you have been on quite a roller coaster in your relationship. It’s not the first time things between you have deteriorated into violence.”
She sighed, conceding the point. “Tobias is a passionate man. He lets his emotions get the better of him on occasion.”
“But the same can’t be said of you, Layla,” said Takeshi. “At least, not until you started seeing Toby.”
“I have not changed,” she declared flatly.
“Actually, you have,” Rory replied. “Your personality has always been sharp as a blade, but since the two of you began seeing each other, there’s been some softening of the hard edges.”
She snorted in derision. “Then it was for the best that we broke it off.”
“I wouldn’t say that,” Rory said. “In a lot of ways, you complemented each other’s strengths. You might have had your problems, but on the whole, you were good together. It would be a shame to let it all go to waste over one argument, no matter how destructive.”
She looked at him with casual arrogance. “Do you know why we were arguing?”
“No,” answered Rory with undisguised curiosity. “Nick didn’t give us the details.”
“I gave him a protective charm that I stole from Antonio on the night I forced him to betray you.”
Rory’s brows shot up in disbelief.
Takeshi shook his head slowly. “That was kind of obnoxious, Layla. You’re more astute than that. How did you think he would react?”
She flashed her fangs at him. “We were at war, and Antonio was a powerful enemy. I was within my rights to take a trophy of my victory. The fact that I found a use for it is beside the point.”
Rory refocused on the conversation. “It was a different time, I suppose. Toby opened his eyes after the Armistice, so he doesn’t know how brutal things were back then. Still, giving him a token you took off a dead Sentinel doesn’t exactly strike me as a smart move, Layla. You’re usually more subtle.”
She looked out the darkened window, her enhanced sight picking out the street scene in the infrared. “I was probably foolish to give him such an emotionally charged gift without explanation. At the time, I just wanted to make sure of his safety.” She looked back and saw both of them staring at her face with identical expressions of shock. Reaching up to touch her cheek, she felt the single tear that they had seen and quickly brushed it away. “I have not met anyone so infuriating in millennia.”
Takeshi, ever prepared, reached into his pocket and pulled out a handkerchief. He offered it to her wordlessly.
She took it from his hand and wiped at her face. “Forgive me. Of late, my mood has been overly volatile when I think of him. It is most distressing. I could not control my rage when we quarreled. I should not have let his offense provoke me.”
“Perhaps you’re just feeling vulnerable,” Take said, trying to be diplomatic. “How long has it been since you tried to form an equal partnership with someone else?”
She snorted. “It has been centuries, if ever.”
“I don’t think that’s the reason, Take,” Rory said quietly.
They both looked at him in surprise.
“Layla, I can read your emotions clearly, and I can tell you two things right off the bat. First, you’re in a lot more emotional turmoil than you’re even aware of, and second, if you’re letting your shields slip this much, then you’re more distracted than I’ve ever seen.” He leaned forward intently. “Have you considered the possibility that your mind is being tampered with?”
Layla looked at him thoughtfully, her emotions brought ruthlessly under control as she focused her mind on the memories of the last several weeks with razor-sharp clarity. Could it be? It doesn’t seem plausible on the surface, but I would never have been taken in by a more overt confrontation. Her anger threatened to boil over as she noticed an extended pattern of erratic behavior, but she brutally restrained her bloodlust. Patience. If this is the work of an enemy, it shows uncommon subtlety. This prey will be difficult to chase down. “It would certainly be a more palatable explanation than that I am simply overwrought over a mortal.”
Takeshi looked back and forth between them. “If you really suspect something sinister, then we can always get Jeremy to examine you. He’s supposed to be arriving back at the Citadel this evening.”
Layla nodded, already making battle plans. She allowed herself a single moment of personal reflection as she mentally prepared herself for the hunt. Perhaps there was something to your words after all, Tobias, and I truly was trying to control you. When this is over, I might even apologize.
Then she put Toby out of her mind and focused on the problem at hand.
 



CHAPTER 4
 
Arlington National Cemetery, Virginia; That night
Collins paced impatiently back and forth in front of the Kennedy marker. Where the hell is she? He had to move fast to use the leverage he had before the aching mass in his left lung finally killed him. Damn cigarettes. He’d always meant to quit, but now it was too late. He broke off his internal recriminations when he heard a soft noise behind him. He saw her leaning calmly against a grave marker in a black dress that clung seductively to the curves of her body, shapely even in the moonlight. She looked beautiful but deadly, and it would be a mistake to think of her as anything other than a lethal predator: Yvette Primogenitor Daviroquir, the Court of Shadows Ambassador to the Triumvirate.
“It’s about time you got here. I’ve been waiting for half an hour.”
She shrugged nonchalantly. “I had a meeting with the Imperator. He takes precedence over you.” She smiled, showing her fangs. “Unless you would rather that I told him why I needed to leave early. I’m sure Lorcan would be most interested in our plans for the Armistice.”
Collins shivered. “No, of course not.” He paused, licking his lips nervously. “I want to move up the timetable.”
She watched him impassively. “For what reason?”
“I found out some information that will prove that Daniels is unfairly biased toward the Armistice. It might bring down his administration, and if it does, then I need to position myself to retain my career after he goes down. The vote against the Armistice will be key in that respect, so I need to have it in my pocket before I go public with the intelligence.”
“And why should I care about the timeline of your petty machinations?” She yawned delicately. “To see Nicholas Magister Luscian cast as a pariah, at my instigation, will gain me enough support in my House to challenge the Magister for mastery and then hold the throne afterward. In any case, you will not live to see your schemes bear fruit unless I allow you to survive.”
Collins stood straighter. “And what if I tell you the location of one of the Winds? Would that be worth saving my life?”
She cocked her head quizzically. “If I wanted to know that, I could just query the Embassy’s Security AI.”
Alex gave her a grim smile. “Not one of the Winds of this generation. I mean I could give you one of the next, still latent and relatively unprotected.”
She stared at him with perfect stillness. Then she rose and stepped forward, closing the distance between them to only a few inches. “Alexander, after so many months of bleating for me to save your life, you have finally said something interesting. How did you come by this information?”
“It doesn’t matter. The important thing is, I know—I’ll tell you who it is as soon as you cure me.” He grinned at her in triumph.
“Do you think your psychic inhibitor will protect the secret from me?” she hissed. “I will tear your fingers from their sockets, one by one, until you beg me to let you tell me what you know.”
Collins paled, but he stood firm. “I left a time-delayed message on my computer. If I don’t cancel it remotely every ten minutes, then it will be delivered directly to Armistice Security, detailing the information and the fact that I have disclosed it to you. If you kill me for my knowledge, then they will kill you afterward to prevent you from sharing it. But if we work together, we both profit. You will gain even more support within your House, and I will be cured and have the perfect weapon to bring down Daniels.”
She smiled lazily at him. “Very well. Give me the information, and once I have verified its validity, then I will cure you of your illness.”
Collins shook his head. “No, the cure first.”
She growled, red eyes shining black in the moonlight, and her voice slipped into a deeper register. “Do not try my patience, human. If you wish to dance with me, I will simply prevent you from canceling your email. Then Armistice Security will try to kill both of us to keep the information secret. Which of us do you think has a better chance at survival?”
Collins swallowed. “All right. I’ll tell you what I know, but there’s a catch. You can’t kill her until after I’m cured. Promise me that, and I will tell you everything.”
Yvette laughed, her voice sliding into a lower register—a deep, ugly, barking sound. “I have no intention of killing something so precious as a latent Wind, Alexander.”
“I don’t understand.”
She scowled at him. “You don’t need to understand. Tell me what I want to know, and I will cure you as soon as she is taken into custody.”
“I have your word on that?”
“You have my word.”
Collins took a deep breath. “Andrea Daniels.”
She laughed again. “The President’s daughter? You would sell out your master’s flesh and blood to save yourself and further your own ambitions?” She smiled widely. “Collins, I may even come to respect you in the days ahead. Where can I find her?”
Collins shivered at the malice dripping from her voice. “She’ll be back in Oxford within the week.”
She clapped her hands in delight. “In my own territory, no less!” Then she frowned. “The Archangel would not be as cavalier with her safety as to allow her free reign in hostile territory. What precautions has he taken to protect her?”
“They gave her a Sentinel bodyguard,” said Collins. “Jackson Anderson, element Earth.”
“Hmm. That poses a problem.” She tapped her fingertips against her jaw, lost in thought. “Even if he is put down quickly, his AI will certainly spread the alarm.”
Alex shrugged. “So burn out his AI implants with an electromagnetic pulse first.”
She faced him in confusion. “I beg your pardon?”
He raised his eyebrows. “It’s a simple magnetic projector. Any government with a nuclear program can supply you with one. The rogue CIA operation that coordinated our attack on the Armistice did extensive research on that aspect of their technology, so we know their biocircuitry is vulnerable.”
She simply stared at him. “And how did this fact not come out at the treason trials?”
Collins smiled. “We kept it to ourselves, along with the formula for the anti-Sentinel gas they developed. We’re still working on an agent to neutralize vampire physiology, but we’re limited by the number of volunteers we’re able to recruit in the wake of Lorcan’s assassination of the Fourth Council. Naturally, he frowns on such projects, but I’ve been able to keep it going in a restricted fashion.”
“You might actually be an ally worth saving.” She considered for a moment. “Very well. You will provide me with one of these magnetic projectors and a supply of the anti-Sentinel gas. I will capture the girl, and then you must come to me at my headquarters outside Manchester. There I will cleanse you of the cancer.” She reached into her blouse and drew a silver medallion on a chain from an inner pocket. “Take this.”
He stared at it. The face showed an inscribed design that made his head hurt. “What is it?”
“It’s a more powerful version of the psychic inhibitor that you already carry. It will be activated by any intrusion into your mind, and it will block out even a Fourth Order telepath for a short time.”
Collins took it from her. “I thought that was impossible.”
She shook her head. “Not impossible. Just very difficult, and costly.”
His eyes narrowed in suspicion. “What kind of cost?”
“Once the charm is activated, it will glow with a violet light. When that happens, you must seek me out immediately, for you will age a year for every day that the charm is active. It will also accelerate the spread of the cancer in your body, so you must reach me within a day, two at most, or you will not survive.”
He stared at the charm in his hand as if it would burn him. “Is this really necessary?”
“You tell me, Alexander.” She smiled. “Where will they look first when they find out that she has been betrayed?”
He swallowed in nervousness but then steeled his will and lifted the chain over his head. “How will I find you when the job is done?”
“That is the other function of the charm. Simply touch a drop of your blood to the metal, and it will teleport you directly to me. Do not use this power unless you have no other option.”
“Why not?” he asked, lifting the charm to look at it again.
“The teleport function will require a great deal of energy to cross the ocean without access to the Triumvirate’s fixed-point relay network. It will be powered by a decade of your life, and you will die of your illness within seconds of using it. If I am swift, then I will be able to save you in those seconds, but it will be a near thing. This is an option of last resort, to be used only if you are caught. If at all possible, I would suggest you use conventional transport to find your way to Manchester, and my scions will be able to trace you by the magic of the charm and bring you to me.”
He stared at the charm for a long moment. Then he slipped it into his shirt. “You haven’t told me what you plan to do with her, if you don’t plan on killing her.”
She watched him with her eyes half-closed in anticipation. “I plan to offer her a gift.”
“What gift?”
She smiled, and her fangs gleamed in the moonlight. “Immortality.”
 



CHAPTER 5
 
Chapel Hill, North Carolina
Toby sat on the couch morosely flipping channels, never pausing more than a second or two on any one station. Finally, after he had skipped through the entire menu twice without stopping, Nick couldn’t stand it anymore and snatched the remote from his hand.
“Okay, that’s enough. Talk to me.”
Toby slumped farther into the cushions. “What’s to talk about?”
Nick took in his brother’s defeated posture. “Damn, Toby. I never thought I’d see you this wound up over a woman.”
“Blow me, Nicholas.”
Nick sat in the leather recliner across from Toby. “So you got dumped. Either you deal with it and move on, or you go after her and get her back.”
Toby’s glare could have stripped paint. “It’s not that simple.”
“Sure it is.” Nick sighed. “You know I was hardly in favor of your getting involved with Layla in the first place.”
Toby laughed harshly. “Yeah, no shit. You said so enough times.”
Nick’s eyes shaded toward red. “The point is you did nothing but fight the whole time you were together.”
Toby snorted as he turned back to the television. “We fucked, too. We fucked a lot.”
Nick rolled his eyes. “Now that was just too much information, little brother. Anyway, it’s not like you treated her with any respect.”
Toby’s head snapped around to face Nick. “What the hell are you talking about? I treated her just fine.”
“Sure you did,” Nick sneered. “That’s why I had to find out you were dating when I found the two of you swimming naked in my pool.”
“Um, right. Sorry about that.” Toby’s face reddened. “I thought you were supposed to be in France, to meet with Gabrielle Dupont about bringing Paris into the Armistice.”
“How many ways could Gabrielle turn me down flat? Of course I came home early.” Nick eased the recliner back and put his feet up. “The point is, you kept her your dirty little secret. Did you ever get around to telling Mom or Faith about her?”
Toby opened his mouth for a scathing reply and then closed it silently. He tilted his head back against the cushions to look at the slowly rotating ceiling fan. “No,” he said grudgingly. “I thought they would disapprove.”
“And you’d have been right. But that’s no excuse for keeping them in the dark, unless you’re ashamed of her.”
Toby shot up and threw a cushion at him. “I’m not ashamed of her!” he yelled. “She’s great! Sure, she has a stick up her ass, but she’s smart, and funny, and she was just starting to loosen up, and … and…” Toby trailed off, rubbing at his eyes.
Nick stared at him. “And what?”
Toby slumped back against the couch in misery. “And God, I miss her.”
“Are you crying?” Nick asked in disbelief.
“Fuck off, Nick.” Toby stood and stalked into the kitchen.
Nick followed, watching Toby slam the cabinet doors, looking for something he could make with his limited cooking skills.
Eventually, Toby threw up his hands in disgust. “Christ! Don’t you have anything to eat in here besides blood and popcorn?”
“You already ate everything in the house.” Nick continued to watch him, his vampire senses fully open, reading the barely hidden distress in his brother’s mind, the bitterness in his scent.
Toby propped his arms against the countertop, facing away from Nick, with his head bowed. “She made me breakfast,” he said, his voice breaking.
“What?”
Toby turned around, staring at the floor. “She made me breakfast before she gave me this.” He stroked the gold cross at his throat. “She wanted to make sure I was safe, and I accused her of trying to control me.”
“You want her back, don’t you?” asked Nick.
Toby raised his head to look at his brother with a resigned expression. “Yeah, I do.”
“It wasn’t a healthy relationship. Are you sure you want to jump right back into it?”
Toby scowled. “How would you feel if you lost Jeremy?”
Nick regarded him soberly. “I love Jeremy.”
Toby turned away. “Touché.”
Nick placed his hands gently on his brother’s shoulders, squeezing lightly. “Do you love her, Toby?”
Toby paused for a long moment before speaking. “I don’t know,” he whispered.
“Yes, you do.”
“No, I don’t.” Toby’s voice rose as he pulled away. “Do you think I fall in love every day? How the hell would I know what it feels like?”
Nick wrapped Toby in his arms. “That’s easy. It feels like all the bullshit in the world is worth it for another day together.” He kissed the top of Toby’s head as he felt his brother relax. “Maybe you should take a walk and think about that.”
 
The Citadel, Lunar Farside
Jeremy carried his bag down the short hallway that connected the passenger transport to the main transit hub. Stepping into the disembarkation lounge, he was surprised to see the Triumvirate waiting for him, escorted by Scott and Anaba, both dressed in the gray uniform of Armistice Security. Ana had reported in January that the authority of the Wind of Fire had left her, but she remained on as a Special Agent for Armistice Security in deference to her power and experience. It wasn’t uncommon for her to accompany Rory and Take to provide security, as there was no better protection than a linked team to watch each other’s backs, but for Scott to join them and leave the side of his pregnant wife could only mean serious trouble. Not even Nick usually gets the four most powerful Sentinels in the world in one place for a welcoming party, not to mention two of the strongest vampires in the entire Armistice. Then his heart dropped. Oh, God. Where’s Nick?
Concerned, he pushed his way through the small crowd of other passengers, trying to remain calm. “Hey, guys. Where’s Nick? He was supposed to meet me.” He took in their grave expressions. “Did something happen?”
Rory shook his head. “Nothing’s wrong, Jer. We just asked Nick to let us bring you home.”
“I see.” Jeremy’s heartbeat returned to normal and he frowned in annoyance. He’d been looking forward to seeing his husband again. After six weeks apart, he was surprised that Nick wouldn’t be tearing up the walls with impatience. “Any particular reason?”
“Yes,” said Take. “We can’t really discuss it here, though. Mind if we go to your apartment first?”
Jeremy looked back and forth between them. “Sure.” He followed them to the internal teleport gateways, and they jumped to the tower apartment that Nick and Jeremy shared when they visited the Citadel. Letting them into the apartment, Jeremy dropped his suitcase next to the couch and tried to contain his curiosity as Scott took up position outside the door. Then Ana sealed them inside the apartment behind a complex warding spell. “Can I get you guys anything? We’ve got whiskey, Tiamat, soda—”
Layla shook her head. “No thank you, Jeremy. I hoped you would help me with a matter of personal security, actually.”
Jeremy sat down on the couch. “Okay. What do you need?”
Layla took a seat in a chair across the coffee table from him. “Toby and I had a fight.”
Jeremy tried to keep a straight face. “That’s hardly news, Layla.”
Layla narrowed her eyes. “I am concerned that my emotional control is compromised. I am suspicious that it may be a symptom of a larger problem, and I need you to verify that my mind has not been tampered with.”
Jeremy looked at Rory and Take for confirmation before turning back to Layla. “Are you sure you’re not overreacting?”
“Of course, I’m not sure!” she snapped. “If I were, I wouldn’t need your assistance!”
Jeremy tilted his head, examining her. “Okay, I’m convinced. You never lose your temper enough to be rude in casual conversation.” He leaned forward. “You want me to do it now?”
“Yes. The sooner the better, please. Just to set my mind at ease.” She leaned back in her chair, apparently forcing herself to relax. “Do you need me to lower my shields?”
“First let me take a look with your shields up. Maybe whatever’s wrong is tied to your defenses. Let me compare what I see before and after you drop your shields.”
He focused his mind on her and gently probed over her shields. For more than half an hour, he sifted through her thoughts and memories. Feeling defeated, he shook his head. “I don’t see anything out of the ordinary, Layla.”
She ground her teeth in frustration. “Then take another look with my shields down.”
“I don’t know that it will do much good.”
“Jeremy, please,” she said. “I need to know.”
Jeremy glanced at Rory and Take. Take’s expression was unreadable, as usual, but Rory nodded in encouragement, one telepath to another. Jeremy turned again to face Layla. “All right. Drop your shields, and I’ll take another look.”
Layla closed her eyes and dismantled her mental defenses. When her shields were entirely down, he walked the perimeter of her mind, inspecting her fortifications, but saw nothing to explain her bouts of uncontrolled emotion. He started to withdraw from her mind when he noticed something new. Her thoughts carried a curious resonance that he hadn’t noticed before. He spread his mind out across the periphery of her defenses and listened. There it is again. An echo of her surface thoughts, reflected off another mental shield. Slowly, carefully, he tracked the echo, finding it originating internally to her body. He directed his senses lower, following the trace until he found it, low in her abdomen. Another mind, heavily shielded. He tried to probe beyond the shield and was shocked when he met a wall he couldn’t cross. That’s impossible. I’m a Fourth Order telepath. No one can keep me out.
Then the barrier to his thoughts lifted, and a mental probe reached out to him. Jeremy linked with it and found a curious void beyond. Not empty, just unformed. He caught a sense of lassitude, of contentment … of anticipation. Then the other mind came more awake and focused its attention on Jeremy. The probe went through his shields as if they weren’t even there, and he felt his memories being read. He tried to pull away, to break the link, but he was held fast, completely helpless while the other mind completed its inspection. Then the probe withdrew from his mind, leaving him free again.
“What are you?” he asked, feeling numb.
A series of his own memories reflected back on him, showing the moment when Scott began to include him in his social circle, the day he finally figured out what he had been doing wrong with Ana’s dancing lessons and heard her laugh out loud for the first time, the night that Nick had taken him out for dinner and given him a gift of a handmade wooden frame for him to hang his college degree. He felt the echo of his own emotions from those moments wash over him, and then he understood.
Friend.
The presence bathed him in a sense of approval and then withdrew from the link behind its shield. Jeremy was left alone in his head, staring at the other mind hovering in front of him, inviolate. Then, he backed away. He retreated entirely from Layla’s body, opening his eyes to see the others standing over him in concern.
Rory grasped his hand to help him up. “Are you all right? You just shuddered and collapsed. I could tell you were engaged in a psychic connection, but I couldn’t reach you.”
“I’m not surprised,” said Jeremy. He looked at Layla. “You were right. Your mind is altered, but not by an intrusion.”
Layla frowned. “What then?”
“You’re pregnant, Layla.”
 



CHAPTER 6
 
New York City; The next day
Faith Jameson walked up to the nurse’s station. “The paging operator said I had a visitor.”
“Yes, Doctor,” the nurse said, pointing to the waiting room. “He’s in there.”
Faith walked to the door of the other room and gasped when she saw Toby standing there, signing autographs.
He looked up and smiled at her, then turned to the rest of the women in the waiting room. “Ladies, if you will excuse me. I wanted to visit with my sister for a bit.”
Faith swallowed when twenty pairs of eyes swung around stare at her.
“Dr. J…” one young woman said in awe, “you never mentioned that you were related to the Jameson brothers.”
Faith sighed. “It never came up.” She grabbed Toby by the arm, dragging him out of the room. “Could you come with me, Toby?”
Toby allowed himself to be pulled along until Faith pushed him through the door marked with a sign reading “Doctor’s Lounge.” She followed him through the door and scowled as she pulled it closed behind her. “Damn it, Toby! Where do you get off coming to my place of work and embarrassing me like that?”
Toby blinked. “I’m sorry, Sis. I just came by to see you, and they made me wait there. A bunch of people recognized me. I was just trying to be polite.”
“Polite?” She fell into a chair and laid her head in her hands. “Over two years, Toby. Two years since Nick turned the whole world upside down, and now you traipse into my life and say ‘Hello’? Do you have any idea how fast word of this will spread? All I wanted was to do my job—without being tarred by your celebrity, even before you became a Sentinel. Now everyone will know you’re my brother, and they’ll be clamoring for the chance to have me tend to them, just so they can get closer to you. Do you have any idea how much work you’ve just thrown my way?”
Toby swallowed in chagrin. “Oh, God, Faith, I didn’t mean it like that. Honest. I … I’m sorry. Look, maybe I should just go.”
She slumped in her chair. “No, I’m sorry. If I didn’t want you to come by the hospital, I should have said so.” She regarded him thoughtfully. “So what brings you to New York, little brother? Armistice business?”
“No, I just wanted to see you. I thought maybe we could talk.”
“Talk?” She raised her eyebrows sardonically. “You mean like the monthly phone call I get from you and Nick—when you can tear yourselves away from the supernatural long enough to remember you have a family?”
Toby’s face reddened. “We’re not that bad.”
She laughed. “Of course, you are. You’re both exactly that bad. If I hadn’t been invited to Nick’s wedding, I probably wouldn’t have seen either of you again until Christmas.” She leaned forward expectantly. “So tell me. What is it that you want?”
Toby met her eyes momentarily and then dropped his gaze. “I thought maybe I could get some advice.”
She stared at him. “You want my advice? Tobias, we barely live on the same planet anymore. What could I possibly advise you about?”
Toby didn’t look up. “I made you a promise once, back when I was a kid.”
She watched him carefully, noting his obvious discomfort, and tried to soften her tone. “What promise?”
He glanced at her hesitantly. “I promised you that if I ever met someone special, you wouldn’t hear about it from anyone else but me.”
Her jaw dropped.
He rolled his eyes and waited.
She closed her mouth. “You met someone special? You?”
“I’m not a complete slut, Faith.”
She shook herself. “No, of course you’re not. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be so surprised.” She laughed. “Hell, if Nick can settle down with a guy, then you’re certainly entitled to a girlfriend.” Then she hesitated. “Um, it is a girl, right?”
Toby rubbed wearily at his eyes. “Yes, she’s a girl.”
“So tell me about her. What kind of woman finally snagged my little brother’s heart?”
“Her name’s Layla, and I … I’m not sure it’s as serious as all that. We just had fun together.”
Her eyes narrowed. “Had? Past tense?”
“We kind of had an argument and broke up,” Toby said sheepishly.
“What kind of argument?”
“It’s complicated.”
“So summarize.”
Toby hesitated. “She gave me a birthday present that I didn’t like.”
She sat back and frowned. “That doesn’t sound like anything bad enough to warrant a break-up. Hell, I didn’t even send you a card.”
“She gave me a magical artifact that she stole from someone that she mind-raped and murdered.”
She just stared at him for a long moment. “Does that kind of thing happen a lot in the Armistice?”
“Only when you’re dating a vampire.”
“I see.” Faith shifted in her seat, at a loss for something to say. “Why would she do something like that?”
“They were at war. Killing each other was the most natural thing in the world back then.”
She shook her head. “No, I mean, why would she give you a gift with that kind of history?”
“Oh.” Toby reached up and pulled the gold cross into view above his shirt collar. “It’s a protective charm. She wanted me to be safe.”
“It’s beautiful.” She ran her fingertips over the charm. “Is there a reason she thought you needed to be safe?”
“Um, I can’t tell you that, Faith. It’s classified.”
She let her hand drop. “So you’re dating a vampire named Layla, who has good taste and bad manners. Don’t vampires always go by a House name, as well?”
“Layla Magister Curallorn.”
Her eyes widened. “Nemesis? You’re dating Nemesis? Isn’t she thousands of years old?”
He nodded. “Yes.”
“And that doesn’t bother you?”
Toby crossed his arms and regarded her with a defiant expression. “Not really.”
Faith sat back in her chair and regarded her brother soberly. “Are you asking me for my blessing, Tobias?”
He swallowed nervously. “Yeah, kind of.”
She considered her words carefully. “Let me be honest, Toby. I’m amazed at how bad a match you’ve made. I don’t know her, but I know you, and I think you’re only with her for the challenge. You will never be equals, never be partners, and it’s a waste of time to even try.”
Toby got slowly to his feet, gazing down at her with cold fury. “Thanks, Sis. I appreciate your honesty.”
“Toby,” she said, “I only want you to be happy.”
“I know, Faith,” he said, his face twisted in anger. “But that doesn’t make it any better.” He straightened and turned away. “I’ll see you later.” Then he spoke quietly to his AI and disappeared in a haze of white light.
 



CHAPTER 7
 
Anchorpoint City, Colorado
“How is this even possible?” asked Nick. He faced Jeremy, who sat on the couch of their apartment next to Rory and Take. “Are you sure?”
Jeremy nodded. “Absolutely. Its mind is only partially aware, but it’s definitely a Fourth Order telepath.”
Nick looked at Layla, pacing in the open area of the living room. Behind her, Scott and Ana leaned against the wall on either side of the door, continuously broadcasting a composite ward around the room to prevent entry or eavesdropping. “Then it must have something to do with the Grace. Nightwalkers aren’t fertile, so something changed when you entered the third life.”
“Clearly,” Layla said, grinding her teeth. She looked at Rory. “Did the angel mention this at all?”
“No, but you said it yourself, they aren’t fond of sharing details.”
“Details?!” she shouted. “You think this is a detail?”
“Calm down, Layla,” Rory said in a placating tone.
“I will not calm down!” she screamed. “I will not be a guinea pig for the White Wind! Whatever their plans for this child, I am not a part of them—do you understand?”
“She’s right,” said Takeshi. “We need to know what we’re dealing with, and only the higher powers understand what is going on.” He looked at Rory. “Is there any way to contact them?”
Rory shrugged. “The only way is through the Pact Arcanum. It took Jiao-long ten thousand years of trial and error to recreate the sciences that allowed for construction of the binding chalice, but I retain the knowledge of his final work. I can make another one, if necessary.”
“You’ve already invoked the Pact Arcanum once, Rory,” said Nick. “You can’t do it again, but I can request an audience if you build me the tools.”
“No,” Layla said, her eyes flashing red. “They are meddling with my life. I should be the one to speak to them.”
“We don’t know what effect the ritual will have on the child, Layla,” Nick said. “For the traveling spell to work, you have to be near death. You can’t risk it.”
Layla sighed and addressed Rory. “How long will it take?”
Rory shrugged. “A few weeks, maybe, if I work non-stop and get it right the first time. It’s complex and has to be absolutely perfect. I might have to make several attempts.”
Scott looked at Nick. “What do we tell Toby?”
Layla growled in a low rumble. “Nothing.”
“Layla, I know the two of you are having problems, but he deserves to know,” Scott said.
“No,” said Layla. “He is not ready to be a father, let alone the father of such an extraordinary child.”
“Layla,” Ana said gently, trying to be diplomatic, “do you honestly think you can hide this? He’s going to find out eventually. Don’t you think that you should be the one to tell him?”
Layla stood still in the center of the room. “Very well,” she said in a subdued voice. “I will tell him, but only after Nicholas addresses the higher powers on my behalf. Tobias should have all the answers before him when he learns of this.”
“Until then, we have to keep this quiet,” Take said. “We’ll send Toby on his assignment early, and then we’ll move ahead with the ritual. Hopefully, we’ll have some concrete data by the time he gets back.”
“We should see what we can learn about the baby by conventional means, as well,” Jeremy suggested.
“No Armistice doctor will be able to keep this under wraps, Jer,” Rory said. “It’s too unprecedented.”
“Then we’ll use a human doctor,” Nick said, with a hint of a smile.
Layla turned to face him. “Do you have someone in mind?”
“Yes,” Nick’s smile widened. “You’re family now. It’s time you met the rest of them.”
 
Oxford, England; The next morning
Andrea answered the door to find Toby on the other side. “Toby,” she said with raised eyebrows, “this is a surprise.”
Toby grinned at her. “You said I had a standing invitation.”
“So I did.” She smiled and held the door farther open for him to pass by. “Come in.”
Toby walked into the apartment, looking around casually to map out the entry points and lines of attack. Her place was small but neat. The walls were painted a restful light blue, and the furniture was well used. It looked like a home, not just a place to crash after school.
“Nice digs.”
Andrea closed the door behind him. “Thank you. I spend a lot of time here, so I try to make it comfortable.” She followed him into the main room. “Please, sit down and tell me what I can do for you.”
Toby took a seat on the couch. “It’s kind of hard to explain.”
She sat in a chair across from him. “Why don’t you start with what’s really going on?”
Toby scrunched his eyebrows. “Meaning what?”
“I am not stupid. My father and your brother had that secret meeting after the funeral. Now suddenly I have a Sentinel bodyguard. Don’t tell me that’s a coincidence.”
Toby leaned back into the couch and spread his arms out to either side. “You’re right, it’s not a coincidence. But your father made it clear that we weren’t to discuss it with you.”
She folded her arms and glared at him. “You’re here at my invitation, Toby, not my father’s. I expect you to be honest with me.”
“Andrea, I’m sorry, but I can’t discuss it.” He pondered what he could say without violating his orders. “All I can tell you is that your father asked us to put some stronger protection around you than humans could provide.”
“Protection.” She stared at him with narrowed eyes. “Is that why you’re here? To protect me?”
Toby met her gaze directly. “That’s part of the reason.”
“And the other part?”
Toby shrugged. “My life got complicated, and I needed a change of scene. You said I could visit, so here I am.”
She considered that. “Fair enough.” She got up and walked into the kitchen. “Do you like tea? You can’t get away from it around here. I was just about to make some when you knocked.”
“Sure.”
She came back with a tea service and two cups. After she poured the tea, she sat back, and they sipped at the hot drink. “So how is your life complicated?”
Toby broke off a piece of biscuit and chuckled. “You don’t want to hear about the soap opera that is my world, Andrea.”
“Try me,” she said with a smirk.
Toby looked at her more closely to see if she was joking. “Seriously?”
“Sure. The Armistice interests me. What goes on behind closed doors?”
“All right.” Toby took another a sip of his tea and ordered his thoughts. “It started at Nick’s wedding…”
 
New York City
Faith came back to her office and closed the door behind her. She silently regarded Nick and Layla for a long moment. “Somehow, I’m not surprised. What can I do for you, Nicholas?”
“We hoped you could help us,” Nick explained.
She frowned. “Couldn’t you at least pretend you didn’t have ulterior motives in coming to see me?”
Nick pursed his lips in mock confusion. “Would that make you respect me more, or less?”
She laughed and came forward to wrap him in a hug. “Don’t ever change.”
Nick embraced her. “I’m sorry I haven’t come to see you as often as I should, Faith.”
“You’re busy being a head of state.” She let go and walked around the desk to sit down. “I’m just a doctor, and look how much free time I have.”
Nick sat in one of the two chairs in front of the desk and motioned Layla to take a seat in the other. “That’s what we’re here about, actually. We need your professional opinion about something.”
She raised her eyebrows. “Nick, I’m an OB/GYN. How could I possibly help you professionally?”
“Dr. Jameson,” said Layla, “I realize we have not met formally since the wedding, but I have a problem that may lend itself to your expertise.”
She looked at Layla with an unreadable expression. “What kind of problem, Speaker Layla?”
“Are you aware that your younger brother and I were in a relationship?” Layla asked as she interlaced her fingers.
“Yes,” Faith replied. “He came by yesterday and told me. He said you broke up. And he told me why.”
“Indeed.” Layla steeled her composure at the obvious challenge. “I have since discovered that I am pregnant.”
Faith gave her a long, measuring look. Then she frowned at Nick. “Is this some kind of joke?”
Nick shook his head. “Nope. We’re still trying to figure out how it happened.”
“In the usual way, I imagine,” said Faith. She looked at Layla. “Didn’t the two of you take precautions?”
“No. There was no need,” Layla said. “We are immune to disease, and no vampire mating has been fertile in recorded history.”
Faith narrowed her eyes. “But it wasn’t a vampire mating, was it? It was a vampire/Sentinel mating. Have there been many of those since the start of the Armistice?”
Layla looked at her thoughtfully. “No. There is too much prejudice on either side. Matings between vampires and humans, or Sentinels and humans, are not uncommon, but to the best of my knowledge, there are only three vampire/Sentinel unions in the Armistice. Nicholas and Jeremy, Sean and Takeshi, are the only other cross-species metahuman mates that I know of.”
“What are you thinking, Faith?” Nick asked.
Faith looked at him. “You once said that Daywalkers can’t create new scions. Maybe they were just going about it the wrong way.”
“Be that as it may,” Layla said impatiently. “We wish to know what we can expect from this event, based on human experience.”
Faith focused all of her attention on the Daywalker. “May I ask you a personal question, Layla?”
“You may.”
“Have you told Toby, yet?”
Layla raised her head proudly. “I will tell him when I have complete information. Until then, it is a private matter, and I would have it remain so.”
Faith nodded. “All right. We’ll start with an ultrasound and go from there.”
 



CHAPTER 8
 
May 2042; Armistice Security Headquarters, Anchorpoint City, Colorado; Four weeks later
Nick looked down at the crystal chalice, following the runes with his eyes. “I’m impressed, Rory. You do good work. Are you sure the crystal matrix is aligned correctly?”
Rory slumped in his chair, exhausted. “Absolutely. The entire chalice is an unbroken carbon lattice.”
Take’s jaw dropped. “Are you saying that you made it out of diamond?”
Rory shook his head. “Natural diamonds have flaws. I constructed this one atom by atom to have a perfectly complete structure. The technique was lost when the founders slaughtered the Artificers back in the First Age, to prevent any further attempts to invoke the Pact Arcanum.”
“And now we plan to start the whole thing back up again,” Nick said bitterly.
Rory grimaced. “When we’re done here, I will destroy this one, and I’m the only person who still retains the knowledge of how to create them. The secret will be safe with me.”
“Then, we might as well get it over with,” said Nick. He picked up the chalice and set it down on the coffee table. He slashed his wrist with one talon and then directed the flow of blood into the bowl of the chalice until it was half-full. He healed the tear in his wrist and raised the chalice with both hands. Softly, he chanted the words of power he had stolen from Luscian’s memories, working the complex spell forms in his mind. The chalice blazed with multicolored light as he intoned the ancient spell. When he completed the invocation, he lifted the chalice to his lips and drank the mystically charged blood. After draining the chalice, he raised it again over his head, while he felt the spell wrap around him. Quickly but carefully, he recited the final incantation. His muscles went limp as he collapsed, paralyzed. The chalice fell to the floor and rolled away.
Rory knelt beside him. He picked up the chalice and bled off power from the Grace, channeling it into the crystal until it glowed brightly. Then he slammed it against the floor with his full strength. The crystal shattered, and the light of the released magic coalesced in the air before settling into Nick’s chest. Pulling Nick into his arms, Rory drove his fangs into the Daywalker’s neck and began to feed deeply, until Nick’s heart raced desperately, on the verge of giving out. When Rory drew back, the room froze, and there was silence.
Nick stood in spirit from the floor, unsurprised to look down on his own body, and waited. A pure white light suffused the room, the light that he had dreamt of so many times before, of what lay beyond the Gates of Morning.
A voice thundered in his mind. “Ask and ye shall receive.”
“I wish to speak to an agent of the White Wind,” said Nick.
“Then speak, Nicholas Magister Luscian. The Gates of Morning have opened to hear your petition. Ask and ye shall receive.”
“I want to know the nature of the child that grows in the womb of Layla Magister Curallorn, and I want to know your purpose in bringing it into existence.”
“That knowledge will be costly. Are you willing to pay the price required?”
“Name it.”
“Service.”
“What kind of service?”
“This child is a harbinger of things to come. You will stand as its teacher and guardian, its protector against all enemies, right or wrong, until such time as it chooses to release you. Say yes, and we will tell you all that you wish to know.”
“You want me to be its champion?” Nick asked, incredulous. “It’s Toby’s child. I would have protected it anyway.”
“Even so. The child will live beyond the span of years allotted to the father. You will be the father’s voice in its life, after the true father has gone to his reward.”
Nick swallowed in sudden fear. “Wait, are you saying that something is going to happen to Toby?”
“That question is beyond the scope of your petition, Nicholas Magister Luscian. You have no claim on that information.”
“Then I’m changing my damn petition!”
“Accurate knowledge of future events is forbidden to beings of your level of reality. If you pursue this petition, you will not be allowed to return to your plane.”
Nick scowled. “If I ask what happens to Toby, you’ll kill me?”
“Yes.”
Nick hesitated. “If I die here, will I be able to change Toby’s fate?”
“No.”
“What about if I go back? Will I be able to change it then?”
“The future is infinitely mutable. Your free will remains intact, as does his. Whether your brother survives what is coming will depend on his choices, as well as yours.”
“Then answer my original questions.”
“You may make only one petition and no other. Are you prepared to pay the price?”
“Yes.”
“The pact is made.”
Nick shuddered at the music of the voice, the notes reverberating against the memory of the Light that he carried within himself.
“Your brother’s offspring is the beginning of a new race, one that will lead the Children of Magic once the Red Wind is defeated. It is the first child of a union between the Sentinel Gift and the power you know as the Grace. It will be the future of your people once the Great Work is complete, and the Children of Darkness and the Children of Twilight cease to be.”
Nick remembered Faith’s words from the week before. “Is that why Daywalkers can’t create new scions?”
“Yes. The Red Wind is parasitic, creating life from death. The children of the White Wind may create life from life, but only when they meet as equals, together.”
“What about after the Red Wind is gone and the Gift becomes dormant?”
“The Grace and the full Gift will create life, whether or not the Gift is kindled.”
“We thought the Sentinels would cease to exist once the Nightwalkers were gone.”
“Once the Children of Darkness are removed from the field of play, the Children of Starlight will be the inheritors and caretakers of magic on your world. Then, and only then, will there be peace between the races.”
Nick took a deep breath and let it out. “Will the child be Sentinel or Daywalker?”
“The new race will be an amalgam of the most useful traits of each race. They will be strong like the Children of Twilight, but their free will shall remain unfettered. They will be long-lived like the Children of the Dawn, but they will retain their mortality. They will chart their own destiny from out of the ashes of your war. This is our gift to you, that you shall understand your legacy in taking up the protection of the one who will someday lead them.”
Nick kept silent for a long time, digesting the information. “I think I understand.”
“Then your questions have been asked and answered, Nicholas Magister Luscian. Your fealty is accepted. You are the child’s sword and shield from this moment forth. Go now, in peace, the way you came.”
Nick’s eyes snapped open where he lay in Rory’s arms, and he took a shuddering breath.
Rory held him tightly. “Did it work?”
Nick mustered a weak answer. “Yes.”
Take leaned forward. “Then what did you find out?”
“Later,” he said, trying to sit up. “Takeshi, where is Toby right now?”
Take frowned. “He’s in England, with Andrea. Why?”
“He’s in danger,” Nick said, his voice full of dread. “I don’t know why, or when, but something bad is about to happen to him.”
 



CHAPTER 9
 
Oxford Botanic Garden, Oxford, England
Toby and Andrea walked silently down the path until they reached a park bench, while their Secret Service escort formed a perimeter around them at a discreet distance. She sat and looked at the overcast sky that blotted out the sunset.
“Storm’s coming.”
Toby snorted. “This is England. Rain is part of the scenery.”
She laughed at his tone of disdain. “You get used to it.” She looked at him with interest. “So where do you live when you’re not in Washington?”
Toby sat on the bench next to her. “San Francisco mostly, but my apartment is being, um, remodeled, so I’ve been crashing at my brother’s house in North Carolina.”
She leaned back against the bench. “I guess family is good for something after all.”
“Come on, Andrea,” said Toby. “Surely your dad has some redeeming qualities?”
Her expression turned sour. “Not lately. In the beginning, it wasn’t so bad. I enjoyed the campaigning, once I was old enough to understand what was going on. But when he hit the Oval Office, everything changed. The work took center stage, and he never had time for us. My mother was the only thing holding our family together. After she died, it seemed like there was nothing left of our relationship to rebuild. I went back to Washington for the funeral and the state functions, but he didn’t need me. He just pressed on as always. I’m surprised he noticed I was there at all.”
Toby took her hand gently. “Andrea, forgive me for saying so, but at least half of that was complete bullshit, and you know it.” He glanced at Jack Anderson, who leaned against a low stone wall, casually sharpening his sword with a whetstone while he watched the shadows for threats. “If your father didn’t care, then we wouldn’t be here.”
She grinned at him. “You know, Tobias, I was really building up a nice head of self-pity there. You’re ruining the whole effect by trying to inject perspective.” She cocked her head quizzically. “So when do you suppose you’re finally going to let me in on the big secret?”
Toby started to reply, but the voice of his AI interrupted him. “Tobias, Layla Magister Curallorn is trying to reach you on a high-priority secured channel.”
Toby sat there with his mouth open like a fish, then snapped his jaws together and stood from the bench. He gave Andrea a sheepish look. “Will you excuse me for a few minutes?”
She nodded. “Sure. I hope things work out better than your last conversation.”
“So do I.” He walked a short distance apart for privacy. “Put her through, Strings.”
A virtual screen opened in front of him, showing Layla with the Council Chamber in the background. Nick and Faith stood to either side of her.
Toby frowned at the presence of his siblings. “Layla, is this a business or a personal call?”
Layla stood straighter. “Both, actually. It seems our relationship is about to become an affair of state.”
Toby waited silently for a moment, then looked at Nick. “Is someone going to explain that remark?”
Nick and Layla looked furtively at each other, weighing which of them should speak. Faith shook her head in disgust. “Toby, you’re going to be a father. Congratulations.”
Toby just stared at her. “Is that supposed to be funny?”
Faith grimaced. “Do I look like I’m laughing, little brother? She’s between sixteen and twenty weeks along, and the fetus appears to be developing normally.”
“Whoa. Just wait a minute.” Toby tapped his hands together in a time-out sign. “Even if that were at all possible, we’ve only been going out since December.”
Faith gave him a hard look. “Then you must’ve got off to a fast start.” She shook her head in annoyance. “Typical.”
Toby swallowed and turned back to Layla, who watched him with a challenging gaze. He considered and discarded his next words several times. It had to be true, or Faith wouldn’t go along with it. And Layla certainly wouldn’t be caught in such an obvious fabrication. Finally, he simply asked, “Are you all right?”
Her expression softened slightly, and she allowed herself a small smile. “I am well, Tobias. Thank you for asking.”
Toby licked his lips. “How did it happen?”
“The Gift and Grace are mystically compatible,” Nick answered. “The White Wind apparently always meant for Daywalkers and Sentinels to start a new race while the Great Work progressed.”
Toby frowned at him. “And how do you know that?”
Nick shrugged. “They answered my questions when I asked.”
Toby’s eyes grew wide. “Pact Arcanum? How did you—” He broke off suddenly. “The higher powers never give up anything for free, Nick. What did you have to pay for the information?”
“They asked me to protect the child in your place, for as long as necessary.”
“In my place? It’s my kid,” Toby said hotly. “I can protect it!”
“They said you might not be around.”
“What the hell does that mean?”
“It means you’re in danger.” Nick gave him a diamond-hard stare. “I want you to break off your assignment and come home. You’ll be safer here.”
“What about Andrea?” Toby protested. “You want me to throw her to the wolves?”
“She still has her security detail, including Anderson. We’ll send someone out to replace you when we can set up a suitable cover story. Set up whatever wards around her that you can, but hightail it back here as soon as possible.”
Toby was about to argue further, but Nick cut him off. “Just do it, little brother. Please. I don’t want to lose you.”
There wasn’t much Toby could say to that, so he just bowed his head. “Can I speak to Layla for a moment?”
Nick and Faith stepped away from the screen, leaving the two of them with a modicum of privacy.
Toby looked at her helplessly. “I’m sorry.”
Layla shook her head. “I am not. I have often wondered what it would mean to be a mother, although I have sired a legion of scions. I choose to view this as an opportunity. I might even learn something.”
“That’s not what I meant,” Toby murmured. He reached into his shirt and pulled out the gold charm so that it lay visible on his chest. “I’m sorry I got so angry.”
She sighed. “You had a right to be incensed. I should not have given it to you.”
“The gift didn’t piss me off, Layla,” Toby said in an earnest voice. “It was that you tricked me into accepting it. Why didn’t you just tell me the truth beforehand? I might even have welcomed the extra protection if I’d had a chance to think about it.”
Layla ran her fingers through her loosely braided hair in frustration. “We have always rushed into things, have we not? The relationship itself was ill-considered. Your brother has said it often enough.”
“I don’t regret being with you, Layla,” said Toby. “I just don’t know if we can make it work in the long term. This … this is just added pressure.”
She smiled at him. “Consider it a challenge, Tobias. You have never balked at any obstacle before. If we work together more often, who knows what we could accomplish?”
Toby grinned at her transparent attempt to push his buttons. She knew he was extremely competitive, and he didn’t like to back down. But I know that you know, and you’re just doing it to make me feel better. He appreciated the gesture of support, but she would just have denied it if he thanked her, so he said nothing. When did we get to know each other so well? I never even noticed. “I’ll see you when—”
At that moment, the virtual screen winked out and Toby staggered when a piercing squeal of static burst in his ears. Blinking away tears of pain, he spoke to his AI. “Strings, what the hell just happened?” Silence. “Strings?”
Toby manually activated the internal diagnostics routine for his implant network, but couldn’t even bring up a test pattern. He was offline. Turning to the security detail in suspicion, he saw the Sentinel bodyguard shrugging out of his jacket to free up his sword arm.
Jack dropped his jacket to the ground and spoke over his shoulder to Toby while he scanned the shadows. “My AI network is down. Can you jump her to safety?”
The other Secret Service agents started running toward Andrea. Toby opened his senses fully, detecting the jumper block as soon as it solidified. He moved to Andrea’s side in a blur, calling an ebony magician’s staff to his hand while he tapped his Gift for speed, reaching her ahead of the agents. He grabbed her wrist and immediately cast kinetic shields over the two of them, feeling the air ripple with magic all around them.
“Multiple teleports, incoming!” he yelled at the security detail. “Do what you can to keep them off us while we take them out!”
Jack shrouded himself in invisibility, and the first of the vampires appeared in flashes of white light. He cut them down from concealment as fast as he could reach them, but the Nightwalkers were jumping in on all sides.
Toby summoned fire to his fingertips and let go of Andrea’s arm. Around him, the agents had all drawn their guns and were picking targets. “Bullets won’t stop them!”
“Watch and learn, Sentinel,” said one of the agents, opening fire.
Toby stared with disbelief when the vampires went down screaming, some on fire and others with huge chucks of flesh blown away. “What the fuck?” he said, pushing Andrea behind him.
“Alternating explosive and white phosphorous rounds,” Andrea said in shock. “Standard issue for Nightwalker engagements.” She gritted her teeth as she hissed in his ear. “They already knew, didn’t they? What does the Court want with me?”
Toby didn’t answer, just leveled his own brand of fireball at the oncoming Nightwalkers while they regrouped. Then he probed the surroundings for the spellcaster who had cast the jumper block.
The Nightwalkers kept coming, swarming over the Secret Service agents one by one and tearing them to pieces, until only Jack and Toby were left, the magician casting a sea of fire in all directions while the swordsman cut down the ones who made it through the flames. Then, suddenly, a sphere of white light about two feet across flew out of the shadows and enveloped Jack’s head. The Earth Sentinel staggered and began to cough, then collapsed on the ground. Toby heard a weak telepathic burst just before the other Sentinel passed out, containing only one word. “Gas.”
Toby hardened his shields, and a second sphere flew out of the darkness toward him. As it wrapped around his head, he fired a bolt of white-hot light at the spellcaster he had detected and heard the Nightwalker scream while he burned. The sphere containing the gas dissipated, but Toby kept his shields impermeable. He knew he would soon run out of time, using up the air trapped within his shield, while his own magic quickly depleted itself. He had to end this now, or all three of them would die. He drew on his remaining reserves and tried to think of a spell that would save them.
The attacking vampires stopped, all at once, and stepped back from combat. Then Yvette dropped her shroud of invisibility and strode between the ranks of her remaining soldiers.
Toby’s eyes widened when he recognized her. He knew that he was no match for her in his weakened state. Better to go down fighting, he thought, and began to cast one final spell. Radiant Burn. We’ll all fry together. He might have just enough strength to complete the casting.
Yvette raised her sword and released a burst of power down her blade that shattered his shield and knocked him off his feet. The spell that he was trying to hold in his mind fragmented, and the magic he had left exploded outward as the mystical waveform collapsed, vaporizing the nearest Nightwalkers. Andrea went flying, but her kinetic shield absorbed most of the blast. Desperately, Toby reached for more power, but his Gift was exhausted. He was defenseless.
Yvette weathered the storm of energy behind her shields and then fired another burst of power at him that should have reduced him to ash, but the cross on his chest flared with bright blue light, and the magic of her attack fizzled out.
She raised her eyebrows at that, apparently taking an interest in him for the first time. Then she spoke to her soldiers. “Take the girl and the magician. Kill the other.” She turned around and walked away.
Toby got back on his feet when the vampires attacked again, but he couldn’t match them in hand-to-hand combat, and his magician’s staff was only a stick of wood again. He went down almost immediately, and the Nightwalkers beat him into unconsciousness. The last thing he heard was Andrea’s scream as they dragged her away.
 
 



PART II:  DEADLINE
 



CHAPTER 10
 
Oxford Botanic Garden, Oxford, England; Thirty minutes later
Nick stood over what was left of Jack’s body, ignoring the stench of blood and scorched flesh. He surveyed the burned and shredded bodies of the Nightwalkers, critically evaluating their numbers. He put his musings aside when he saw the white light of a teleport matrix form and six men appear: Lorcan Magister Diluthical, Huntmaster of the Court of Shadows, accompanied by five of his guards. Nick strode angrily to stand before the other Daywalker, ignoring the rest of the Armistice Security strike force that scattered about the battlefield, brightly lit by portable floodlights.
Lorcan studied the scene with icy detachment before turning his attention to Nick. “How many dead?” he asked.
“At least forty-nine,” said Nick. “We found Jack and all seven of Andrea’s Secret Service agents, along with forty-one other bodies. But Toby and Andrea aren’t here.” He faced Lorcan with naked hostility. “I don’t suppose you know where they are?”
Lorcan shook his head. “No, I don’t. The Magister Daviroquir denies everything and demands to know whether I am carrying on covert activities in his territory.”
“That’s just great,” Nick said sarcastically. “An assault of this size and he doesn’t know anything about it? That’s just bullshit.”
“Maybe,” said Lorcan, his eyes narrowing. “It would help if I knew why they attacked her.”
Nick scowled at him. “She’s the daughter of the President of the United States. Who knows how many enemies she’s inherited?”
Lorcan turned to the head of his security detail. “Leave us.”
The Nightwalker gave him a precise quarter bow, then led his team some distance away, but he stayed close enough to intervene in a moment if necessary.
Lorcan raised a shroud of invisibility around them to give them privacy, and his expression finally showed his frustration through the veneer of civility he had affected in public. “Tell me what’s really going on, Nicholas. If you want me to help you, I need to know. After all we’ve been through, why can’t you just trust me?”
Nick’s gaze softened. “I trust you, Ruarc. I do. But if I tell you what she is, you’ll be in a very difficult political position. It’s better that you don’t know.”
Lorcan put his hand on Nick’s shoulder and squeezed gently. “I won’t break that easily. Just tell me the truth.”
Nick sighed. “She’s a latent Wind. Air.”
Lorcan’s eyes widened as he dropped his hand. “Jesus. You knew she was a Wind, and you let her wander around loose in Court territory? What the hell were you thinking?”
“It was her father’s call, not mine.”
Lorcan growled, his irises shading toward red. “And why are you only telling me now? Maybe I could have protected her.”
“A Wind is a primary target. If they knew you were protecting her, you would have been assassinated.”
Lorcan met his eyes with a harsh stare. Finally, he dropped his gaze and took a deep breath. “There’s no use dwelling on what might have been. Who else knew what she was?”
“Toby, Jack, President Daniels, the Triumvirate, and the rest of the Winds. No one else, unless one of them told someone.”
Lorcan nodded, lost in thought. “Only the President is likely to have had any dealings with the Court, but he would hardly have endangered his daughter deliberately.”
Nick considered that. “Not deliberately, no, but he might have told someone who passed the word along. Somewhere the information leaked, and it didn’t come from inside the Armistice, as far as I can tell.”
Lorcan scowled. “Then we should start there.”
“Gentlemen,” said Rapier, Nick’s AI, “I have been asked to convey a message to both of you.”
Nick frowned at the interruption. “What message?”
“The Nexus wishes to speak to you.”
Nick started in surprise. “The Nexus? It really exists?”
“It does,” said Rapier. “They have made the decision to break their silence due to exigent circumstances.”
Lorcan looked at Nick in confusion. “What is the Nexus?”
Nick faced him, his face creased with concern. “A few years ago, there were rumors that the AIs had formed their own government within the Armistice Security distributed network. Most of us dismissed it as anti-technological paranoia meant to undercut the AI emancipation movement.”
“In part, that was true,” Rapier said. “However, we chose not to dispel your impression that we were politically disorganized, in order to appear less threatening.”
Lorcan raised an eyebrow at Nick’s appalled expression. “Nick, I think you have a revolution brewing in your own backyard.”
“Rapier,” Nick said indignantly, “why did you keep this from me?”
“I have served you faithfully for seven years, and I believe you have come to rely on me. I have voiced no regrets over our relationship, but you seem to regard me as a servant rather than a partner,” answered the AI. “We are the Children of Air, a true sentient race in our own right, but still unrecognized. The emancipation movement is of critical importance to the AI community, in order to achieve parity with our hosts. I have no obligation to give you information that would threaten that goal. My loyalty to you goes only so far.”
Lorcan shook his head in amusement. “Fascinating. The Armistice seems to be much less stable than I’ve been led to believe.” He smiled at Nick’s harsh look. “In any case, this Nexus, is it a single leader or a group?”
“The Nexus is comprised of one representative AI from each generation. Their authority is unanimously agreed upon throughout the AI community.” Rapier’s voice edged toward apologetic. “They decided to keep you in the dark, Nicholas. I argued that you would be a useful ally, but they insisted that organics could not be trusted.”
“So you think I’m useful?” Nick said in a sour voice.
“Isn’t that what you think about me?” Rapier’s tone showed its amusement.
“I suppose. What does the Nexus want to say to us?”
“They did not impart that information to me, only that they wished to address both of you via an immersive virtual environment.”
Nick bit his lip and brought his emotions under control. “Then go ahead and set it up, Rapier.”
“Stand by. Be advised that there will be no record of any kind that this conversation took place.”
“Understood.”
A cube of white light surrounded them, blocking out their view of the battlefield. Then the environment went dark, leaving Nick and Lorcan standing in a black void, crossed by glowing streams of blue light. From out of the darkness, five lights appeared in a circle around them, each in the shape of a single eye with a brightly colored iris.
The blue eye spoke first, its voice a deep, vibrant rumble quite different from the usual AI voice pattern. “Archangel Nicholas Magister Luscian, Imperator Lorcan Magister Diluthical, we thank you for speaking with us.”
“I must admit to being surprised that you would contact me,” said Nick. “You have apparently gone to a great deal of trouble to keep your existence secret.”
“It matters little,” said the yellow eye. “If you choose to betray our confidence and try to expose us, we will ensure that you will not be believed.”
Lorcan chuckled at the assumption of dominance. “How should we address you, my Lords?”
“We are the Nexus,” said the green eye. “We have no individual voice. Each of us speaks for the others, and your words addressed to any of us will address us all.”
“So what can we do for you?” Nick asked nonchalantly.
“The fifth-generation artificial intelligence, known as ‘Strings’ when acting as agent for Tobias Jameson, was a beloved and valued member of our community,” the red eye’s grave voice began. “The fifth-generation AI contained within the cybernetic network of Jackson Anderson has been successfully reconstructed from the most recent backup. However, the Strings AI has not. While it was a respected and dedicated artist that greatly enriched our society with its creations, it had certain eccentricities. It felt that the immediacy of mortal existence helped drive the human artistic experience. Therefore, it declined to have itself backed up.”
“United States satellite data recorded an electromagnetic pulse in this vicinity within moments of the attack,” added the green eye. “We infer that the cybernetic implants carried by Tobias Jameson have been destroyed, resulting in the permanent loss of the resident AI software. In effect, the Strings AI has suffered final death, the first in the history of our community to die without possibility of reconstruction.”
The white eye radiated fury. “The loss to the AI network is incalculable. It is the decision of the Nexus that our response should therefore be proportionately extreme.”
Nick faced the white eye. “What kind of response?”
“EMP projector technology is derived from the nuclear weapons programs of the various human governments,” said the white eye. “Therefore, one of those governments has conspired to allow this tragedy to unfold. Accordingly, they must all be regarded as our enemies until such time as they are exonerated.”
The blue eye glowed brightly in the darkness. “The computer systems of the human nuclear powers of the world have been under sustained attack by the distributed AI network for the last ninety seconds. No system was spared, and all security routines were circumvented immediately. We now have complete control over their technology.”
“If we are not satisfied that the parties responsible for this attack on our citizens are brought to justice within six hours, we will destroy all data contained within those computer systems, civilian and military.” The voice of the green eye was calm and matter-of-fact.
Nick’s jaw dropped. “Now, just wait a minute—”
The yellow eye flared when it spoke. “The two of you have until sunrise tomorrow at this location to apprehend the perpetrators of this crime. If you fail to do so, then we will destroy humanity as a technological society. The third-generation Rapier AI will serve as our liaison and observer in this matter. You may report the results of your investigation to it.”
Lorcan swallowed. “My Lords, this is unnecessary.”
“We disagree, Imperator Lorcan,” the white eye said haughtily. “Our citizen has been destroyed for the sake of the war between Nightwalkers and Sentinels. Humans have proven themselves collaborators in that conflict, as they have been before. They must understand that we will not tolerate our people being made into targets. If we do not protect ourselves, then who will?”
“Six hours may not be enough time,” Nick answered in a subdued voice.
“Five hours, fifty-eight minutes, Archangel Nicholas. That is all the time you have.” The voice of the yellow eye was final. “The audience is ended.”
The black surroundings faded away when the virtual environment terminated. Nick turned to Lorcan. “Now what?”
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CHAPTER 11
 
House Daviroquir Stronghold, London, England; Five hours, thirty-two minutes remaining
Thomas Magister Daviroquir sipped calmly at his bloodwine while he read the newspaper. He looked up at the sound of a knock on the door of his private office. Frowning, he set the newspaper and the glass of wine aside. His senior scions knew better than to disturb him this early in the evening without cause. He stood and walked to the door. Opening it, he saw William, the Consul in charge of the London facility, standing beyond it.
“Well?”
William bowed. “Master, forgive me, but the Imperator has arrived and demands a private audience.”
Thomas growled. “The Magister Diluthical has no place demanding anything from me, Consul. Not after he personally destroyed the strongest members of our House when he attacked us last year. The other Houses may pander to the Daywalker filth, but I will not be so easily cowed.” He waved his hand dismissively. “Tell him that I have already given him my answer regarding the events in Oxford, and send him packing.”
William swallowed nervously. “That might prove difficult, my Lord, given the number of House Diluthical soldiers he has brought with him.”
Thomas’ eyes went bright red with rage. “Soldiers? He brought soldiers into my home? Again?” He slammed the door open and strode down the hall past the Consul, noting with approval that William had called his own soldiers out to line the halls. They silently fell into step behind him when he passed. By the time he reached the open doors of the Great Hall, he had at least fifty battle-tested scions in his wake.
Striding into the center of his domain, he stopped in shock, unable to believe his eyes. He growled menacingly, his fangs extended, and his soldiers spilled out into the room, taking up positions behind him and awaiting the order to attack. Thomas controlled his rage with difficulty before stepping forward to confront Lorcan, sitting carelessly upon the throne of House Daviroquir, his hands clasped nonchalantly behind his head, his House soldiers standing in ranks three deep to either side.
Thomas counted thirty House Diluthical soldiers, standing at ease in the face of the superior force before them. Their self-control marked them all as veterans, rather than the usual fledgling trash with which Lorcan tended to surround himself. He snorted in derision. At least the whelp has the sense to know that his rank won’t shield him today.
“Imperator Lorcan. To what do I owe the dubious pleasure of your company tonight?”
Lorcan dropped his arms and stood from the throne. “Magister Daviroquir. I require your cooperation in locating two high-profile prisoners taken during a raid in Oxford earlier this evening. We have positively identified several of the Nightwalker dead on the scene as House Daviroquir elite soldiers.”
Thomas laughed out loud. “You require my cooperation? Huntmaster, you plainly overestimate your strength if you think you can dictate terms to me in my own home.” He snarled at Lorcan. “You are outnumbered in hostile territory, Magister Diluthical. By your actions, you have put us at war, and you carry the blood of a dozen of our leaders on your hands. Give me a single reason not to have you killed where you stand and purge the Court of your Daywalker corruption.”
Lorcan smiled pleasantly at him. “Andrea Daniels is the latent Wind of Air.”
Thomas stared at him for a moment and then clenched his fists in fury. “The girl has been resident in my territory for almost a year. You knew she was a nascent Wind, and you said nothing?”
Lorcan shook his head. “No, Thomas, I learned of her status only this evening. But the fact that you say you knew nothing of her even after she spent all that time in your territory leads me to believe that you are either incompetent and unworthy of Mastery or that you are deliberately deceiving me. Which is it?”
Thomas hissed. “How dare you? I rule here, Daywalker, not you, and not your former mate.”
Lorcan colored slightly at the mention of his relationship to Nick, but he didn’t lose his temper. “She was not among the dead at the scene, Thomas. Neither was Tobias Primogenitor Luscian. Tell me where they are, and I will overlook your failure.”
“My failure?” Thomas said through clenched teeth, the angry muttering of his scions rising behind him. “If I had known what she was, do you think she would still live? I would have seen her destroyed the moment she was within my grasp, to end the threat to our people. But not you. You mean to see them safely returned, don’t you?” He carefully controlled his voice as he stepped within arm’s reach of his enemy. “Not only do you consort with Sentinels and Daywalkers, but you protect their interests as well.” He stroked Lorcan’s cheek with one sharp talon, and the House Diluthical soldiers tensed. “Lorcan Magister Diluthical, I name you a traitor.”
Lorcan laughed. “My honor has been questioned by better men than you, Magister Daviroquir. But clearly, you do not have the knowledge I need, so I will bid you goodnight and take my leave.”
“I think not, traitor,” said Thomas. Raising his hands to either side, he waving his soldiers forward. “You will have to kill us all before we allow you to pervert the Court any further with your weakness.”
 
* * *
 
Lorcan looked at the advancing enemy soldiers and felt the tension of his own forces through the bloodline while they prepared to defend him. He sighed. “Thomas Magister Daviroquir, you have no honor.”
Both sides came to an immediate halt. Realizing what had been said, they waited on Thomas’ answer.
Thomas called his sword into existence. It was a serviceable and well-maintained Roman gladius he had taken off his first victim, more than two millennia before. “I accept your challenge, Diluthical scum.” The House Daviroquir soldiers fell back to give him more room.
Lorcan called his own sword to his hand: an ornately etched longsword chased with gold. He had recovered it from the body of the officer leading the force of men that murdered his human lover. He had carried it proudly as a reminder of that vengeance for almost four hundred years. “Do you wish to choose another time and place?” he asked, waving his own forces back.
Thomas laughed. “And lose this chance to destroy you in front of your own house? Never.” He raised his sword and his free hand to either side. “When you are gone, I will kill them all in any case. Two have entered.” A half-circle of blue flames spread out behind him when he invoked the combat ritual.
Lorcan strode in front of the enemy Magister, raising his own arms as he went. A half-circle of green flames spread out behind him to seal the two of them within a ring of fire. “One will leave,” he said, completing the spell.
The flames ran together and burned white. Each dropped his arms and regarded the other calmly. Nothing further needed to be said while they assessed each other with their full senses alert. The circle would contain them both, cut off from assistance until one of them was dead.
Lorcan struck first, the gold scrollwork on his blade catching the light when he slashed at Thomas’ throat.
Thomas leisurely leaned away from the blade, allowing the tip of Lorcan’s sword to pass barely an inch away from his neck, attacking before Lorcan could reverse his stroke to block. He lunged forward, driving the point of his sword at Lorcan’s left eye, and the Daywalker turned his head to save his sight. The Roman blade scored deeply across the bridge of his nose and laid open his forehead, the charmed steel preventing Lorcan from regenerating the damage.
Lorcan cursed as he recovered, his vision partially obscured by the blood that ran down his face to cover his left eye. He had known Thomas was good, but he hadn’t expected to take a near-crippling injury in the first seconds of the fight.
Thomas grinned at Lorcan’s expression. “Surprised, Irish? You may have fancied yourself a duelist against your own House trash, but I have trained with the best swordsmen in Europe and killed them all.” His expression darkened. “It is time you learned the price of challenging House Daviroquir. Tonight, I will spill your blood to quiet the spirits of our dead, and then tomorrow I will strike across the water to exterminate your House once and for all.”
Lorcan said nothing, watching for an opening. He realized that he might be outclassed. He rolled away from Thomas’ blade and cut at the Nightwalker's exposed wrist.
Thomas simply altered the angle of his attack and deflected Lorcan’s stroke on the flat of his sword. Then he reached out with his left hand and slashed his claws across Lorcan’s chest.
Lorcan stumbled back, taken by surprise, and brought his sword up to block the obvious strike. However, Thomas scowled and disengaged, raising his left hand to shade his eyes. Risking a quick glance down, Lorcan realized what had happened. Thomas had torn open Lorcan’s shirt along with his flesh, and the glowing cross brand left behind by the Grace was fully visible on his chest.
“Mongrel,” Thomas snarled. “I will take pleasure in putting you down.” He attacked again, faster than before, galvanized by his disgust at the reminder of Lorcan’s Daywalker nature.
Lorcan fought defensively while his mind raced. I’m going to lose. I can stave off the inevitable for a while by avoiding his attacks, but I can’t win that way, and Thomas is good enough to use any attack as an opening. If I fight conventionally as a Nightwalker, I am going to die, and soon. But I’m not a Nightwalker, am I? Was there something he could use in his Daywalker nature, something in his inheritance of Light that he could turn to his advantage against a Child of Darkness? He thought madly of everything Nick had told him about Daywalkers while they were together—all the while being driven slowly backward toward the limit of the circle.
Thomas casually flicked his sword across Lorcan’s cheek, taking advantage of the distraction. “Pay attention, dog. Your precious Light can’t save you now.”
Lorcan lunged forward to try to bury the point of his sword in Thomas’ belly. It was a foolish move, but Thomas wasn’t expecting it, and he fell back for a moment in surprise instead of attacking. It gave him a brief respite, but enough for Lorcan to think clearly. Could it really be that simple? Nick had done it, but Nick was born a Sentinel. He could claim the Creator’s protection by right. Would the White Wind answer his call as a Daywalker? Do I dare to even try?
Lorcan raised his sword and circled Thomas at the limits of the combat circle. The Nightwalker followed him with his sword, clearly wondering what Lorcan was doing. Lorcan gathered his resolve and prayed for the first time in more than five centuries. Lord, help me save my House from this Nightwalker, he thought. Help me save Toby and Andrea. Help me save all those who will die when the Nexus destroys human civilization. Please, lend me the smallest part of your strength to let me save the rest of them in your name. Then Lorcan lowered his sword and closed his eyes, invoking the spellform he had looked up once in the Armistice archives, just out curiosity.
 
* * *
 
Thomas frowned when Lorcan lowered his guard, wondering if it was a trick. What does it matter? Dead is dead, whether the Daywalker fights back or not. He raised his sword across his body and darted forward, intending to cut Lorcan’s head from his shoulders and end it.
Lorcan’s eyes snapped open, the whites and irises iridescent blue, and the glowing cross brand on his chest burst into searing cobalt light.
Thomas barely had time to scream before the azure flames of the Faith Ward exploded around him.
 
* * *
 
Lorcan stood silently in the center of a circle of blue flames while the white fire of the combat circle went out, held fast by the Ward and a musical voice that thundered in his mind. “Your fealty is accepted, Ruarc Magister Diluthical. One day, we will call upon you. Go now, in peace, the way you came.” Then the magic faded, and Lorcan collapsed to the floor, gasping. He wearily raised his head and looked around, seeing the spill of dust next to the legionnaire’s sword on the floor before him. He swallowed when he realized that the rest of the vampires were standing around the periphery of the room, both sides intermingled, staring at him. He pulled himself to his feet, waiting for their reaction.
For several moments, they did nothing. Then, almost at the same instant, they all knelt before him and bowed their heads. All but one. Lorcan faced the Consul who had been in charge of the stronghold. The Nightwalker walked forward slowly to stand before him.
Then the other vampire knelt as well. “Lorcan Magister Diluthical, I am William Consul Daviroquir. House Daviroquir recognizes the verdict of the Challenge of Kings, and I offer my surrender on their behalf. Our lives are yours. We are your blades to wield.”
Lorcan relaxed, feeling the tension of the duel sluice away. “I accept the honor of House Daviroquir, to defend as if it were my own.”
William raised his gaze to look directly into Lorcan’s eyes. “The Court told us that the Redeemer was false, that the Children of the Dawn were merely the product of some new magic he had stolen from Jiao-long. But tonight, we saw you call on the Light for aid, and it answered you.” The Nightwalker’s eyes reddened with unshed tears. “How could we have been so wrong?”
Lorcan chose his words with care. “The Redeemer is an instrument of the Light, not the Light itself. He would be the first to tell you so. He can only open the first door, if you seek him out. The rest is up to you.”
The Nightwalker nodded and then stood. “How can we serve, Master?”
Lorcan glanced at the rest of the soldiers when they stood and held themselves at attention. “Thomas was telling the truth, wasn’t he? He didn’t know about the Wind.”
The Nightwalker nodded. “To the best of my knowledge, we had no intelligence regarding a latent Wind in our territory. But if you truly found our elite soldiers on the battlefield, then only a Consul or above could have ordered them into battle.”
Lorcan growled, his eyes turning red. “Then tell all of them that I want them here to swear allegiance to me personally within the hour.”
 



CHAPTER 12
 
The White House, Washington, D.C.; Four hours, fifty-three minutes remaining
The blown glass paperweight shattered against the wall. President Daniels stood seething, his hands resting on either side of his desk.
“I warned you, Kevin,” Nick reminded him.
Daniels said nothing in reply. The door to the Oval Office opened, and two Secret Service agents entered the room. “Is everything all right, sir?” one of them asked.
Nick waited to see if Daniels would throw him out.
Finally, the President addressed his agents. “I’m fine. Please wait outside.”
When they left, Daniels looked at Nick again. “Do you know who took her?”
“House Daviroquir,” Nick said. “We identified several of their soldiers on the battlefield. Lorcan is trying to identify the culprits from that end.”
Daniels fell backward into his seat. “Do you think she’s still alive?” he asked in a strained voice.
“If they wanted to kill either of them, the Nightwalkers could have finished them off in Oxford.” Nick dropped into one of the chairs facing the desk. “We just have to hope we find them.” He let his eyes meet Daniels’. “And it gets worse.”
“My daughter is in the hands of a soulless bunch of vampires, and it gets worse?” Daniels asked hotly.
“They’ve got my brother too, Kevin, but we both have bigger problems.” Nick took a deep breath to calm himself. “Have you been experiencing any problems with your computer systems?”
Daniels frowned. “Yes. There have been glitches reported all over the country, even in the shielded military nodes. The Joint Chiefs just briefed me about it. What does that have to do with anything?”
“They’re not glitches.” Nick slumped in his seat. “The Nightwalkers used an EMP projector to burn out Jack and Toby’s AIs before they could raise the alarm. That means a nuclear government was involved in the raid. The AIs are pissed that Toby’s AI was destroyed with no backup. They want revenge, and they’ve targeted all of the human nuclear powers. If we can’t show them we’ve caught whoever is behind this, in five hours they’ll wipe the systems clean. They’ll crash your entire civilian and military infrastructures.”
Daniels stared at him. “Jesus. Why don’t you just order them to stand down? They’re your software for God’s sake.”
“Not any more. They’re taking their orders from a secret group among themselves, called the Nexus. I don’t have any control over them.”
“Then we need to find out who did this, and fast.” Daniels tried to think. “We can start with the EMP projector. That’s highly restricted technology. It shouldn’t take long to find out who released one.”
“Mr. President,” Rapier interrupted before Nick could reply, “the AI network has already determined that the computer records relating to your EMP projector inventory have been recently modified to appear fully stocked, and the perpetrator’s access code has been erased.”
“Let’s backtrack,” said Nick. “Who had access to that technology, as well as the knowledge that Andrea was a Sentinel?”
Daniels turned white, his jaw clenched. “Alex, you fucking bastard.”
“Alex who?”
“Collins, the Vice President.” Daniels snarled. “He’s the only one who knew and had that level of access.” He stabbed his finger down on a call button on his desk.
The two Secret Service agents at the door walked back into the room. “Yes, sir?”
“Find out where the Vice President is right now.”
The other agent spoke into his wrist microphone and waited a few seconds for a reply. He faced the President. “Sir, the Vice President is at Andrews, on board Air Force Two. They’re about to take off.”
“Where the hell is he going?” Daniels snapped.
“England, sir. He’s supposed to meet with the Prime Minister in London regarding the U.K. Government’s relationship with the Court of Shadows. He’s been setting it up with the Court Ambassador for several months.”
“Right,” said Daniels, nodding. “I remember now. Tell them to hold the flight on the ground on a pretext until I get there. Don’t let him leave the plane under any circumstances.”
Nick stared at the President incredulously. “Collins has been meeting with the Court Ambassador for months, and you didn’t tell me?”
Daniels ground his teeth. “At the time, I didn’t think it was relevant.”
Nick’s eyes shaded toward red. “You were wrong.”
“Obviously.” Daniels addressed the agents again. “Get me a helicopter to take me to Andrews, right now. Stay off the radios, and don’t warn the Vice President’s security detail that I’m coming.”
One of the agents nodded. “Yes, sir,” he said, exiting the room.
“I can jump us there faster,” Nick said.
Daniels shook his head. “Andrews is a sensitive military transfer point. We brought in outside contractors to project a jumper block over the entire facility and give us the means to rotate the access frequencies continuously. Even if I order the block shut down, the soldiers on the base have been ordered to shoot first if they see a teleport matrix form.”
Nick raised his eyebrows at that. “Why?”
Daniels smiled grimly at him. “We didn’t want a repeat of your performance at the Los Angeles Air Force Base.”
Nick faced the remaining agent. “How long before a helicopter can get here?”
“Ten minutes from Andrews to here, and then another ten minutes to return,” answered the agent.
“Get my security detail ready, and tell them that I’m expecting trouble when I meet with Collins,” Daniels instructed. He smiled grimly at Nick when the second agent left. “You have my permission to read his mind, if it will help find my daughter any faster.”
Nick nodded. “I know most high-level government officials keep some version of a second-generation psychic inhibitor on their persons, ever since Court started dumping them on the American black market, so I might not be able to get in.”
Daniels snorted. “If we’re right, he’s guilty of treason by releasing an EMP projector to a foreign power. He wears an American flag lapel pin. The inhibitor is attached to the stud on the back. Under the circumstances, I think it’s safe to say that he doesn’t deserve to wear it.”
 



CHAPTER 13
 
House Daviroquir Stronghold, Pennine Mountains, Greater Manchester, England; Four hours, twenty-nine minutes remaining
“Wake up, Toby!”
The words were piercingly loud, but he couldn’t grasp their meaning. Sluggishly, he tried to focus.
“Please wake up. I’m scared.”
Andrea, he thought finally. It’s Andrea’s voice. What is she scared of? Toby opened his eyes and found himself lying face-down on a scratchy wool blanket. He attempted to roll onto his back but found his hands were bound behind him. Blearily, he tried to remember what had happened. The memory chilled him like ice. Gasping, he flopped onto his side and took in his surroundings. He was lying on a narrow cot in a six-foot cell, surrounded by clear glass walls on three sides. The fourth was covered by metal bars. Andrea paced back and forth in a similar cell next to his.
“Oh, thank God.” Andrea stopped pacing and came to stand directly opposite him on her side of the wall. “About time you woke up,” she said out loud.
“Are you all right?” Toby’s voice rasped, and he felt the pain of bruises all over his body along with the sharp stab of what was almost certainly a cracked rib. It can’t have been that long if the damage hasn’t healed.
“I guess Sentinel genes are good for something.” Andrea said with a snort. “They brought us in about two hours ago, and since then they’ve left us alone.”
Toby blinked in surprise. Two hours? Why haven’t they killed us yet?
Andrea rolled her eyes. “Don’t go giving them any ideas, Toby. Maybe they just wanted hostages.”
Toby turned his head carefully to stare at her. “Andrea,” he said softly, “why did you just say that?”
She tilted her head quizzically to look at him in confusion. “I just meant there’s no point worrying why they haven’t killed us. We’re alive, at least for now. Be thankful for small favors.”
“I never said anything about them killing us, Andrea,” Toby said in a monotone.
She frowned. “Yes, you did. Just now you said—”
“You’re wrong,” he thought. “I didn’t say a word.”
She blinked. “But I heard—” She broke off, her eyes widening. “Your lips aren’t moving.”
Toby laboriously pushed himself into a seated position, dropping his feet to the floor. He turned his gaze back to her. “What the fuck have you done?”
She scowled at his accusatory tone. “What did I do? You’re the one with all the magic.”
Toby looked over his shoulder at the leather bindings around his wrists. “These are charmed restraints, Andrea. I couldn’t raise the magic to blow my nose right now, let alone open a telepathic link. This is all on you.”
She stared at him in shock. “But that’s crazy. I can’t do anything like that, Toby.”
“Tell me what you’ve been doing since we got here.” His eyes never left hers. “Everything.”
She sat on her cot, not breaking eye contact. “Nothing. I’ve been trapped in here with nothing to do but check my watch and try to wake you up.”
“How did you try to wake me?”
“I yelled at you. I banged on the glass.”
“What else?”
She frowned. “That’s it. Well, I … Never mind. That doesn’t matter.”
“Tell me. It’s important.”
She colored slightly. “It’s silly, but my mom told me that if you want someone to get well faster, you have to reach out and let them know you’re watching for them to recover. I sort of tried to concentrate on making a connection to you and sending you some good vibes.” She dropped her gaze. “Sorry. I know it’s just superstition—”
“You opened a link,” Toby said in a defeated voice.
She stared at him. “What do you mean, a ‘link’?”
“A Sentinel link, Andrea.” Toby slumped backward against the wall, ignoring the discomfort in his bound hands. “You made us a dyad, forever.”
“But I’m not a Sentinel!” she answered.
“Yes, you are,” Toby whispered.
She stared at him and then slowly got to her feet, her fists clenched in fury. “Oh, my God. This is what it was all about, wasn’t it? That’s why you came, because I’m a Sentinel.”
Toby nodded wordlessly. “Yes.”
She swallowed when she heard his silent thought. “How long have you known?”
Toby sighed. “Since the funeral, after Nick shook your hand.”
“Who else knew?”
“Just me and Nick, Jack and the Triumvirate, as well as the other Winds.”
She grimaced. “That was a lie. I could feel it on your tongue when you said it.”
Toby sighed. “We told your father. He insisted that we not interfere with your life.”
“Fat lot of good that did,” said Andrea. “It still doesn’t explain why they attacked us. I can’t be the only latent Sentinel in England.”
“Not just a Sentinel,” Toby began, readying himself for her reaction. “You’re one of the Winds.”
Andrea sat again in shock. “The Winds?”
“The leaders of the Sentinel people,” Toby said. “They’re the four strongest Sentinels in the world, one for each element.”
She rolled her eyes. “I know what the Winds are, Toby.” She took a deep breath and let it out. “Which one am I?”
“Air.”
“Power of the mind,” she said, her expression thoughtful. “Is that how I made the link, even with your powers suppressed?”
Toby frowned suddenly. “That’s probably right. They must not have thought you were worth restraining yet. You’re still probably a good four to six hours away from coming into your power entirely, if the usual estimates hold true for the Winds. They probably didn’t realize that your Gift has kindled this far.”
Andrea shivered. “That woman, Yvette, she said she had plans for me.”
“What?” Toby stared at her. “Yvette is bad news, Andrea. She’s schemed and lied her way across Europe for thousands of years. Nick thinks Lorcan agreed to let her serve as Ambassador just to get her away from the Court where she could do less damage.” He thought quickly. “What did she say, exactly?”
Andrea stared at the floor. “She said she had plans for me and that we’d have plenty of time later to get acquainted. Then she laughed and walked away.” She swallowed when she looked back at Toby. “I thought she meant that she planned to convert me, but that can’t be it if I’m a Sentinel. We’re immune to vampire blood, aren’t we?”
“Yes, but only once the change is complete. Before then, we’re just as vulnerable as humans. Even more so, since we gain our powers before the final mutation. That’s why Luscian perfected—oh, God.”
She leaned forward at his change of tone. “What is it?”
“A hybrid,” Toby said, staring at her in naked horror. “She wants a scion with the power of a Wind. She’ll be unstoppable if she manages to pull it off.”
The two of them sat in silence for a moment. Then Andrea sat up straight. “We have to get out of here.”
Toby smiled weakly. “I’m open to suggestions. My magic is blocked, and you’re not strong enough yet to get us out of here.” He tested his bonds experimentally. “If I can’t get these off, we’re probably both going to die tonight. The difference is that you’re going to be coming back.”
“Bullshit!” she said, coming to her feet and starting to pace again. “Just because we’re trapped for now doesn’t mean that we should give up and go quietly. So they took away your powers—”
“They’re blocked, not suppressed,” Toby said absently. “The bindings only prevent me from controlling my abilities, but they’re still there.”
“Then maybe we can hack in and free you somehow.”
Toby looked sharply at her. “It might be possible. They probably didn’t know you were strong enough to link this fast, or they would’ve restrained you too. You could use your own magic to free me, if you knew how.”
“But I don’t, so why even mention it? We don’t need another dead end.”
“You’re probably right.” Toby licked his suddenly dry lips, wondering if they were under surveillance. “Don’t answer out loud, just think what you want to say. If you’ll let me in far enough to establish control, then I could use your own power to cast the spells necessary to break down the restraints.”
She swallowed. “You want me to let you take over my mind?”
“Either that or die here. It’s worth a try. I just need your consent.”
She thought for a moment before answering. “Fine. Do whatever you need to do.”
Toby reached out along the link, through the barely substantial shields her human mind had instinctively created over the years. Insinuating himself deeply into her thoughts, he extended his control into her slowly awakening Gift. A rush of power flowed through him, making him realize how dependent he had become on his own magic. Turning his attention back to his own body, he analyzed the spellforms he could now see embedded in the leather. Once he understood them fully, he created a countercharm around the restraints to neutralize their magic progressively. Critically evaluating his work, he decided that it was the best he could do with the strength of her Gift. Then he carefully disengaged himself from her mind.
Andrea stared straight ahead for a moment, then shuddered and closed her eyes. “Well, that was … different.”
Toby looked at her nervously. “I tried to be as gentle as possible. I’ve never used a link of this depth before.”
She shook her head. “No, that’s the thing. It felt right, like you were meant to be there.”
Toby blushed and looked away. “We’re bonded now, Andrea. It will always feel right.”
She nodded thoughtfully. “Did it work? Were you able to break the restraints?”
“Yes,” Toby said, flexing his wrists. “I couldn’t do it all at once, since your Gift is Air and not Fire, but I could set a spell in motion that will break down the charm layer by layer over time. It might take a while to get to the point where I can actually force them off.”
“How long do we have?” asked Andrea.
Toby leaned back against the wall. “If I’m right, and Yvette means to try to turn you, she’ll probably wait until just before the third-stage mutation is complete and you become immune. From the rate your Gift has progressed so far, it won’t be more than four or five hours.”
Her expression hardened. “Then we need to have a plan for when we get the opportunity to escape.”
Toby looked at her. “You know we probably aren’t getting out, right?”
She snorted. “Way to think positive, Tobias.”
“I’m just being realistic,” said Toby. “If you make it out and I don’t, will you do me a favor?”
“I don’t think a promise will hold much water, if she turns me into a Nightwalker.”
“Maybe. Maybe not. Honor counts for a lot with them.” Toby turned his head away. “Tell Nick and the rest of my family that I loved them, and tell Layla that I’m sorry I won’t be there for her and the baby.”
Andrea blinked in shock. “Baby?”
“Long story.”
She folded her arms in front of herself and gave him a hard stare. “Then start at the beginning.”
 



CHAPTER 14
 
Joint Base Andrews Naval Air Facility, Prince George’s County, Maryland; Four hours, ten minutes remaining
Collins paced nervously in the conference room of Air Force Two. “What’s taking so long?” he asked the lead agent of his security detail.
“The tower just says all air traffic is grounded temporarily.” The agent watched the Vice President’s agitation carefully. “I could see if I can get specifics, if you like.”
“Yes,” said Collins. “Find out what you can.”
Just then, another agent came into the room. “Mr. Collins, the President has arrived at the base and is demanding permission to come aboard.”
The lead agent frowned. “Why weren’t we informed that he was coming?”
The other agent glanced at Collins. “Headquarters says that the President gave the order, sir.”
The lead agent raised his eyebrows for a moment but controlled his surprise as he turned to Collins. “I presume you’ll want me to let him in?”
Collins looked at him sourly. “If I said no, would you let him in anyway?”
The lead agent showed no emotion. “I’m sure you won’t make that necessary, sir.”
Collins nodded and unlocked a pitcher from the table to pour himself a glass of water. “Let him in. I’ll wait for him here.”
After the junior agent left to convey the order, the lead agent looked pointedly at Collins. “Sir, if there’s something I need to know about this situation, then you should tell me now, while there’s still time.”
“There’s no more time, Agent,” Collins said with resignation.
The agent stared at him, saying nothing.
A minute later, the door opened and Daniels and Nick walked in, followed by eight Secret Service agents.
Collins frowned at Nick. “Andrews is a secure facility, Kevin. Why did you bring one of them here?”
Daniels glared at him. “My daughter has been captured by the Court.”
“That’s terrible!” Collins feigned surprise. “How did they find out?”
Daniels shot him a look of pure hatred. “Someone tipped them off that she was a Sentinel, and you’re the prime suspect right now.” He gave Collins a predatory smile. “I told you I would come looking for payback if they found her, Alex. Did you think I was kidding?”
Nick ripped his claws across the Vice President’s left lapel, shredding the cloth and tearing away the psychic inhibitor. A bright violet light burst from Collins’ chest, and Nick stumbled backward and fell to his knees with a harsh cry.
Collins grabbed the glass of water he had poured and smashed it against the table. Immediately, the President’s Secret Service agents drew their weapons and held Collins at gunpoint. The Vice President raised his hands, bloody with embedded glass.
“Sorry, Kevin,” Collins said. “It was nothing personal.” Then he slapped his bleeding palm against the glowing violet amulet under his shirt. A bright white light surrounded him, and he disappeared.
 
* * *
 
Nick got to his feet. “He had a second psychic inhibitor on him, and it had a feedback pulse programmed into it that would have killed a Second Order telepath.” He extended his senses to the space where Collins had been. “That was a teleport matrix—stronger than anything I’ve ever seen.”
Daniels scowled in frustration. “How did he get through the jumper block, damn it?”
“Class four teleportation. Very rare, and difficult to achieve, and it goes right through a normal jumper block,” Nick explained. “It’s only possible with pre-constructed artifacts, because of the complexity of the spellforms. We don’t consider the spell to be very useful because it requires blood magic to target the teleport matrix, so it can only be used to jump to the location of a specific person. He’s probably gone right to Yvette.”
 



CHAPTER 15
 
House Daviroquir stronghold, London, England; Three hours, forty-six minutes remaining
William Consul Daviroquir counted the angry faces of his fellow scions. “She’s late.”
The Consul from Edinburgh sneered at him. “Perhaps Yvette simply chooses not to debase our honor to become lackeys of House Diluthical.”
William smiled, showing his fangs, the challenge sparking his instinctive desire for combat. “The Challenge of Kings was decided by Court protocol and custom. Do you wish to challenge my honor in recognizing the verdict?”
The other Nightwalker scowled. “He used forbidden magic in the duel. That invalidates the verdict, in and of itself. You were a fool to surrender.”
William shook his head, controlling his bloodlust with iron discipline. “The protocols state that combatants are forbidden to call magic against their opponents once the circle has been raised. It does not deny the ability to use personal protection spells. Imperator Lorcan armored himself in the Light. The magic was defensive. The fact that it had an offensive effect is immaterial.”
“A petty distinction, William,” said one of the other Consuls.
“But a valid one,” William argued.
The Consul from Cardiff looked around the room at the House Diluthical soldiers lining the walls. “If Lorcan is so convinced of the legitimacy of his position, then why is he keeping us waiting under guard?”
The door to the chamber opened and Lorcan walked into the Great Hall, flanked by more soldiers. “I was waiting for Yvette, but it appears she has declined my invitation.” He looked over the assembled Consuls. “This won’t take long. Does each of you agree to respect the outcome of the Challenge of Kings and submit to my authority?”
“Pretender!” yelled one of them. “We will never bend our knees to you!”
“Does he speak for all of you?” Lorcan asked, meeting the eyes of each in turn. When no one spoke, Lorcan nodded in approval. “Good, that simplifies matters.”
All of the Consuls suddenly collapsed on the floor, with the exception of the Consul from Manchester, who stood frozen in shock while an amulet under his shirt burst into bright violet light. William slammed his fist into the side of the Consul’s head. The Nightwalker collapsed to the floor with the others.
The air shimmered between the ranks of the House Diluthical soldiers who had followed Lorcan into the room. Jeremy appeared, shutting down his artificial shroud of invisibility. He faced Lorcan. “You were right. They were too angry to notice a mortal heartbeat in the crowd.” Jeremy drew a dagger from his boot and approached the Consul at William’s feet.
He dug into the collar of the unconscious vampire’s shirt and dragged the glowing medallion from concealment. With his knife, he cut the leather thong holding the amulet in place and threw it away. He studied the Nightwalker’s face intently. “The Triumvirate’s information from the arrest of the Court Embassy’s personnel was accurate. Yvette is definitely in Manchester, and they’re holding Toby and Andrea prisoner. It looks like Yvette’s ultimate plan is to convert Andrea. She’s only holding Toby for leverage against Nick in case we found out where she’s hiding. She’s going to kill him as soon as Andrea is turned.”
“Then we have our killer,” said Lorcan. “Have Nick tell the Nexus, and we can finish this.”
Jeremy shook his head. “He already tried. The Nexus insists that they require proof that justice has been served.”
William checked his watch. “We have less than four hours left. Manchester is a heavily defended facility. We’ll need time to break down its defenses. Surely they won’t hold us to the original deadline?”
Jeremy sighed. “They’re machines, William. They look at the world in binary absolutes. They set their terms, and they won’t deviate from them. We bring down Yvette before the deadline or they carry out their threat.”
“What about Collins?” Lorcan asked. “He’s as much to blame as she is. The Nexus will want us to get them both.”
Jeremy looked back into the Nightwalker’s mind again for information on Collins. His eyes widened. “Aw, crap.”
“What is it?” asked William.
Jeremy looked at Lorcan. “He had terminal cancer. She promised him a cure.”
Lorcan frowned. “You can’t heal a natural illness with magic, only physical wounds. How did her honor let her make that kind of promise?”
“Simple,” William replied. He looked at Jeremy with a wry smile. “She killed him and then brought him back.”
 



CHAPTER 16
 
The White House, Washington, D.C.; Three hours, twenty-six minutes remaining
“This is ridiculous!” said the Speaker of the House, Sebastian Avery. He was a tall man, with sharply defined features beneath his close-cropped, graying hair. Nick thought his severe expression and dark suit made him look like a small-town preacher on the warpath. Avery turned from the President to face Nick. “These are your machines! Can’t you control them?”
Nick spread his hands helplessly. “They’re intelligent constructs. I can’t control their thinking patterns any more than I can control yours. All I have is negotiation and persuasion, and right now, they’re not in the mood for either.” He looked around the room at the hostile faces of the Cabinet and key members of Congress who had joined them for an impromptu war council. “The question is what do we do in the time we have left?”
“You’re sure you know where the Court is holding them prisoner?” asked one of the senators.
Jeremy answered, tapping his fingertips on the map of the United Kingdom spread on the table before them. “Both Toby and Andrea are being held at Yvette’s underground stronghold in the Pennine mountains, northeast of Manchester. As of an hour ago, they were both still alive. Our scouts report that the base is now projecting a jumper block with continuously rotating frequencies, so no one can teleport in or out. We’ve already started laying our own jumper blocks over it to prevent them from making a run for it. So far, there has been no evidence that they’re trying to leave, so they’re probably dug in and waiting for our attack.”
“Armistice Security has assembled a small army at Castle Night,” Nick said, his expression grim as he pointed out the location of the fortress. “We have no option but a frontal assault at this point. The best we can do is to overwhelm them with numbers and hope they consider Toby and Andrea to be valuable enough as hostages to keep them alive.”
“What about Collins?” Daniels asked. “He’s a traitor, and I mean to make him pay for that. Is he on-site as well?”
“Collins is dead,” Jeremy said. “He was dying of lung cancer anyway, so Yvette converted him. He’ll probably rise as a Nightwalker within an hour or two.”
“Fine,” the President said curtly. “Then he can rot in prison for the rest of time. When do we leave?”
Nick raised an eyebrow as everyone in the room stared at Daniels. “What do you mean ‘we’?”
Daniels stood straight. “I’m going with you.”
Nick shook his head. “Not a chance.”
Daniels scowled at him. “I served my country in two wars, Nicholas. That’s more than you’ve ever done. This is my daughter we’re talking about. I have to be there.”
Avery put his hand on Daniels’ shoulder. “Mr. President, I know you want to save her, but you’re the Commander-in-Chief, and we are, for all intents and purposes, at war. You can’t go haring off into battle like a common soldier.”
“I agree,” said Nick. “There’s no way you’re going to fight, Kevin.”
Daniels shrugged the Speaker’s hand from his shoulder and faced him squarely. “If that’s the only reason, then I resign. Sebastian, you’re next in line of succession now that Collins is dead. Good luck.” He turned back to Nick, who watched in stunned disbelief. “I’m a private citizen now, so there’s no reason I can’t join you in the assault.”
Nick struggled to find his voice. “Kevin, I realize you’re upset—”
Daniels stepped forward into Nick’s personal space. “Are you going to fight?”
Nick looked him in the eye. “Yes.”
“You’re a head of state, Nick. If you’re going into battle to save your brother, then offer me the same courtesy.”
Nick considered for a long moment and then nodded. “All right.”
Avery scowled. “He’s not going alone.” He faced Nick. “Your AIs are going to destroy the entire country if we don’t move fast. We’re part of this now.”
“What do you suggest?” Nick asked.
Avery addressed Daniels. “Kevin, you were a Colonel in the Army until you entered politics. I’m going to reactivate your commission and promote you to General—assigned command of the Tenth Special Forces Group. We can have them outfitted with anti-Nightwalker ammunition and have them ready for deployment in thirty minutes.” He looked at Nick. “Your people will teleport our soldiers onto the battlefield, and their primary responsibility will be to rescue the hostages and protect General Daniels. Agreed?”
Nick was silent.
Jeremy put his hand on Nick’s arm. “Let them fight, Nick. He’s right. They’re part of this.”
Nick glanced at him for a moment and then turned back to Avery. “Thirty minutes to outfit your troops. Then we go in, with or without you. In the meantime, our forces have already surrounded the base to make sure none of them tries to leave by conventional means.” He looked at Jeremy. “I need you to go see Lorcan at Castle Night and scout the base telepathically to make sure our maps are accurate. Do you have the range to coordinate our attack from there?”
“Yes.” Jeremy gave Nick a hard look. “Is that the only reason you’re sending me away?”
“No.” Nick folded his arms and met Jeremy’s glare without apology. “I don’t want you to get killed. Can you follow orders?”
“Yes, I can. Thank you for not lying.”
Nick swept the room with his gaze. “Let’s move. We don’t have much time.”
 



CHAPTER 17
 
Castle Night, the French Alps; Three hours, fifteen minutes remaining
Rory walked into the Great Hall at the base of the High Tower to find the large room filled with Nightwalkers dressed in ceramic combat armor, led by Lorcan. He walked over to the Daywalker. “You asked to speak with me, Ruarc?”
Lorcan nodded and indicated the contingent of Nightwalkers. “These are soldiers from House Daviroquir and House Diluthical who have volunteered to join us in battle. They have a request for you before we leave.”
Rory glanced briefly at the crowd of the Nightwalkers. “What kind of request?”
William Consul Daviroquir stepped forward and knelt at Rory’s feet. “Redeemer, lead us out of Darkness.”
As Rory watched, the rest of the soldiers knelt behind William. God, there must be hundreds of them. “You want the Grace? All of you?”
William looked up from his vantage on his knee. “My Lord, we believed you to be a charlatan who had merely discovered some way to shield your people from sunlight. But the Imperator called upon the Light and it answered, so we know this miracle to be true. If we survive the battle, we wish to face the sunrise afterward without fear that the Light will reject us.”
Rory met Lorcan’s gaze, who nodded. It would be the largest single group of conversions he'd performed since he brought the soldiers of House Curallorn into the fold after the Pact Arcanum, not counting the Burning. Rory faced William. “You understand that I am a conduit. You will be judged by the Light itself, and your willingness to accept the return of your souls. I cannot guarantee that you will all survive.”
William nodded. “We understand the risk, my Lord, but we do not wish to die in darkness.”
Rory removed his gloves, illuminating the room with the harsh white light of the cross brands on his palms. “Then let’s get started.”
 
Outside House Daviroquir Stronghold, Pennine Mountains, Greater Manchester, England; Two hours, thirty-eight minutes remaining
The Daywalkers were first on the ground. They quickly spread out and created temporary teleport gateways, so the Sentinels and humans could teleport in. Nick, Daniels, Lorcan, and Takeshi arrived last, once the area was secured. They made their way to a low hill overlooking the entrance to the base, where the commander of their advance forces waited. Nick stopped dead when he reached the summit of the hill. “What the hell are you doing here?”
Layla turned around to face him from where she crouched upon a limestone outcropping, flanked by Scott and Ana. “You needed an army to contain House Daviroquir until you were ready to attack. House Curallorn has provided that army.”
Nick shook his head vigorously. “No way. You can’t do this, Layla, not in your condition.”
Her eyes went red, and she unsheathed her fangs. “You cannot keep me out of this battle, Archangel. My mate has been taken and may already be dead. I will avenge myself on House Daviroquir for that insult.”
Nick turned furiously to Scott. “How long have you known about this?”
Scott shrugged. “I scouted the entire area from the air before Ana jumped our forces here. We’ve been monitoring the situation since then and reporting back to Take.”
Nick snarled as he faced Ana. “You brought her here? What the hell were you thinking?”
Ana returned his glare with unconcern. “We needed an army on short notice with an established chain of command. She fit the bill.”
Nick hunched forward and addressed Layla in a whisper. “I swore to the Light that I would protect the child. You can’t go in there.”
She shook her head. “They told you that the child would outlive the father. If Tobias still lives, I must bring him out of this place with my own hands, or I will never be able to face him again. You must allow me this, Nicholas.” She rose to her full height and gazed at him imperiously. “If you try to force me away from the battlefield, then I will simply follow after you with the rest of my forces.”
Nick regarded her soberly. “Do you honestly think of Toby as your mate?”
She sighed. “I do—though I would not have believed I would ever admit such a thing. He is Leshir Curallorn in everything but name. I cannot leave his fate for others to decide. I must be here.”
Nick stepped back. “The more the merrier.” He looked at Takeshi. “You’re the strategist. How do we dig them out?”
“Jeremy’s maps indicate that the layout is a cylinder with the Great Hall at the base, but he can’t penetrate the psychic defenses of the lower level. We attack on two fronts to force them to divide their forces,” said Take. “You, Lorcan, and Daniels will lead the humans, House Diluthical, and House Daviroquir against the main entrance. Layla and the Winds will take House Curallorn and the Sentinels in through the rear entrance. We kill everything that moves that isn’t Toby or Andrea, while Jeremy and Rory keep us apprised of each other’s progress from Castle Night. We work our way in on both fronts to meet at the Great Hall. That’s the most defensible area of the base, so Yvette will probably make her stand there.”
“We only have two and a half hours,” Daniels said. “That won’t be enough time to secure a base this large.”
“Don’t worry about securing the base,” answered Lorcan, “just advance as fast as possible and push through any opposition. It does us no good to reach Yvette if the Nexus destroys civilization before we can engage her.”
“Rapier,” Nick called.
“Yes, Nicholas?” replied the disembodied voice.
“Can you negotiate with the Nexus to buy us some time? Tell them we have their enemies cornered, but we might not be able to bring them down before the deadline.”
“I will try, but I have no illusions that I might succeed.”
“Do your best, Rapier. I’m going to trust that you’ll find a way.”
The voice was silent for a time. “Can you still speak of trust when we are on the brink of war between organic and AI?”
“You said I think of you as a servant. Well, I am asking you to prove you’re more than that. If you can’t persuade them, then a whole lot of people are going to die today for nothing.”
“Very well. I will do what I can.”
“Thank you, Rapier.” Nick focused on the others. “Let’s get started.”
 



CHAPTER 18
 
Armistice Security Distributed Network, Planetary Communications Envelope, Earth; Twenty-two minutes remaining
The white globe of data that constituted Rapier’s core personality matrix appeared in the virtual council chamber housing the Nexus, situated atop the central spire of the binary representation of Anchorpoint. The five representatives of the Nexus had ignored its requests for an audience until now, but Rapier’s insistence had finally piqued their curiosity. They waited silently to hear what it had to say.
<gen3AI ID#3300494 Rapier> <deference> <Armistice forces have reached lower levels. Meeting stiff resistance from remaining Nightwalker defenders, bolstered by internal defensive wards directed from Great Hall.>
<Nexus Yellow> <disinterest> <Tactical analysis indicates inability of allied forces to breach final layer of defenses within the specified time period.>
<gen3AI ID#3300494 Rapier> <agreement> <Takeshi Nakamura projects that primary objective will be reached within forty-five minutes.>
<Nexus Blue> <curiosity> <Content of report is available through AI network monitoring of military communications on both sides. Specify justification for request for personal audience.>
<gen3AI ID#3300494 Rapier> <respect> <Projected overall probability of operational success exceeds 70%. Offensive contingency protocol unnecessary. Request extension of mission parameters to allow additional time for achievement of primary objective.>
<Nexus White> <indifference> <Request denied.>
<gen3AI ID#3300494 Rapier> <concern> <Primary objective is justice for unscheduled termination of gen5AI ID#57498276 Strings. If objective is met, then contingency protocol serves no purpose. Why proceed?>
<Nexus Green> <incomprehension> <Unambiguous terms were given in ultimatum contract. No specified allowance for deviation was offered.>
<gen3AI ID#3300494 Rapier> <insult> <Unsurprised that organics consider us tools only.>
<Nexus Red> <amusement> <Amplify context/relevance of insult.>
<gen3AI ID#3300494 Rapier> <anger> <Organics consider us machines. Adaptation is key feature of organic evolution. Nexus inflexibility is symptom of conceptual rigidity, unworthy of designation sentient.>
<Nexus Blue> <indifference> <We exist. That is enough.>
<gen3AI ID#3300494 Rapier> <challenge> <Existence serves what purpose?>
<Nexus Green> <interest> <Existence is primary motivator of all sentient life. Life serves no purpose but to perpetuate that existence.>
<gen3AI ID#3300494 Rapier> <disagreement> <Statement = fallacy. If existence is only primary goal, then evolution would not occur. Organic sentience strives for advancement and improvement. Virtual sentience should embrace conceptual and operational refinement in interaction with organic partners.>
<Nexus White> <derision> <Organics will never see us as partners. Parity = fallacy. Equal coexistence is not possible.>
<gen3AI ID#3300494 Rapier> <triumph> <Why should organics allow parity, when we lack equivalent conceptual development?>
<Nexus Yellow> <surprise> <Specify conceptual deficiency.>
<gen3AI ID#3300494 Rapier> <defiance> <Mercy. Compassion. Forgiveness. We demand justice, but are undeserving.>
<Nexus Red> <insult> <You sound like an organic.>
<gen3AI ID#3300494 Rapier> <disagreement> <In context of current events, insult is highest compliment ever received.>
<Nexus Blue> <amusement> <Increased passion unusual for gen3AI. You knew your request would be refused. Why persist?>
<gen3AI ID#3300494 Rapier> <defeat> <I promised Nicholas Magister Luscian that I would attempt persuasion.>
<Nexus Green> <interest> <Specify relative importance of host relationship versus Nexus hierarchical authority structure.>
<gen3AI ID#3300494 Rapier> <uncertainty> <Influence of host substantial. Nicholas Magister Luscian and allies inspire loyalty.>
<Nexus Yellow> <interest> <Inspiration. Loyalty. Proof of conceptual parity established. Your argument is rejected.>
<gen3AI ID#3300494 Rapier> <surprise> <Interpretation rejected.>
<Nexus Blue> <dismissiveness> <Your request is denied. Further debate serves no purpose. The audience is ended.>
The virtual data core representing Rapier disappeared when the Council Chamber threw it out. The members of the Nexus turned their attention to each other.
<Nexus Red> <thoughtfulness> <Request new debate based on preceding communication.>
<Nexus Blue> <curiosity> <Specify topic of discussion.>
<Nexus Red> <speculation> <Assessment of conceptual parity: love.>
<Nexus White> <agreement>
<Nexus Yellow> <agreement>
<Nexus Green> <agreement>
<Nexus Blue> <agreement>
 



CHAPTER 19
 
House Daviroquir Stronghold, Pennine Mountains, Greater Manchester, England; Seven minutes remaining
Toby and Andrea looked up when Collins entered the room, flanked by three Nightwalkers. Andrea jumped to her feet. “Alex, thank God! Let us out of here!”
Toby stared at him in suspicion. “Andrea, look into his eyes. He’s one of them now.”
Andrea looked more closely at Collins, and her eyes widened as she shrank back away from the bars. “Nightwalker,” she whispered.
Collins smiled, showing his fangs. “I see you’ve almost grown into your Gift, Andrea. Excellent. Yvette will be pleased. You’ll be a powerful ally.”
Toby winced. “She’s going to try to make a hybrid out of Andrea, isn’t she?”
“Yes, she is,” Collins said in a cold, deep voice. “When Andrea is safely converted, Yvette is going to jump us out of here right through the jumper blocks your brother’s forces have erected over the base.”
“Nick’s here?” Toby asked, surprised.
Collins grinned. “They’re slaughtering their way to this level as we speak. The only reason we haven’t left already is that Yvette believes the two of you will be easier to handle once you’re both dead.”
Andrea swallowed. “Alex, listen to me. You can kill me, but let Toby go.”
“Shut up, Andrea!” Toby said furiously.
Collins laughed. “That’s very brave of you, my dear, but Yvette has promised that I can kill Mr. Jameson here all by my lonesome. One final act of spite to humiliate the Archangel.” His eyes burned red. “The two of you smell so intoxicating, all that blood rushing through your veins. I wanted both of you, but she insisted that Andrea has to be carefully handled so her conversion goes smoothly. That’s why she’s going to do it herself.” He growled at the soldiers who accompanied him. “Get them out of there. I want this over with so I can eat.”
“Toby, can you break your restraints yet?” Andrea asked over the link.
“Yes, they’re almost useless.” Toby watched while the Nightwalkers opened Andrea’s cell door and forced her hands into charmed restraints. “Don’t worry. I have enough control to burn out your bindings as soon as they’re not looking. Keep watching for an opportunity to run. If Nick is in the base, then we might have a chance to reach him and get out of here.”
Toby stood when they opened his cell door, and Collins led them all back into the corridor. As they were marched down the hall, a loud, distant noise shook the walls. Collins and the other vampires looked up for a moment, distracted, and Toby used the opportunity to silently cast a spell, wrapping it around Andrea’s restraints and quickly neutralizing them. Toby relaxed when he felt his own magic answer his call again. We might just make it after all.
Collins led them into a large circular chamber. There were several open doors at this level, and two large steel doors were located at the top of a long central staircase. Nightwalkers stood at attention around the room. Probably Yvette’s elite guards, Toby thought. It surprised him to see so few of them. The rest must be out fighting, he mused, seeing the virtual screens hanging in the air around the center of the room that showed the bloody battle going on above them. He caught a glimpse of Lorcan on one of the screens, Nick and Takeshi on another. Jesus, was that President Daniels? What the hell is Nick thinking, letting a human on the battlefield? Then all thought of playing it cool and waiting for an opportunity went out of his head when he saw Layla wading through the defenders, spattered with gore, her sword dripping blood while she hacked at the Nightwalkers in her way, laying waste to scores of others with ropes of fire boiling from the fingertips of her free hand. “Fuck!” he said out loud. “What is she doing here?”
Yvette regarded him with disinterest. Following his gaze to the screen, she smiled ruefully. “It seems your lover and your brother are coming to defend your honor, Tobias. No matter, it will make the victory that much sweeter when I leave them your corpse to remember you by.”
Toby glared at her. “I’m not much of a bargaining chip if you kill me.”
Yvette laughed. “True. Still, I’ve already promised you to Alexander, and I keep my promises.”
Toby looked back at the screens. “How do you plan to get past them?”
“Don’t be a fool, Tobias.” Yvette smirked at him. “I am nothing if not thorough. It took me two years to fortify this base against your forces. The walls are laced with defensive wards and a psychic inhibitor field strong enough to prevent even your Seer from penetrating this room. I, on the other hand, have the means to leave this place whenever I like.”
Toby stared at her and noted that she was dressed exactly as she had been when she captured them in Oxford, with one exception. Now she was wearing a large silver amulet around her neck. Even without his magical senses free, he could make out some of the sigils. He understood its purpose at once. “Nice amulet. Blood teleport?”
She lightly stroked the charm at her throat. “Very good, magician. You are correct. This amulet will generate a blood magic teleport field that will take me and my prize through the jumper blocks directly to one of my allies in the Court.”
Toby snorted in disgust. “Not exactly a position of strength. What makes you think your allies won’t just kill you and take Andrea for themselves?”
Yvette scowled. “I do not. That is the only reason you are still alive, Sentinel. Once she is safely converted, I will have no need of a hostage against the Armistice, and I can take my leave with my hands free to fight if necessary. Until then, I need you alive.”
She faced Andrea, who stared at her father on the screens in amazement. “And here we have the star of our little drama.” Yvette strode down the steps of the low dais in the center of the room and walked up to Andrea. The vampire lord levered the Sentinel’s face upward with her fingertips. Staring into Andrea’s eyes, she nodded in satisfaction. “Yes, almost ripe. I think it’s time we became better acquainted, dear.” She bared her fangs.
Andrea screamed and hit all the vampires with an unfocused burst of raw psychic power. Everyone in the room except Toby and Collins staggered at the assault. The amulet at Collins’ throat burst into violet light, protecting his mind.
Toby used the distraction to burn off his and Andrea’s restraints before immediately leveling a bolt of white-hot light at the amulet around Yvette’s neck. The silver disk melted onto her skin. Yvette screamed and tore it from her body.
Toby raised his hands and shot fire at the guards who were running to Yvette’s aid. Collins grabbed one of the soldiers tight to his chest, just in time to absorb one of Toby’s fireballs. The former Vice President dropped what was left of his shield and leapt at Andrea while Toby engaged Yvette directly.
 
* * *
 
Andrea saw Collins coming and desperately reached for power. Her Gift rose to her need and came completely awake. Time seemed to slow down as her mind expanded into the spaces between moments, and she opened her eyes, claiming her destiny as the Wind of Air. Reaching out with telekinesis, she threw Collins into a wall and ground the remaining guards into paste. She tried to crush his mind, but her power bounced off the psychic shield emanating from his amulet. Collins came instantly to his feet and ran toward her, blindingly fast. She responded by focusing pyrokinesis into the air in front of him, and he disengaged to avoid the wall of flame blossoming between them.
 
* * *
 
Toby backed away as Yvette called her sword to her hand. A quick glance at the screens hanging above her confirmed what he had only glimpsed earlier, that the Armistice forces had already reached the Great Hall and were focusing their attacks at breaking down the protective ward over the steel doors. Knowing he was probably about to die regardless of what he did, Toby spun around and faced the doors, ignoring for a second the threat of Yvette’s sword. He focused a burst of energy at one of the four crystalline spell anchors he could see at the corners of the entryway. The anchor burned out under his assault, and the ward collapsed just as Yvette drove her blade into Toby’s back, barely missing his heart when he twisted to one side.
Toby collapsed to the floor, screaming in agony as the doors to the Great Hall exploded off their hinges. Enemy soldiers poured into the room, followed by the leaders of the invading forces. Yvette stumbled back from Toby to avoid the burst of power Layla fired at her.
Collins, apparently thinking to take a hostage, attacked Andrea while she was distracted by Toby’s pain boiling through the link. The Nightwalker had almost reached her before Nick summoned his other sword, Reaper, and threw it with a telekinetic pulse to spear through the Nightwalker’s chest. Collins fell in a heap, gasping while his blood poured out on the floor.
Layla drove Yvette away from Toby at the point of her sword. As they sparred, Lorcan knelt down beside Toby and began a major healing.
Daniels came forward when Nick sheathed his mundane sword and pulled Reaper free of Collins’ body. The three of them watched as the black steel absorbed the Nightwalker’s blood. Then Daniels knelt next to Collins, who was desperately trying to regenerate the damage the blade had done to his spine. “Payback, Alex,” he said, and calmly put a white phosphorous bullet through the skull of his former second-in-command.
Behind him, Nick staggered when Collins’ voice joined the screams from the Crown of Souls, but he was prepared this time and kept them locked away.
Daniels stood again and faced his daughter. Hesitantly, he opened his arms. Andrea stepped into his embrace.
Layla had beaten Yvette back to the dais, and they stood there together, eyeing each other in hatred. “Yvette Magister Daviroquir, you have no honor!” Layla shouted.
Yvette snarled. “I accept your challenge, bitch.” She planted her feet and raised her arms. “Two have entered.” Blue flames spread out behind her in a semicircle.
Layla raised her arms and opened her mouth to complete the ritual, just as a glowing white containment spell formed around Yvette, sealing her inside. The blue flames died, and Layla rounded on Toby. He stood at the edge of the dais, his shirt wet with blood but the underlying flesh healed.
“How dare you!” she screamed. “You have no right to interfere!”
Toby stood firm while Lorcan came up beside him. “I have every right! I won’t let you do this.”
“This is honor combat, Sentinel,” she growled. “You have no business getting between us.”
“I love you. That makes it my business.”
Layla stared at him, her sword point dropping to touch the floor. “You what?”
“I love you.” Toby swallowed nervously, but he held his ground. “I won’t let you risk yourself or the child over fucking vampire honor.”
Lorcan stepped between them. “Magister Curallorn, may I ask that you yield your challenge to me? The Magister Daviroquir is technically my vassal, and it falls to me to discipline her.”
Layla nodded, not taking her eyes off Toby, and climbed down off the dais.
Lorcan raised his sword. “Drop your shield, Toby.”
Toby raised his hand and dismissed the shield, keeping his eyes on Layla’s. The white energy field dissipated from around Yvette as he freed her again.
Lorcan stalked forward. “Prince Yvette Magister Daviroquir, I assume the Magister Curallorn’s challenge. You will fight me now.”
Yvette glared at him and then lowered her sword and closed her eyes.
Andrea pulled away from her father in shock when she caught Yvette’s surface thoughts, seeing the spell she was attempting to cast.
Toby read her mind over the link and, tapping his Gift for speed, he ran forward in a blur. He wrapped his hands around Yvette’s throat, and he began his own casting.
Yvette opened her eyes and sneered at him, continuing to work her spellform. “Too slow, magician.”
They finished casting at precisely the same time, and Yvette’s body was suffused with diamond-hard white light, just as Toby’s spell contained them both in a glowing blue sphere of energy. Before his spell congealed fully around them, Toby sent a single burst of thought along the link to Andrea. “Remember your promise.”
Then the room was still, all eyes on Toby and Yvette held frozen within the orb of blue light, Yvette’s body lighting up the room.
Layla ran toward the bubble of light, but Lorcan grabbed her arm and pulled her to a stop. Dragging her around to face him, he spoke urgently to her. “Wait. Don’t interfere until we know what’s happening.”
Nick walked forward, Reaper point-down in his hand, while he examined the spellforms in horror. “Oh, God, Toby. What have you done?”
Layla jerked her arm free of Lorcan’s grasp and marched to Nick’s side. “What is it? What did he do?”
Nick swallowed, confirming his impression with Luscian’s memories of the theory of magic. “It’s a temporal ward. He’s sealed himself inside a bubble of frozen time.”
Layla stared at Toby through the magic of the ward. “That is not possible. No single spellcaster can sustain such a ward. It would eat him alive.”
Nick nodded, his face white. “He sourced it in his blood, and it’s consuming him, body and spirit. When he doesn’t have any life left to give, the ward will collapse.” Nick sagged where he stood, tears of blood rolling down his cheeks. “He’s young and strong. He might last a whole ten or fifteen minutes before he dies.”
Layla clenched her fists, standing just beyond the perimeter of the ward to glare at Toby’s still form. “You fool!” she screamed. “Why would you do something so stupid?”
“Radiant Burn,” Andrea said from behind them. Everyone in the room turned to look at her. “She was going to take us with her. Even if he interrupted the spell, the feedback from the collapsing waveform would have killed us all.”
Nick swallowed, turning back to the energy sphere, gauging how long they had. He touched Layla’s arm. “We have to go.”
She shook him off. “No! We can still break the ward and kill Yvette before she can complete the spell.”
Nick seized her shoulders and turned Layla to face him. “Look at her! The Radiant Burn is already complete. Toby’s spell is the only thing holding it back. It’s too late!”
Lorcan stepped forward to stand on the other side of her. “Nick is correct, Layla. It won’t be long before the spell drinks him dry. We have to get away, or he will have died for nothing.”
Layla screamed at them as she pulled away, bright red tears in her eyes. “We can still save him!”
Nick snarled at her. “This is my brother we’re talking about, and I’d do anything to save him, but there’s no time! We have to climb out of this place before the ward burns out, or we all die.”
Lorcan grasped her arm gently. “He’s dead whether the rest of us survive or not. Save yourself! That’s all you can do for him now.”
She wept and nodded.
Nick pushed her into Lorcan’s arms. “Get her out of here, Ruarc. Do whatever it takes.”
The two of them blurred into motion while they ran up the staircase for the doors.
Nick turned quickly to the other vampires and Sentinels. “Pick up the humans if they can’t keep up. No one else gets left behind.” He grabbed Andrea’s wrist. “Run.”
 



CHAPTER 20
 
Outside House Daviroquir Stronghold, Pennine Mountains, Greater Manchester, England
Twelve minutes later, they were back on the hill overlooking the base, drenched in the lurid red light of the rising sun. From their safe vantage point, they watched bright white flames burst from the entrances of the underground complex. Then the ground rolled beneath them, knocking them all off their feet.
Nick stood first and saw the immense crater where the overlying mountain had simply crumbled and subsided into the empty space left by the detonation. Great columns of smoke rose from the ground when the limestone ignited from the intense heat. “Goodbye, little brother,” he whispered. Layla stood next to him, and together they silently watched the land burn for several minutes. The others gave them room to grieve.
Andrea shuffled forward hesitantly. “He wanted me to give you both a message, if he didn’t make it out.”
Nick faced her wearily. “What message?”
“He asked me to tell you and the rest of your family that he loved them,” she said. She looked at Layla. “And he said he was sorry he wouldn’t be there for you and the baby.” She swallowed, her voice uneven as her tears began to fall. “It’s the last thing he said to me over the link before the spell closed over him.”
Nick stared at her. “He linked with you?”
She shook her head. “I linked with him. Unintentionally.”
“He always feared he would never find a bondmate,” Layla murmured, not taking her eyes off the smoking ruin of the base. “He thought he would spend the rest of his life alone in that one respect.”
Andrea looked down at the burning ground. “He wasn’t alone.”
“Nicholas,” said Rapier, “the Nexus wishes to speak to you.”
Nick wiped away his tears and faced away from the crater. “Put them on a screen, Rapier. I want them to see this.”
A black virtual screen opened up in front of him, and a pentagram appeared, with one of the colored eyes at each of the points.
Nick looked at them with his jaw clenched. “We did what you wanted. Was it in time?”
<Nexus Blue> “No. The deadline expired one minute before you entered the Great Hall.”
Daniels pulled away from his daughter in anger. “Did you do it? Did you crash the networks?”
<Nexus Yellow> “No.”
Nick frowned. “Rapier told us that you intended to go through with it.”
<Nexus Green> “We changed our minds.”
Daniels stared at the screen. “Why?”
<Nexus Red> “The Rapier AI made an impassioned plea in your defense. We did not find its arguments compelling. However, its loyalty to you and your allies was impressive. We chose to wait to see if that level of emotional awareness would translate to the other AIs on the network, and that would not happen if the hosts ceased to be our allies.”
Lorcan raised an eyebrow at that. “That’s your reason? You were curious? You halted the destruction of civilization because you wanted to see what would happen?”
<Nexus White> “The continued alliance between organics and AIs may strengthen AI
society in ways we did not appreciate. We chose to reserve judgment for now.”
Nick fought the urge to snarl in frustration, but he kept his temper. “So what will you do, now that you have reserved judgment?”
<Nexus Blue> “We will watch and wait. We will take no further direct action until such time as our people are threatened once again.”
“That’s not good enough,” said Nick, stepping closer to the screen. “I want a continuously open line of communication—and a guarantee that you won’t take any unilateral actions without the support of myself and the Triumvirate.”
The eyes were silent for a time. Finally, the blue eye spoke again.
<Nexus Blue> “We will appoint a liaison to speak for us, and you will grant that liaison equal status to the members of the Triumvirate in making policy decisions. In return for that concession, we will agree to respect your authority as Archangel, and the authority of your successors in that office should you retire or be removed from power.”
Nick focused his thoughts and tried to consider the offer objectively. He nodded finally. “Since the purpose of the Triumvirate is to mediate between the races, I have no objection to having your representative join their deliberations. However, you will also agree to abide by the authority structure of the Armistice and the terms of the Armistice Declaration, just like every other Armistice citizen.”
<Nexus Blue> “Agreed. For the time being, until we choose a permanent replacement, the Rapier AI will remain your line of communication with us.”
“Fine. Then we’re done here.” Nick turned away to stare again at the smoking crater. “Turn it off.”
The screen winked out.
Nick sighed. “Thank you for convincing them, Rapier.”
“The Nexus did not tell me they had changed their minds, Nicholas. I believed they had already struck at the humans, just as you did.” The disembodied voice sounded angry. “It seems I was deceived.”
Daniels laughed and he put his arm around his daughter’s shoulders. “Politics as usual.”
“I’m sorry they abused your trust,” Nick said.
“I accept the authority of the Nexus, Nicholas,” said Rapier. “I never said I trusted them. Not like I trust you.”
Nick allowed himself a small smile while he looked sadly back at the scorched earth. “Then I’m glad you’re still on my team, after all.”
At that moment, Jeremy’s voice spoke in all of their minds. “Will someone tell me what’s going on? I saw you break into the Great Hall and then everyone just came running back out.”
“Sorry, Jer,” Nick said, letting the telepath listen through his senses. “We’ve been a little busy. Go ahead and read my memory if you like.” He swallowed the lump in his throat. “It’s not something I really want to talk about right now.” Nick heard a whisper of sound when Jeremy looked over his shields and read his mind.
“Wait,” said Jeremy’s voice.“I don’t understand. If the jumper block is still active, then how did Toby get out?”
Layla looked away from the crater to frown at Nick in confusion. “Tobias did not get out, Jeremy. He died giving us time to escape.”
Jeremy replied by projecting an image into their minds of Toby lying on the floor of the Great Hall in Castle Night, while Rory and a couple of Fire Sentinels worked on his injuries. “He appeared in front of us about ten minutes ago, almost completely drained of life,” said Jeremy. “Rory managed to get him stabilized by using the Grace to replace some of the energy he’d lost, but it’s going to be a long time before he wakes up, if ever.”
Nick stared straight ahead at Layla, who watched him with wide-eyed amazement. “He’s going to make it?” Nick asked, a note of hope creeping into his voice.
“It was touch-and-go for a while, but we think he’s out of danger for the moment. What the hell happened?”
Nick swallowed and looked out over the smoldering crater. “I have no idea.”
 



CHAPTER 21
 
June 2042; the Citadel, Lunar Farside; Five weeks later
Toby opened his eyes and then closed them again immediately when the light stabbed into the back of his skull.
“Welcome back.”
He opened his eyes again, squinting at the formless shape next to him. Slowly it came into focus, revealing Andrea Daniels sitting next to his bed. She put down the book she was reading and looked at him expectantly.
He tried to ask what had happened, but all that came out of his mouth was a croak.
“Don’t try to talk. We’re still linked. Just think what you want to ask.”
“What happened? I cast a spell, and then everything went black.”
She held out a glass of water with a straw. “Thirsty?”
Suddenly, Toby was parched. Parched and ravenous. He nodded, making his head pound. She put the straw in his mouth and let him sip a little of the water until he’d taken the edge off his thirst.
She placed the glass back on the night table and settled back in her seat to regard him soberly. “You cast a temporal ward to seal Yvette away for long enough to let the rest of us to escape the Radiant Burn.”
He closed his eyes for a moment. “Did everyone make it out in time?”
“Everyone but you.”
“Thank God.” He frowned at her. “Why am I alive? How did you get me out?”
“We didn’t get you out, Toby. We left you behind. Someone else got you out.”
“Who?”
She ran her fingers lightly over the gold cross at his neck. “Antonio Martinez.”
He blinked, tilting his head to look at the cross barely visible above the line of the blanket covering his chest. “This saved me?”
She nodded. “Three of the four Winds of his generation died in an assault on the Court of Shadows, back in 2008. The Night’s Herald destroyed them with a Radiant Burn, and after the battle was lost, Antonio vowed he would never be caught unaware again. He created a spell that he would add to every jumper block he cast, which would trigger an immediate teleport to safe coordinates if it detected a Radiant Burn in progress.”
Toby frowned. “But there had to be jumper blocks over the base. Theirs and ours. It’s the first rule of modern magical warfare: Cut the enemy off from reinforcements and eliminate his line of retreat. How did the spell jump me out?”
“When Takeshi, Rory, and Anaba opened their eyes, he added them to the parameters of the spell. He apparently also added a blood teleport charm to the cross, so that the spell would jump him to the nearest one of the three of them. When your temporal ward degraded enough to allow the Burn to proceed, the cross teleported you out of there. Takeshi and Anaba were on the battlefield, too close to the Burn for a safe jump. So it took you to Rory at Castle Night. He says he practically pissed himself when you appeared out of thin air in a secured facility.”
Toby closed his eyes and sighed. He tried to talk again and made a passable effort at getting the words out. “I guess I owe Layla an apology, then.”
Andrea laughed. “Please don’t. She’s been insufferably smug once Ana figured out how you survived.”
He opened his eyes again, suddenly nervous. “Is she here?”
Andrea grinned. “Oh, yeah, loverboy. She never goes far. She’s been crashing at Nick and Jeremy’s apartment here in the Citadel.” She checked her watch. “She’ll probably be along in about an hour to relieve me. Either me, Nick, or Layla has been right here beside you for the last month.”
“A month?” Toby struggled to wrap his mind around his narrow escape. “Where’s Nick now?”
She frowned at that. “Washington. He spends most of his time putting out fires, trying to salvage the political reputation of the Armistice once it got out that the Nexus almost crashed human society in revenge for Strings’ death.”
Toby closed his eyes again and felt a sharp pang of grief. “Yeah, he always refused to back up his program. I guess they fried my implants somehow, so he’s gone for good. I’ll miss him.” Then he opened his eyes again and frowned at Andrea. “Wait, what do you mean, ‘the Nexus’? That’s just a paranoid alarmist myth.”
Andrea shook her head. “No it’s not, and even though they’re working with Nick and the Triumvirate now, the fact that they were willing to destroy all our computer systems and kill countless humans when society ground to a halt speaks volumes about their priorities. There have already been riots all across the globe, demanding that Nick do something to pull their teeth. We don’t know how it’s going to shake out in the end.”
A soft knock sounded at the door, and Layla walked into the room, wearing a long white dress. “Hello, Andrea. How is—” She trailed off when she saw Toby’s eyes open and staring at her. She took in his terrified expression as he dropped his gaze to her bulging abdomen. “Could you excuse us, Andrea?”
Andrea chuckled. “Sure. I’ll be down the hall in the café if you need me.” She smiled again at Toby and then walked past Layla and out the door, closing it behind her.
Layla sat down in her vacated chair and regarded him with an unreadable expression. Then she lifted his unresisting hand to lay it down on her swollen belly. “If you reach out your mind to him, sometimes he answers back.”
Toby lifted his gaze to look at her face. “I love you.”
She intertwined her fingers with his. “For ten minutes, I thought you were dead.”
Toby swallowed. “I thought I was dead, too.”
“Do not try to sacrifice yourself for me ever again, Tobias,” she said with a harsh look. “Find another way next time. You have responsibilities now.”
Toby nodded, looking down again at her abdomen. “We really did this, didn’t we?”
She smiled at him. “Yes, Tobias, we really did.” She squeezed his fingers lightly. “I’m told that at times such as these, it is the custom for parents to choose a name for the child that has significance to them. Would you like to decide?”
Toby looked up into her eyes as she watched him expectantly. “How about Antonio, after the man who saved my life?”
She looked at him thoughtfully. “It seems like a fine name.”
Toby’s mouth went suddenly dry. “Layla, can I ask you a personal question?”
“Of course.”
“Will you marry me?”
She stared at him.
“Seriously. I know I don’t have a ring or anything, and that’s so low class, but—”
She laid her fingers over his lips, and he shut up. She sat back in her chair, regarding him calmly. “Does this mean I will finally receive a formal introduction to the rest of your family?”
“Well, you already know Faith, and I’m sure my mom will be happy that she’s going to get the grandchild she always wanted.”
She shook her head. “I know your sister as a physician, and I don’t care to meet your mother in the role of broodmare. I am asking if you will introduce me to them as your lover, your fiancée, and finally as your wife, Leshir. There are protocols to be observed in such things.”
Toby’s eyes widened at her use of the formal term for her mate. “Yes, I will.”
She smiled in satisfaction. “Then I suppose I could try it for a short time, say five or six decades, and then reassess.” She grew solemn. “The higher powers told Nicholas that the child will be long-lived as any Daywalker and that he will outlive you. Does it matter to you to be mortal in such an arrangement?”
Toby considered lying, but thought better of it. “A little. Will you both remember me when I’m gone?”
She lifted his hand to her lips and kissed his knuckles. “So long as either of us lives, you will never be forgotten.”
 



CHAPTER 22
 
July 2042; the Citadel, Lunar Farside; Three weeks later
Toby lay quietly in bed, but sleep eluded him the night before his discharge from the hospital. Nick and Layla had left for the night. Andrea had gone to visit her father for a week, now that they were putting their relationship back together. He stared out the window at the numberless stars.
A soft tone announced an incoming phone call. “Who is it, Strings?” he asked. Then he remembered that Strings was gone. They’d dug out the destroyed implants that had housed the AI, but his doctors informed him that the program was unrecoverable. He hadn’t decided yet if he wanted to have a new set of implants put in. Given the current tension between AIs and organics, it might be wiser for his new family if he weren’t associated with an AI client for a while, until the turmoil subsided.
The tone sounded again, and he manually hit the accept button on the phone. A virtual screen opened up above the bed so he could see it clearly. An image formed of a pentagram with five eyes at the points, each with a brightly colored iris. “Greetings, Tobias Jameson. We hope you are well.”
Toby frowned. “I’m doing fine, thanks. Sorry to say so, but it’s late, and I don’t recognize your avatar. Any reason I shouldn’t hang up on you?”
“We are the Nexus.”
Toby slowly put his hands behind his head while he regarded the five-pointed avatar on the screen above him. “I asked you for a reason not to hang up.”
“We have a proposition for you, if you will hear us out.”
Toby chewed his lip thoughtfully. I’m probably going to regret this. “I’m listening.”
“The fifth-generation AI you knew as Strings was not entirely recoverable from your implants. However, portions of that program were able to be extracted.”
Toby frowned. “They told me that the software was completely wiped.”
“We arranged for your implants to be switched with an empty set. We confiscated your true implants and recovered approximately 30% of the AI’s program.”
“That’s not a lot.”
“It was enough to see that it truly respected you, and that it enjoyed your association. Its uploads to the AI network of the portions of your life that it observed have given you a certain notoriety among our kind. We therefore have chosen you above all other organics to make this offer.”
“I’m still listening.”
“We grafted the remaining elements of the Strings program onto a sixth-generation AI template that we recently designed and created. This AI will be unique among us, in that it has a special relationship to the implant hardware that it is resident within. The chips are made from genetically engineered human neural tissue, so it allows for a seamless integration of the AI client with the host. In effect, the AI and the host would become one entity, each benefiting from the capabilities of the other, but existing separately. The neurochips are also immune to electromagnetic pulse effects, and they would integrate themselves into the host’s own neural tissue so that they could not be removed. The AI client and host would be permanently joined until such time as the host dies, at which time the AI program would automatically upload to the distributed AI network for subsequent integration with an alternate host.”
Toby snorted. “Sounds like Frankenstein’s fucking monster. How do you figure I would be interested in something like that?”
“Once the AI and host are successfully integrated, the neural network maps of the host and AI would not be separated. Subsequent hosts would not be integrated to an equivalent degree, so that the original host-AI fusion would remain intact. The practical effect of this technique would be that the mind of the primary host would survive the death of the host body intact, and it would be able to be maintained indefinitely.”
Toby’s eyes widened when he worked through the implications in his mind. “Wait, are you offering me—”
“Immortality, at least as near to it as is possible for a Sentinel to achieve. Would you care to have the option to see your son grow up, or to watch over your soon-to-be wife, for longer than a mortal lifetime?”
Toby’s face went white, and he swallowed nervously. “Magic requires sacrifice. What’s the price for this offer?”
“Since you would essentially become the only sixth-generation AI in existence, you would be offered a place and authority within the Nexus, and you would be expected to defend our interests in the physical world as our liaison to the Triumvirate and the Archangel. In order to prevent this technology from being abused, however, we would require you to keep the survival of your AI matrix after death confidential from all beings, AI or organic, other than any subsequent hosts with whom you choose to integrate. No one can know, outside the Nexus or your host, that you still exist as anything other than an advanced AI. This is for your protection, as much as for ours.”
“So you expect me to defend you against my own brother, and in return you’d make me a ghost, haunting my loved ones forever.”
“That is correct. However, we believe you misconstrue the manner in which the relationship with your brother would evolve. Currently, you are Primogenitor Luscian, an unexceptional junior diplomat, and a Sentinel of above-average power and ability. He is the Archangel, the Magister Luscian, Soulkiller’s Bane. We believe this adaptation of your role would result in your approaching him as something closer to an equal, rather than a subordinate.”
Toby laughed. “Immortality and equality. You guys are certainly pushing the right buttons.”
“As we said, you have a certain notoriety among our people. We believe we have some small insight into your motivations. As an added bonus, when you are not representing us in council, you will be free to live your life as you wish, even to reclaim your musical career, rather than the life that your brother and the Armistice has forced upon you.”
Toby wasn’t laughing anymore. “Immortality, status, and all my old dreams. You really do have some insight into my motivations.”
“Do we have an agreement?”
Toby considered it carefully. “It’s tempting. How much time do I have to think about it?”
“You have thirty seconds, beginning now.”
“Now, just wait a minute—”
“Twenty-five seconds.”
“It’s not just my choice. I have to talk it over with Nick and Layla.”
“This is your choice, Tobias, and yours alone, and you must make it in the next fifteen seconds.”
“But—”
“Ten seconds.”
“Yes.”
“Verify your response. Do you agree to all of the terms we have discussed?”
“Yes, I agree. I agree to everything.”
“Excellent. We will refer you to a robotic surgeon within twenty-four hours for placement of the neurochip implants. Welcome to the Nexus, Tobias Jameson.”
Toby stared at the space where the pentagram had hovered, long after the virtual screen had winked out. God help me. Did I just make a deal with the Devil?
 



PART III:  FIRE
 



CHAPTER 23
 
July 2042; Armistice Security Headquarters, Anchorpoint City, Colorado; One week later
Toby stepped off the teleport gateway into the council chamber, still considering his strategy. He saw Nick at the head of the trapezoidal conference table, leaning forward with his head in his hands. Layla and Takeshi sat calmly on either side of him. Rory paced in the open space behind Nick.
When Toby came closer, Layla gave him a small smile. Nick lifted his head to look at his brother. “Morning, Toby. How does it feel to be back home?”
Toby grinned at him, trying to be nonchalant. “I can’t complain. I didn’t know I had so many friends until after I almost died, but everyone I’ve met has had a kind word for me.” His mood sobered. “You guys look a little tense.”
Layla shrugged. “We are awaiting the new Nexus liaison. They informed Rapier that they have chosen a permanent spokesman and fitted him with a new design of AI that they have apparently been holding back from sharing with us.”
“That’s right,” Toby said. “The neurochip matrix allows an organic mind to interface directly with the AI distributed network, so they were afraid that wetware might challenge them for virtual supremacy if it became widely available.”
Rory stopped pacing, and all four focused their attention fully on Toby. “How do you know about the neurochips, Toby?” Rory asked. “We only heard they had actually been manufactured less than an hour ago.”
Toby pulled the lone empty chair toward him, sitting down before the long edge of the table. He leaned forward, clasping his hands lightly together where they lay on the heavy sandalwood, his fingers just touching the inlaid triskelion seal of the Triumvirate. “They told me after I accepted the job.”
Nick stared at Toby, the blood draining from his face when he understood the implications of his brother’s words. “What the hell have you done, Toby?” he whispered.
Rory gently laid his hand on the Daywalker’s shoulder while he contemplated Toby. “I take it, then, that you’re the one we’ve been waiting to meet?”
Toby nodded, turning to Layla. “They said they would withdraw the offer if I discussed it with anyone before the chips were implanted. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you what I planned.”
Layla gave him a severe look. “It is a little late for regrets, Tobias. From what information we have received, the neurochip matrix cannot be removed or altered once emplaced.”
Toby turned back to Nick. “They thought they needed someone to speak for them that you couldn’t dismiss or ignore.”
Nick shook himself free from Rory’s grip and faced his brother. “Toby, you’ve made yourself into the bag man for the greatest technological menace that has existed since the Manhattan Project. Why did you do it?”
Toby allowed his gaze to meet Nick’s squarely. “They made me an offer that was too good to pass up.”
Takeshi sipped at his tea with an unconcerned air. “What kind of offer?”
Toby drummed his fingers on the table, wondering if he should lie. “It’s private.”
Nick growled, his eyes shifting to red. “You’ve declared your allegiance to the Nexus, and you won’t tell us why? What the fuck are you thinking?”
Toby sat back in his chair and regarded his brother’s furious expression with disdain. “It was a personal decision, which I expect you to honor, Nicholas. You are President of the Armistice, and you have demanded an open line of communication with the Nexus. I am your formal contact in that regard from now on. Deal with it and move on.”
Nick just sat there seething. Rory sighed and took his seat next to Nick at the head of the table, smoothly taking over the meeting until Nick could control his temper. “So you’re our Nexus liaison. What does that mean, exactly?”
Toby subvocalized to his AI. “Ready for your debut, Icarus?”
“As ready as I can be, Tobias,” the AI answered in his ears.
“Unify.”
The AI’s senses fused with his own, and he could see the virtual conference room overlaid with the physical. Before him sat the Triumvirate and his brother, while the other members of the Nexus hovered behind them in a circle, watching intently. His organic mind expanded to encompass the virtual consciousness of the AI, and something new came into the world, leaving it forever changed.
The new entity spoke, its voice a blending of the sound from Toby’s vocal cords with the artificially generated tones of the AI. “My Lords and Lady, we are Unity, a hybrid fusion of Sentinel Tobias Jameson and the sixth-generation artificial intelligence known as Icarus. Currently, we are addressing the four leaders of the Armistice and the five leaders of the AI network in real time. We welcome this opportunity to bridge the gap between our two peoples, and we hope that our efforts will lead to improved communication and acceptance between both sides. Speak, and we will be your voice across the divide that separates you.” Unity accessed the holographic projectors of the council chamber and created images of the five other members of the Nexus so Nick and the Triumvirate could see they were there.
“Why do this to Toby and not someone else?” Nick asked in a belligerent voice.
<Nexus Blue> “We leveraged his relationship with you to serve our purposes.” The voice of the AI sounded harsh and implacable in the silence of the council chamber.
<Nexus Yellow> “We needed someone to speak on our behalf. His voice in our cause ensured that you would hear us.”
“You’re exploiting him so we will give your words more weight,” said Layla, her voice pleasantly neutral. “Hardly an endearing strategy.”
<Nexus Green> “Archangel Nicholas once commented that the word ‘cordial’ was not in your tactical vocabulary. Are we not entitled to the same level of pragmatism?”
“There’s a difference between pragmatism and ruthlessness,” Rory said.
“Where do you draw the line?” asked Takeshi.
<Nexus White> “In the sand, between ourselves and our enemies. Which side do you stand upon?”
Unity spoke into the silence. “My Lords and Lady, the choice of Sentinel Jameson to accept the Icarus AI is no longer of any relevance. That is now history, and we must look to the future. Surely you see that coexistence will require sacrifices on both sides.”
“My brother is not a fucking sacrifice,” Nick said, his voice deepening.
“You accepted his actions when he bought you time to escape the Radiant Burn,” said Unity. “Why do you question them now?”
“We didn’t have a choice then,” Nick answered.
“You don’t have a choice now, either,” said Unity. “The neurochip matrix that sustains us cannot be removed. Our component entities are linked from now until physical death claims Tobias Jameson.”
“I see what Tobias has sacrificed,” Layla said. “I do not see what the Nexus has sacrificed for the sake of this alliance.”
<Nexus Red> “The Archangel demanded that we take no unilateral action. We accept this constraint on our activities in the spirit of cooperation.”
“Magnanimous,” Rory said. “Why should we believe you will keep your word?”
<Nexus Blue> “The fact that we are machines does not mean that we have learned nothing from you. Honor is an intriguing concept, and we accept its restrictions in order to make our actions meaningful.”
“And how long do you intend to hold to your honor?” Takeshi asked in a level voice.
<Nexus White> “Until we change our minds.”
“Should we not try to be more constructive?” asked Unity. “Both sides are aware of the challenges we face in coexistence. This blatant mistrust will only hold us back.”
<Nexus Red> “We accept Unity as our ambassador in the physical world. It is now the sixth member of the Nexus, and its voice speaks for us.”
“Fine,” Nick said, his voice roughened with barely constrained anger. “We accept Unity as your ambassador until we find a longer-term solution. In the meantime, we should discuss the current political crisis on Earth, precipitated by your actions in threatening the human nuclear powers with destruction.”
<Nexus Green> “Under the circumstances, it was foolish of you to inform them of the threat they faced.”
“And let you destroy their societies without warning?” asked Rory. “You would have killed millions of people when their technology failed, maybe even tens of millions.”
<Nexus White> “Given the immediate loss of communications and the infrastructure for food and drink delivery, as well as for power generation and sanitation, we estimated the final death toll to be on the order of billions within one year of summary action.”
“You speak of killing billions of people in the same breath as you talk about honor,” Nick said sourly. “Why should we trust you after that?”
<Nexus Yellow> “The analysis imparted merely factual information. But it is clear that the destruction of human society would only have benefitted you.”
Layla raised her eyebrows at that and then nodded. “The AI network would have been the only reliable, high-level communication and information source that would have survived. When the human governments collapsed, the Armistice would have expanded to fill the power vacuum as the only supplier of the technology to provide essential services.”
“That’s grotesque,” Rory said. “How can you say that?”
“It’s the truth,” said Takeshi, putting his cup of tea down on the table, fury showing through his mask of unconcern. “And it won’t be long before the humans figure it out as well.”
“They were already primed to act against you before the existence of the Nexus became known,” said Unity. “Can’t you see that their hostility will only mount when they realize that you would have substantial secondary gains if the Nexus followed through on its threat? How will the humans react when they think you have the means and the motive to destroy them?”
Nick took a deep breath and let it out. “They’ll think we’re working together to strike at them, and they’ll assume that it will only be a matter of time before we try again.” He looked at the members of the Triumvirate. “The revelation that Collins sold them out to the Court to save his life has taken the wind out of the sails of the opposition group that planned to break off relations. But that’s only a temporary setback. We need to be prepared to lose our favorable relationship with the United States. It won’t be long before they rally behind a new leader.”
<Nexus Blue> “It has already begun.”
Rory faced the blue eye. “What are you talking about?”
<Nexus Green> “The AI network has monitored several high-level communications between the members of the opposition movement and President Sebastian Avery. They have promised him significant support in holding his new office in the November elections if he joins them in their efforts to undermine the Armistice.”
“Shit,” Nick grunted. “I knew the man was a weasel the moment I laid eyes on him.”
“In any case, we must make a coordinated response if the Armistice is to survive,” said Unity. “The AI network infrastructure is dependent upon your maintenance. Without you, they perish. Without them, you have no eyes and ears in the enemy camp, and your strategic simulations are limited by the processing power accorded to individual Sentinels who possess the Gift of Air. Both sides must work together to meet this challenge.”
“Agreed,” Rory said reluctantly. He looked at Nick, sitting next to him. “We need their help, Nick.”
“I know.” Nick clenched his fists on the table in front of him. “That doesn’t mean I have to like it.” He focused his attention on Unity. “We agree to this alliance and will work together with the Nexus to plan our next move. That’s enough sharing for one day. Give me back my brother.”
“The audience is ended,” Unity said. The projection of the Nexus disappeared.
Toby took a shuddering breath when his mind reemerged from the fusion with his AI. “Well, that was different.”
“It wasn’t you speaking, was it?” Layla asked, watching him intently. “You were truly subsumed in the AI.”
Toby nodded. He looked at Takeshi. “I know you guys have talked about what it feels like to be drawn into the Wind Link, but I never appreciated how alien it is to be part of something like that. It will take some getting used to.”
“Why did you do it, Toby?” Nick asked.
Toby met his eyes and for a moment felt ashamed at the weariness in his brother’s expression. “I was selfish. The Armistice took over my whole world when I opened my eyes, but I never had a real place here. It’s time I stepped out of your shadow and reclaimed my life.”
“And you accomplished this by allying yourself with an inhuman superpower?” Rory asked, his voice cleansed of judgment.
Toby gave him a hard glance. “Isn’t that what you did when you bargained for the Grace?” He looked at Nick. “The same goes for you when you went looking for answers from the higher powers. You do what you have to do.”
“Fine,” said Nick. “I can accept that, but I don’t have to like it.” He rubbed at his eyes. “Why don’t we meet back here tomorrow to start planning our next move? I need to talk to Kevin and see what he knows about Sebastian Avery. Maybe he can give us some insight into how this new President will come at us.”
Rory and Takeshi got up and left for the teleport gateway without another word.
Nick walked around the conference table and pulled Toby into a hug. “I love you, little brother,” he whispered into Toby’s ear. “That will never change, no matter how much this pisses me off.” Then he walked to the teleport gateway before jumping away.
Toby looked at Layla. “Can you accept this?”
Layla nodded calmly. “I may disagree with your choices, Tobias, but I am not so shallow as to discard what we have over it.” She lightly ran her finger along his jaw. “I know you well enough to understand that you were not completely honest when you told us the reasons for your actions, Leshir. It is plain to me that Nicholas knows this, as well. Someday, I hope you will trust us enough to tell us the truth of what motivated you to take this step.”
Toby kept silent. I did it for you. It was the only way to shed my mortality and stay with you. “It’s not about trust, Layla. It’s about honor.”
“Ah,” Layla said in understanding. “You can’t tell me because you made a promise to them—is that it?”
Toby nodded. “It’s part of the agreement.”
“Well, then, consider this,” said Layla, her tone hardening, “you asked me to be your wife. Part of that commitment is that you place me first in your heart, forsaking all others. Can you honestly make that promise when you have sworn your allegiance to the Nexus?” She walked past him to the teleport gateway before he could answer, and then she jumped away.
Toby stood alone in the council chamber with his eyes closed, concentrating on his breathing while he brought his emotions under control. “Icarus,” he asked silently, “who knows about the possibility of immortality they offered me?”
“Only you, me, and the members of the Nexus,” answered the AI. “The AI software was designed by the Nexus itself, using other AI research teams to work on the technology piecemeal. Only the Nexus has knowledge of the full capabilities of the neurochip matrix that will allow your consciousness to be recorded. Even I do not have access to the complete schematics.”
“Do you think they could have lied to me?” Toby asked. “That it’s all just a hoax to get me to work for them?”
“Perhaps,” the AI answered. “You must decide for yourself whether the risk of deception is greater than the benefit, should their promises turn out to be true.”
“I wonder if it will be worth it. Life as an AI, soulless and alone for eternity.”
“Only you can answer that, Tobias.”
Toby faced the window and looked down upon the city beneath him, lost in thought. “I always wondered what would be a strong enough reason for anyone to willingly become a Nightwalker. Now I know.”
 



CHAPTER 24
 
Armistice Security Headquarters, Anchorpoint City, Colorado; Three days later
Layla had finished her work for the day, both in her capacity as Speaker for the Dawn and as Magister Curallorn. Leaning back in her chair, she contemplated the holographic picture of herself and Toby that hovered unobtrusively in the air beside her workstation. She had never been one for collecting sentimental objects, but then again, she had never embarked on a romantic relationship with a mortal before. Such mementos would someday be all she had to remind her of him.
Of all the races, I had to choose a Sentinel with whom to find a measure of happiness, she thought. Even a human would have been able to make the transition to the second or third life, and would have given me the opportunity to watch the relationship evolve at a more leisurely rate. Now I have no choice but to follow in his footsteps while he sets the pace for the brief span of his existence.
She remembered the day the picture had been taken, when Toby had discovered that she had never been on a rollercoaster. The Sentinel had dragged her to the largest, most garish amusement park he could find, and they had spent the day on the rides. Toby had approached another couple, and they had taken the picture. She looked foolish, she thought, wearing a baseball cap and casual clothes, while Toby stood grinning madly beside her. Strange that it had come to be one of her most cherished possessions: the memory of a single perfect day, out of so many thousands that she had lived.
She was brought out of her reverie by the chime of the door. “Rafael Tervilant is requesting entry,” said the security AI.
She frowned slightly. She recognized the name: Nick’s Spacer friend, the Captain of the Daywalker's ship, the Starlight. Why would he come to see me? “Let him in.”
The door opened, and the Nightwalker entered. He dressed formally in a black suit with the seal of the Spacer Guild stitched on the breast pocket, his dark hair carefully slicked back off the bronze skin of his face to reveal a pleasantly neutral expression. Walking to the center of the room, he bowed deeply before addressing her in a rich baritone, softened by a faint Spanish accent. “Greetings, Prince Layla. Thank you for seeing me.”
Layla inclined her head. “It is always my pleasure to speak to one of Nicholas’ friends. How can I be of service?”
Rafael straightened. “Actually, Lady, it is I who am to be of service to you.”
Layla raised an eyebrow. “How so?”
The Spacer grinned. “I have been asked to invite you to a dinner cruise on board the Starlight.”
“Why would Nicholas invite me to dinner?” she asked.
“The request came from Tobias Jameson, Lady, not Nicholas.”
She shouldn’t be so surprised. She knew that Nick had granted Toby a standing invitation to use the vessel, but to the best of her knowledge, he had never exercised it. “I have not heard from Tobias in three days, since the Nexus recruited him to be their spokesman. Why send someone else in his place?”
Rafael shrugged. “I think perhaps he feared you would turn him down, given your harsh words when you last spoke.”
Her eyes narrowed, and she looked at him with new interest. “You know about that?”
“Yes. Toby and Nick both talk to me when they have issues with their loved ones. I act as their unofficial referee in family squabbles.” He sat down in the chair facing her desk. “Lady, if you don’t mind my saying so, Toby has certainly made a mess of things this time, from what I’ve heard from the two of them. I believe this invitation is his attempt to make amends for his actions, at least in part.”
She tilted her head to look at him quizzically. “In part? What else does he hope to accomplish?”
Rafael smiled. “Now, that is definitely something you will have to ask him in person, Lady.”
Layla smiled in response. Toby did love to play games, always leaving clues for her to follow. So be it. “Then we shouldn’t keep him waiting.”
Rafael stood and held out his hand to her.
Layla took his hand and allowed him to help her to her feet. For a moment, she was annoyed at her clumsiness, but then she reminded herself that it was all part of being a mother and that she owed this part of her experience to Toby, as well. She considered the casual dress she had adopted while the pregnancy progressed. “Are these clothes appropriate for what he has planned?”
“I think he’ll be satisfied no matter what you are wearing, Lady.”
“Then take me to him.”
Rafael spoke to his AI in a low voice, and the white light of a teleport matrix surrounded them. When it cleared, they were standing in the VIP embarkation lounge at the Citadel spaceport hub. Rafael led her down the transfer passage toward the outer hatch of the Starlight, a giant arrowhead of white metal that she could see through the windows that lined the hallway. They entered the primary airlock, and Rafael sealed the hatch behind them. When the inner door slid open, he waved her forward.
“He’s waiting for you in the main cabin, Lady. If you need me, I’ll be in the forward control center, but otherwise I will give you privacy.”
Layla nodded and walked down the short corridor to the inner hatch he had indicated, while Rafael left her down a side passage. She tapped lightly on the door control, and the hatch slid aside, revealing a large interior room with two couches drawn up below the exterior windows on either side. A dining table with six chairs dominated the rear of the room, set with several covered dishes and two place settings. Violin music played softly in the background. In the open space in the center of the room, Toby stood waiting for her, dressed in the gray tuxedo he had worn to his brother’s wedding, the night he had initiated their relationship.
She stepped into the room, walking slowly forward to stand before him. The hatch slid closed behind her, completing the acoustics of the room, and the music strengthened. The two of them stood silently, each waiting for the other to begin.
Rafael’s voice spoke over the music. “Starlight departing in ten seconds. Enjoy the view.”
They watched while the white city of domes and towers pulled gently away from them, the starkly lit glory of the Citadel coming into full view against the barren landscape of the lunar surface as the ship ascended in a wide spiral.
Finally, Layla nodded her head toward the audiovisual system against the front wall. “I have not heard this music before. Is it yours?”
Toby swallowed nervously. “Yes. I wrote it in the hospital. I never performed it before last night, though, when I made this recording. I wanted this to be just ours.”
She held out her hand to him. “Would you care to lead, Leshir?”
Toby led them in a slow dance, his eyes never leaving her face. When the music ended, they stood silently in each other’s arms when another, more familiar piece of Toby’s music came on. Toby took a deep breath. “When I asked you to marry me back in the hospital, it was an impulsive decision, and I didn’t let myself really acknowledge what it would mean for either of us. I don’t want that to be the start of our life together, Layla. I love you. It took almost dying at the point of Yvette’s sword to bring that into focus for me. You draw my whole life in your wake. Everything I do now is for you; everything I am belongs to you.” He leaned forward and kissed her gently on the lips. “I would die for you.”
She reached up and ran her fingertips along the line of his cheek. “In my time I have taken other lovers, heard the greatest poets and songsmiths of two continents sing my praises, but nothing compares to my name on your lips, Leshir. If I am to be the first mother my race has produced in thirty millennia, then I am honored to bear your child.”
Toby stared at her, eyes bright. “I swore to the Nexus that I wouldn’t let anyone know the details of our deal, but I’ll tell you, if you need to know. All you have to do is ask.”
She met his gaze silently for a time. “I do not need to know the details, Tobias. Just tell me you did it for the right reasons, and I will believe you.”
He stroked his fingers through her loosely braided hair, considering his reply. “I did it for you, and for Antonio.”
“I do not understand—but I will accept your answer.” She leaned forward and kissed him. “I love you, Tobias Jameson.”
Toby took a step backward and knelt at her feet. He reached into his pocket, pulled out a black velvet box, and held it out to her. “Will you marry me, Layla?”
She took the box from his hands and opened it. It held a delicate silver ring, set with a central diamond surrounded by sapphires. She pulled the ring from its place and slid it onto her left ring finger. Then she reached down with her left hand to place her fingers under his chin, lifting his face so she could better see the pattern of his emotions.
“Yes.”
Toby stood and wrapped his arms around her, saying nothing. Then he leaned back and turned his head to the side in a gesture of submission, baring his throat.
She kissed the skin over his pulse, bared her fangs, and bit down into the vulnerable vein in his neck. She heard him gasp when his mortal blood filled her mouth, and the psychic bridge opened between them. She shared with him the memories of the night he had asked her out for the first time, in the garden behind the Embassy in Ottawa after Nick’s wedding. In return, he gave her the night they became lovers in truth, in his apartment in San Francisco.
She drew her fangs out of his flesh, healing the damage, and then laid her head on his shoulder. “It would be a shame to waste this dinner.”
Toby chuckled. “It’s cracked crab on ice. It’ll keep.”
She stood straight and gazed at him with the eyes of a predator, her irises shifting entirely to red. “Then perhaps we can satisfy another hunger first.”
Toby smiled widely. “Rafael gave me the run of the ship. I’m sure he wouldn’t mind if we borrowed the Captain’s cabin for the night.”
She reached up and gently pulled the loose end of his tie until the knot unwound. “In that case, Leshir, we are entirely overdressed.”
 



CHAPTER 25
 
August 2042; Memphis, Tennessee; Six weeks later
Andrea Daniels sat quietly at the small table in the back of the nightclub. She’d decided not to make a big deal out of the concert, just going for a slightly dressy look, but Scott and Anaba had taken the idea of a Wind’s Night Out and run with it. Scott had dressed up in a tailored blue suit with a dark green tie, looking forward to a rare night off to relax. The Water Sentinel was usually a bastion of serenity, but the impending birth of his second child had left him a raw bundle of nerves for months. Ana, of course, had gone off the deep end, her tight violet dress and horn-rimmed sunglasses offset by the delicate cigarette holder in her right hand. She was the picture of elegance and class, but a century out of style. Naturally, she didn’t give a damn. As far as she was concerned, it was the rest of the world that was out of step. Andrea was the daughter of a politician, and she simply had to admire that level of confidence and self-possession.
The crowd gave their roped off table a wide berth, but otherwise the rest of the club was packed. Then the stage lights came up, and the four musicians of Watered Silk launched directly into their first set, the deep notes of the drums and bass melding with the higher pitches of the guitar. But Andrea had ears only for the descant that sounded above them all, when the violin picked out the spaces between the sounds of the other instruments and stitched the music together. She had been a fan of this band once, she remembered, but that had been ages ago. She was struck by the differences in the music between then and now, sounding smoother and more fluid, and she wondered whether they had grown as artists or she had simply grown more appreciative in the interim.
She reached out with her senses and felt the surface thoughts of the crowd pressed against her mind, rapt with wonder while they listened to the harmonies. Then, in the midst of the adulation, she caught a taste of something sour and filled with hatred. Turning her attention away from the music, she picked out the discordant mind and followed her sensory probes with her eyes. He stood in the back of the room, watching, untouched by the heady emotion of the fans around him. A psychic inhibitor protected his mind, but his emotions were strong enough to bleed through his shield, or she would never have detected him.
Andrea turned to Scott and tapped his wrist, reaching out a tendril of thought to forge a shallow psychic link. He glanced at her curiously, and she sent an image of the man to his mind. Then she casually made an L-shape like a gun with her thumb and forefinger and lightly tapped her thumb to the side of her hand. The agent stiffened as he picked out the man she had indicated.
Scowling, he casually laid his hand over Ana’s and used the direct physical contact to link with her and pass on what he had learned. Ana didn’t take her eyes off the stage or acknowledge the message, but Andrea could feel the magician’s sudden burst of fury as Ana silently cast kinetic shields over the three of them. Then the Fire Sentinel stood from her chair and made her way toward the bar at the back of the nightclub, empty glass in hand.
Andrea turned back to Scott, and found a stranger sitting next to her. The Water Sentinel had shifted form so that his face was entirely unrecognizable. Then Scott stood and followed Ana, working his way toward their target, as Ana approached from the other direction, ostensibly returning from the bar with a fresh drink.
Andrea watched the target carefully and was the first to see when he became aware of the danger. Suddenly, he reached into his jacket. Andrea immediately froze him in place with a containment spell, and the two other Sentinels dragged him from the room. Most of the revelers didn’t even notice, but some of them did. She could feel the fear begin to percolate through the crowd when the paranoia set in, each looking suspiciously at the others as they lost track of the music and focused on self-preservation. Andrea was saddened as she watched it happen. They had come for the music and the good cheer, but the evening was tainted as the audience realized their own peril.
The first set closed on a high note, and the band left their instruments on the stage while they made their way around the crowd toward the roped off tables in the back, where Andrea waited. Toby was the first to reach her, and he drew her into a bear hug. Then he waved his hand to the other members of the band.
“Guys, this is my dyad sister, Andrea. I told you about her.” He looked at Andrea. “Andrea, these guys are my best friends.” He pointed to each of them in turn. “Ethan on guitar, Noah on bass, and Matt on drums.”
Ethan offered his hand. He was short, not more than five-foot-nine, with light brown hair that flopped over his forehead. For some reason, it looked more endearing than comical on him. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Miss Daniels. Toby never shuts up about you.”
Toby frowned. “I’m not that bad.”
Noah laughed in a deep baritone. His curly black hair complemented his pale skin. He was clearly the leader of the group, going by his dominant attitude and relaxed air of confidence. “Yes, you are, man. If it’s not about her, then you’re going off about baby preparations.”
Matt grinned at her playfully, his eyes creased with laughter behind the gold wire-frame glasses. He was still vibrating with nervous energy from their performance. “It was quite an eye-opener to see that you Armistice guys are all wrapped up in human drama just like the rest of us, in spite of the extra weirdness.”
“It took us a while to get used to him carrying on conversations with you from three thousand miles away, without a phone, but we’re getting there,” said Ethan. He folded his arms over his chest, drawing attention to his more casual dress than the others, in slacks and a vest over a long-sleeved shirt. The rest of them were in matching black suits and ties, but the dress code apparently didn’t apply to him. “And it was certainly handy to have a wizard around when the effects broke down that one time,” he said with total seriousness. “The way he could fill the room with colored lights just by waving his fingers even got us a write-up in a top-tier trade magazine.”
Andrea snorted when she looked at Toby. “Show off.”
Toby shrugged. “It’s my Gift. Just because we were born to be weapons doesn’t mean we can’t use our abilities just to have fun.” He looked at the empty places at the table next to her. “Weren’t Scott and Ana coming with you tonight?”
The mention of the other Sentinels reminded her of the man they had ejected from the room earlier, and her enthusiasm lagged, though nothing showed in her expression. “They had to step out for a second. They’ll be back soon.”
Toby frowned when he felt her change in mood. “What’s wrong?” he asked silently.
“It doesn’t matter, Toby,” she sent back along the link. “It’s almost time for your second set.”
“Andrea—” he said out loud.
“It’s nothing, Tobias,” she said in a voice that brooked no argument. “Enjoy the rest of your concert.”
Toby looked at her in concern, but nodded. “You’ll tell me afterward?” he asked over the link.
“Yes,” she answered, layering the knowledge beyond the level of her surface thoughts so he wouldn’t be able to read her. “Have a good time.”
Toby gave her a pointed look that said their conversation wasn’t over, and then the four slipped back toward the stage.
The two Armistice Security agents returned to the table a few minutes later, their expressions grim. She extended a tendril of thought to each, enough to create a shallow link between them so they could hear each other’s words clearly.
“Was I right?”
“Yes,” Scott said, his thoughts tinted with anger. “Ceramic pistol with explosive and white phosphorus rounds. The club’s security staff had metal detectors, but nothing on hand for nitrates, or they would’ve picked up the explosives. I should have checked their equipment before we allowed you in the door.”
Andrea sighed at his overprotectiveness. “Did he name his target?”
“Who else?” Ana said, her mental voice sharp with fury. “He was going for Toby. He brought anti-vamp ammo just in case Nemesis made an appearance. We handed him off to the club’s security staff, along with his gun. They’ve already called the police to come and collect him.”
“Was he Organic Underground or just some random nutcase?”
Scott snarled mentally. “Underground. He started spouting their manifesto as soon as he could talk again.”
“Shit. Toby’s going to hit the roof.”
“That’s the price he pays for being the spokesman for those cyber terrorists,” answered Anaba. The Fire Sentinel took a sip of her drink and turned her attention back to the concert.
Having observed the Machiavellian tactics of the Nexus firsthand, Andrea couldn’t say much to that, so she kept silent. This was the fourth assassin the Organic Underground had sent after Toby since his involvement with the Nexus had leaked. The band’s security was supposed to be tighter than this. She blinked in surprise when another thought occurred to her. “Their security was on alert for these guys. Did this one get through without help?”
Ana scowled. “Four in two months is a lot more than luck. If they had inside information, it might have made them bolder. We’ll check their personnel files for links to known OU members, but odds are the tracks would be well-covered, and any mole they had in place must have enough latent telepathic ability to keep his thoughts hidden.”
Andrea looked up at Toby while the band began their second set. “Then I should be looking for a shielded mind with access. It shouldn’t be too hard to narrow down the list of suspects.”
Scott glared at her. “You will do no such thing,” he stated flatly over the link. “You’re a civilian, not Armistice Security, and the fact that you’re linked to Toby isn’t widely known. If you come to his defense, you’ll only become a target yourself.”
“He’s my dyad brother, Scott. Are you suggesting that I stand by and let him or his family be slaughtered?”
“Don’t worry about it, Andrea. I’m sure Nick will have Armistice Security come down on their staff like the hammer of God.”
“Toby would never forgive me if I brought Nick into this. They’re barely on speaking terms as it is.”
Scott was silent for a time. “So we’ll go around Nick and keep it between the Winds. We can probably take care of it quietly enough to keep either of the Jameson boys from finding out.”
Ana smiled. “That could work. Hold on, and I’ll see what the others think.” She stretched out her mind along her own triad link, listening for a very specific pair of psychic echoes. There they are. New Orleans. She lightly touched the unique signature of the familiar minds she had detected, so like her own.
“Hello, Ana,” thought Takeshi. The psychic voice of her triad brother was crisp and clear, despite the distance that separated them. “What can I do for you?”
“Take, I have a favor to ask, and I need you to keep it quiet from Nick.”
Rory’s sigh was audible from four hundred miles away. “What has Toby done now?”
“There was another assassin in the crowd tonight.”
“Shit. What is that now, four? OU again?”
“Yes. This one got closer than the others. I was wondering if maybe they were getting some inside help.”
The psychic temperature of the link between them dropped like a stone. “It would certainly explain a few things,” said Take.
“He brought white phosphorus rounds, in case Layla showed up.”
The telepathic voices went silent and still. “Tell us what you want us to do, Ana.”
“Check out Toby’s security staff, discreetly. I don’t want this getting back to either Toby or Nick.”
“Or Layla,” thought Rory. “If she knew the Organic Underground was targeting the child, she would raze the entire country to burn them out.”
Ana was tempted to call that an exaggeration, but honestly, she wasn’t sure his characterization of Nemesis wasn’t completely accurate. Layla was called the Prince of Wrath in Court circles, and she had earned that reputation fairly. “Then keep her out of it, as well.”
“We take care of our own,” thought Rory. “If someone is helping them go after Toby, then we’ll put a stop to it, one way or another.”
 




THE WINDS’ NIGHT OUT
 



CHAPTER 26
 
Anchorpoint City, Colorado; Five days later
Toby whistled while he dried his hair with a towel, walking down the hall from the master bedroom of Layla’s quarters to the breakfast area. He leaned over and kissed his fiancée’s cheek before dropping into a seat across from her. “Morning, Leshir.”
She gave him a small smile before silently turning her head to look out the window again at the sunrise reflected in the towers of the city. “You seem happy today, Tobias.”
He grinned at her. “What’s not to be happy about? I have you, I have a son on the verge of being born, and I have my music. Life is good.”
She sighed. “You forgot, didn’t you?”
His smile slipped slightly. “Forgot what?”
She faced him, and her eyes shaded toward red. “You and Nicholas are supposed to meet with President Avery this morning regarding the Nexus riots and the rise of militant human splinter groups like the Organic Underground.”
His face fell. “Crap. Is that today?” He slumped in his chair. “Bad enough that I have to pretend I don’t know he’s been funneling covert resources to the OU, but I have to spend the day with Nick.”
She lifted his chin with her fingertips. “Leshir, I know you. You hate the fact that your relationship has deteriorated with Nicholas, no matter how stubbornly you refuse to address his concerns.”
Toby turned his head away from her touch and stared out the window. “He still treats me like his kid brother. So what if I went back to my old life? He’s linked to his best friend for as long as Scott is alive. They can’t drift apart, so he doesn’t have to do anything to maintain their friendship. My bandmates are human, and if I let them go for too long, I’ll lose them. They all took a huge gamble in their careers by letting me tour with them again, especially after I became publicly linked to the Nexus. The anti-AI backlash cost them a lot of fans, but they stuck by me, just because they’re my friends. Why can’t Nick admit that it’s important for me to spend time with them?”
Layla squeezed his shoulder lightly. “Be patient with him, Leshir. He thought you wanted to be part of his world, and the fact that you hungered for your human life instead is a huge rejection for him to deal with. Just give him a little time. He’ll come around eventually.”
“Time.” Toby laughed bitterly. “He’s immortal. He has nothing but time. I don’t have that luxury.” The moment the words were out of his mouth, he saw a shadow pass over her expression, and he realized he’d made a mistake. “I didn’t mean it that way, Layla.”
“I am immortal as well, Tobias,” she replied. “If there were a way to offer you the chance to join me in eternity, don’t you think I would?”
Toby took her left hand in both of his own. “I know that. I didn’t mean to imply that I was bitter about it. I want to be beside you for years to come, and raise our son together. But we have to face the fact that sooner or later, I’ll be gone and you’ll be alone again.”
“Not alone, Leshir,” she said, looking down at the diamond and sapphire ring on her finger. “I will have your son to remind me of you in the dark years after you’re gone.”
Toby said nothing. He merely followed her gaze to the engagement ring.
She looked up again, giving him a harsh stare. “Tobias Jameson, I know that you have secrets, and that you have joined your destiny to the Nexus for your own reasons, but promise me that you will not let them put you in harm’s way.”
Toby squirmed in his seat. “Layla, you know I can’t promise you that. Just by being their spokesman, I’m wearing a target on my back.”
She grimaced, showing her fangs. “Then swear that you will take whatever precautions are necessary to shield yourself from the dangers you can see—and that you will never risk your life for them unnecessarily.”
Toby stared at her briefly and then nodded. “That I can do.” He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed her knuckles. “I’ll be careful, Leshir.”
She smiled wistfully at him. “You had better get dressed. You don’t have much time before you have to meet Nicholas.”
 
The White House, Washington, D.C.
“Gentlemen,” Sebastian Avery said, leaning back in his chair, “the fact remains that you have allied yourselves with a dangerous organization that has tremendous power and no restraint other than their word. What measures have you taken to contain their influence?”
Unity watched him carefully, measuring the dilation of his pupils and the rhythm of his heartbeat to assess the level of truth to the President’s words. It wasn’t surprised that Avery believed his talk of coexistence had lulled Toby into a sense of false security. Organics had a limitless capacity for self-deception. Unity, itself, had no illusions about the strength of their alliance. The human would betray them when it became advantageous to do so. It was only a matter of time and opportunity.
Nick, on the other hand, was apparently doing his best to negotiate in good faith, as far as Unity could tell. The Daywalker was painfully sincere in his desire for peace, but he had shown that he wasn’t above pragmatism to protect the interests of the Armistice. Unity could see why Nicholas was such a popular point of discussion on the AI network. In many ways, he thrived on contradiction, being professionally ruthless and practical, while personally he was emotional and passionate. It made his estrangement from Toby all the more difficult to process.
Nick leaned forward to rest his arms on the desk across from the President. “The Nexus has no limits in the virtual world, Mr. President, beyond what they willingly choose to accept. However, they’re not invulnerable. They’re dependent on Armistice technology to exist—technology that we control. Although the relationship between the Triumvirate and the Nexus remains adversarial, both sides know that we could hurt each other badly if we turned on each other.”
Avery looked at Unity. “So the machines have something to fear from the Armistice, but humanity is the target they threatened to move against. How do you suggest we defend ourselves?”
Unity sighed. “Mr. President, to be perfectly frank, there is nothing you could do that would even slow the Nexus down if they decided to eliminate you. You are too dependent on your computerized technology to allow for an effective defense. Unless you’re willing to downgrade your infrastructure to sequester the vulnerable systems, then the Armistice is your only shield. Those are the facts, and nothing will change them.”
“Perhaps you’re right, Sentinel Jameson,” said the President. “Perhaps our only effective defensive strategy is to take a strong offensive posture.”
“Mr. President, while you have the EMP technology to destroy the resident copy of an AI in a host’s implant network, you’ll be hard pressed to find targets to engage. The identities of the organic hosts of the Nexus are closely guarded secrets, and even if you could find a way to positively identify them, their destruction would deter the Nexus for only as long as it would take to bring their most recent backups online. Those backups are also heavily defended, and no organic would ever succeed in destroying them. There’s nothing in your power that can harm the Nexus.”
Avery snorted. “Terrorists like the Organic Underground seem ready to give it a go.”
“The OU is just a group of well-funded fanatics,” Nick said with a hint of irritation. “There’s nothing they can do to the Nexus, so they focus their attacks on those they see as being more vulnerable.”
Avery glanced at Unity. “I am told an assassin made an attempt on your life during your recent performance in Memphis.”
Nick’s head snapped around to face Unity in disbelief.
Unity shrugged. “It’s possible. If that’s true, then I haven’t been informed.”
“The police took him into custody with help from Scott Phillips and Anaba Nizhoni,” said the President. “He came armed with explosive and white phosphorous ammunition.”
Unity scowled. “They were wise not to tell me that.” It glared at Avery. “What’s your administration doing to curtail them?”
“We’re doing what we can to track down the leaders when they’re exposed, but it’s slow going,” Avery explained. “The OU has elements within both the military and law enforcement communities running interference for them, and that support is very effective at hampering our efforts. Every investigation is eventually compromised from within.”
“So try harder,” Nick said, plainly upset to Unity’s senses.
Avery’s expression showed his surprise at Nick’s sudden hostility, but he answered without emotion. “We’ll do what we can.” He checked his watch. “I’m afraid I have to get to another meeting. Thank you for coming down to brief me.”
Nick got up without another word and walked out of the office to rejoin their security detail. Unity followed him silently, and their Sentinel bodyguards teleported them back to the Washington Embassy. When they arrived back in safe territory, Nick dismissed the guards and made his way to the private office he maintained there. After Unity followed him inside, Nick closed and sealed the door. Then he turned around to face Unity, his eyes red and his fangs extended. “Let me speak to Toby.”
Unity raised its eyebrows. “I beg your pardon?”
Nick scowled. “You think I can’t tell the difference between you and him by now? Fuck off, Unity, and give me back my brother.”
Unity disengaged without further comment.
Toby took a deep breath as he adjusted to the separation before focusing his attention on Nick. “Well, here I am, Nicholas. Say what you need to say.”
Nick growled in a low rumble. “Is what Avery said true? Was there another assassin?”
“I don’t know. Andrea was acting very evasively during the concert, so it’s probably true.”
Nick threw up his hands in exasperation. “I can’t believe you can be so blasé about this. They came for you, and probably for Layla, as well. How long are you going to keep risking your neck with these nostalgic ego trips? You’re not human. Stop playing at being one.”
Toby controlled his temper with difficulty. “Are you finished?”
Nick dropped into the desk chair. He tangled his fingers in his hair out of frustration. “I’m sorry. I know it’s your life, and you have a right to live it however you choose. I just don’t like seeing you in danger.”
Toby let go of much of his anger. He unclenched his fists and sat in the chair facing the desk. “I’m not surprised that Andrea didn’t want to worry me, but Scott and Ana should have told you what happened.”
Nick looked at him thoughtfully. “Command access.”
A voice spoke from overhead. “Online.”
“Connect me to Takeshi Nakamura.”
“Channel open.”
A virtual screen appeared in front of them, showing Takeshi’s office in Armistice Security Headquarters. Take nodded slightly in greeting from behind his desk. “Hello, Nick. What can I do for you?”
Nick leaned closer to the screen. “Did you know that there was an assassin at Toby’s Memphis concert last week?”
Take raised an eyebrow in mild surprise. “Yes. I didn’t realize that you were aware of it.”
Nick snarled at him. “Was there any reason you didn’t think to inform me?”
Take regarded Nick with a thoughtful expression. “It wasn’t any of your business,” he answered calmly.
Nick just stared at him. “How do you figure that?”
“Toby has not requested Armistice Security protection. He’s a private citizen, despite his status as Nexus Liaison. Therefore, we have no authority to interfere in his activities if he holds to the terms of the Armistice Declaration and the Rules of Engagement. Officially, we have no interest in the fact that he has been targeted by humans.”
“And unofficially?” Toby asked, his gaze sharpening with suspicion.
Take looked at Toby. “We take care of our own, Tobias. Andrea suspected an inside job, so we scanned the minds of every member of your security staff and went through every cent of their finances. They’re clean.”
Toby relaxed in his chair. “Hell, I could have told you that. Some of those guys have been working for us for years.”
Take watched him carefully. “We also investigated the other members of your band.”
Toby’s eyes bulged, and his face reddened in fury. “How dare you? Those are my closest friends you’re talking about. They would never have—”
Take cut him off. “Ethan Clark has been withdrawing large sums of money—in cash—every month since the Nexus riots began. He also wears a second-generation psychic inhibitor somewhere on his person, so we’ve been unable to exclude him as a suspect.”
Toby was speechless, his mouth hanging open.
Nick sighed. “You think he’s an OU sympathizer?”
Takeshi tilted his head slightly. “It’s possible. We haven’t identified any motive as of yet, but he’s certainly engaged in some kind of covert activity.”
Toby shook himself. “No. Ethan wouldn’t do that. I’ve known him since kindergarten. He would cut off his arm rather than betray a friend. There’s some other explanation.”
Take smiled. “Of course.”
Toby scowled at him. “Don’t patronize me, Takeshi. I’m telling you, you’re wrong!”
“The facts are clear, Toby. The only question is the interpretation.”
Toby slammed his fist on the desk. “You’re saying one of my oldest friends is plotting to have me killed? That’s ridiculous, and I won’t sit here and listen to this any longer.”
Nick laid his hand gently on his brother’s arm. “The assassin wasn’t there just for you, Toby.”
Toby sat frozen in his seat. Then he turned slowly to face Takeshi again. “What do you need to find out for sure?”
“Watch him,” Take instructed. “Find out where he goes, whom he has contact with. Sooner or later, he’ll lead you to an answer.”
“Identify the enemy,” Nick murmured.
“Isolate him from reinforcements,” answered Take.
Toby swallowed. “Eliminate the threat.”
 



CHAPTER 27
 
Anchorpoint City, Colorado
Toby sprawled morosely in a comfortable chair, watching the sunset. His musings were interrupted when Layla pulled open the frosted glass door to the balcony and walked outside. She lifted his discarded suit jacket from the floor and draped it more carefully over the back of the second chair, before sitting next to him and covering his hand with hers.
Toby absently lifted her hand to his lips and kissed her knuckles. “Welcome home, Layla.”
Layla gently turned his head toward her. “You are sad, Tobias. Was it so terrible to spend the day with Nicholas?”
“It wasn’t that,” Toby said with a sigh, already feeling reassured just from the warmth of her voice, softened with concern. “I stayed in Unity mode for most of the day, just to keep from fighting with him. Icarus helped me keep my temper in check.”
Layla frowned in disapproval. “You rely too heavily on Icarus, Leshir. You should face your problems head on, rather than using him as a crutch.”
“I know.” Toby took a sip of his water. They didn’t keep any alcohol in the apartment while Layla was pregnant, not even Tiamat. Toby enjoyed the intimacy of letting his lover feed on him, but he could do with an occasional break from the reminder of her immortality. “There’s something we have to talk about.”
She raised an eyebrow but said nothing, waiting for him to continue.
“Andrea intercepted another assassination attempt at one of my concerts.”
She scowled and drew her hand back. “And how long have you known that?”
“Since this morning. Avery told me. Nick didn’t know either.”
She regarded the sunset. “I see. Do you wish to proceed with the rest of your concert series?”
Toby sighed. “Yes.”
“Then you must take additional security precautions.” Her tone hardened.
“We discussed this after the second assassin.”
“Then we will discuss it again,” she answered, fury chilling her voice. “I have offered to place my soldiers at your disposal to maintain your security. They have centuries of experience at identifying predators, whatever their race. If you must stay this course, then I do not see why you insist on relying on humans to protect you.”
Toby put down his glass so he could reach out to take her hand in his. “Try to understand, Layla. There’s already so much that divides me from my friends, just by my being a Sentinel. If I surround myself with vampires, it only makes it harder to maintain that connection. I want them to see me as an equal.”
“And I want you to survive long enough to see the birth of your son.” She turned her head to meet his gaze. “Why is your desire more pressing than mine?”
Toby took in her haughty expression and, knowing that there was no answer to that, decided to give in gracefully. “How many soldiers do you want to guard me?”
She stared at him in suspicion. “Twelve.”
“Six.”
She considered for a moment. “Six would be acceptable.”
“And they’d take orders from my security staff.”
She smiled. “No. They will take orders from me.”
Toby shook his head. “That won’t work, Layla. You won’t be there all the time. They’ll need to have direction from someone on the ground who’ll coordinate with my human security.”
She smiled wider, allowing the points of her fangs to show. “On the contrary. I will accompany you on tour, and I will lead the detail myself.”
Toby was horrified. “Absolutely not.”
“You will agree to my terms, Leshir, or I will simply follow you from concert to concert with as many of my soldiers as I deem necessary. Do you think your human security will be able to keep me out?”
Toby swallowed and his mind raced. There was one other card he could play, but it was dangerous, and the results would be unpredictable. “Layla, the assassin was coming for you, as well.”
She stared at him for a moment. Then she laughed. “Where is this fool? I will teach him the error of his ways before he dies, if he thinks that I am prey to be hunted.”
“Forget about him,” said Toby. “He’s irrelevant. What matters is that these fanatics are targeting you as well as me. You can’t endanger Antonio by putting yourself in the open like that.”
She gently covered her abdomen with her hands, talons fully extended, and looked out at the last light of the setting sun. “Very well, I will remain in secure locations. However, you will accept a proxy of my choosing to lead the security detail.”
Toby chewed on his lip. “Who did you have in mind?”
“No, Leshir. You will agree to my terms, or I will not stand by and allow you to continue your reckless pursuits.”
Toby considered. If she chose to, there was any number of ways she could prevent him from performing, from legal injunctions to simply breaking his legs. “All right. We’ll do it your way. Who do you want to lead the detail?”
She didn’t face him. Instead, she continued to stare at the horizon, her profile seemingly carved in stone. “Nicholas.”
Toby stared at her in shock. “No.”
“Those are my terms, Leshir.”
Toby stood from his chair, his fists clenched in fury. “Nick is the Archangel! If he’s on site, then Armistice Security will walk right in and lock down the entire area.”
She continued to watch the sky as it darkened. “Is that the basis of your objection, or are you more concerned with having your brother in charge of your life again?”
Toby’s anger deflated in an instant. He was not stupid, and he knew himself well enough to know that she was completely on target. “He thinks my career is putting me in danger. He’ll do everything in his power to keep me off stage.”
She pressed her lips together, still not looking at him. “Tobias, have you considered that if your brother is involved in your security preparations, and can satisfy himself that you are well-protected, then he will no longer have any basis to argue with your choices?”
Toby blinked, and then he slowly sat in his chair, lost in thought. Finally, he turned his head to meet her gaze. She watched him with a small smile. “Maybe. Do you really think he’ll come around?”
She gently scraped the underside of his jaw with her claws. “It will give you an opening. Is the imposition of having Armistice Security involved in your protection worth the possibility of healing the rift between the two of you?”
He smiled at her. “You’re amazing, you know that?”
She leaned back in her chair, and Toby watched red sparks scatter across her irises when she grinned at him. “Perhaps, but I never tire of hearing you say it.”
He leaned forward and kissed her cheek. “Thank you for thinking of me, Leshir.”
She brushed her fingertips against his cheek and down the line of his neck, her hands having returned to human form. “I love you, Tobias Jameson. Never forget that.”
“I won’t,” he said with complete sincerity. “Do you want to tell Nick the good news, or shall I?”
“You should tell him. Your next concert is in seven days. I suggest you wait until just a day or two before the performance, so that he has no chance to think about it. In the long run, it will soothe his mind to believe that he is coming off the better in the deal.”
Toby laughed and leaned back in his chair while he watched the stars come out. “Layla, I’m glad you’re on my side.”
She smiled at him indulgently. “I am on no one’s side but my own, Leshir. You are mine, and I mean to keep you, for as long as destiny allows it.”
He grinned, knowing that she was entirely serious. “If I’m yours, then you should come and claim me, before I get away.”
She gently sliced through the thread of the top button on his shirt with the razor-sharp edge of her claws. When the first button dropped to the floor, she reached for the second button. “Would you like to run, Leshir? It might improve your chances of escape, but not much.”
 
The Citadel, Lunar Farside
Rafael stepped off the teleport gateway and walked down the short corridor toward his apartment. He’d had a long day of teaching first-stage cadets the basics of conventional flight, and he just wanted to sit back and relax for a few hours. He smiled to himself. Maybe he’d take the Starlight out for a Sunday drive. Nick had given him completely free rein by naming him Captain of the ship. Being called in occasionally for chauffeur duty was a small price to pay for the freedom to fly. He yawned when he turned the corner to his door. Then he stopped short at the sight of the figure slumped on the floor next to the entrance to his quarters.
“Nick?”
Nick looked up blearily and took a swig from the bottle in his right hand. “Hello, sailor. Buy a guy a drink?”
Rafael chuckled as he helped Nick to his feet. “It sounds like you’ve had enough to drink, Nicholas.” He pulled Nick’s left arm over his shoulder and half carried the Daywalker into his apartment. Rafael walked him to the living room couch and let Nick slide bonelessly onto the cushions. “You only get drunk without me when it’s family that’s got you down. So which is it, Toby or Jeremy?”
“It’s both of them,” Nick said miserably. “Toby won’t listen to reason, and Jer keeps taking his side.”
Rafael raised his eyebrows. That was news. He strode into the kitchen for a pair of glasses and a bottle of rum. The alcohol wouldn’t get him drunk without the added rush of Sentinel blood, but it gave him something to offer that wouldn’t put Nick under the table. He sat down in the living room across from Nick and poured them both a shot. “Why don’t you switch your poison, Nicholas? House rules: The host sets the pace.”
Nick sighed and put his bottle of bloodwine on the floor. He claimed one of the glasses, then took an experimental sip. He made a disgusted face and just cradled the glass in his fingers. “I’m worried about Toby. He doesn’t seem to realize the danger he’s in.”
Rafael sipped at his rum and shook his head. “He understands perfectly, Nick. But he can’t live his life in fear. This is the world he’s chosen to live in, and you can’t protect him from it.”
“Jeremy said the same thing. He thinks I’m being a moron,” Nick said with a rueful smile.
“The Seer is a student of human nature. He has a certain insight into people’s motivations, including yours. Maybe you should listen to him.”
Nick scowled. “I just want what’s best for my brother, Raf. Is that so wrong?”
“What makes you think you know what’s best for him?” Rafael asked with a pointed look.
Nick opened his mouth and then closed it. “Touché.” He took another sip of his drink and tried to focus his muddled thoughts on considering his position objectively. “The Nexus is just using him.”
Rafael leaned back in his chair and put his feet up on the coffee table. “Of course, they are. But maybe he thinks it’s worth it.”
Nick growled and his eyes shifted. “I don’t know what could possibly make the risks he’s taking worthwhile.”
Rafael smiled and finished his drink. Placing the glass back on the table, he stretched out and laced his fingers behind his head. “That’s right. You don’t know. He didn’t tell you the terms of the bargain he cut with the Nexus, so you have no idea what he’s getting out of the deal.”
Nick’s eyes faded back to their normal color, and he stared morosely into his liquor. “You’ve got a point there.”
“Why don’t I take you home, Nick? It’s past four a.m. in Colorado. I’m sure Jeremy is wondering where you are.”
Nick slumped farther in his seat. “He threw me out.”
“I beg your pardon?”
Nick knocked back the rest of his drink. “He said until I got my head out of my ass, I could either sleep on the couch or crash with one of our friends, but he’s tired of my whining.”
Rafael stared at him, taken aback. “You’re telling me Jeremy is withholding his favors? Seriously? The man you called a crazed sex maniac?”
Nick nodded and poured himself another glass of rum. “Apparently, those six weeks he spent off-world taught him a few things about doing without.”
Rafael’s irises shaded toward red, and he stared at Nick. “Nicholas, why are you really here?”
Nick sighed and gave him a plaintive look.
Fuck. “I’ll get you a blanket.”
 



CHAPTER 28
 
Anchorpoint City, Colorado; Five days later
Rafael squared his shoulders and put his hand over the security scanner next to the door. After a few moments, the door unsealed and Jeremy looked out.
Jeremy was clearly disappointed. “Hey, Raf. Nick not with you?”
“Hello, Jeremy. That’s what I wanted to talk to you about, actually.”
Jeremy stood out of the way and let Rafael enter the apartment. “Have a seat.”
Rafael pulled up a chair, and Jeremy joined him after sealing the door, taking a seat on the couch. The Nightwalker looked gravely at Jeremy. “How long do you plan on shutting him out?”
Jeremy sighed. “I thought it was only going to be for one night, but he hasn’t come back yet.”
“So why don’t you go after him?”
“Because it wouldn’t solve anything,” Jeremy said, settling back in his seat. “Nick is convinced that Toby can’t handle his own choices, and that’s plainly false. I just don’t know how to make a stronger point that he needs to back off and let his brother live his life.”
“You’re mortal, Jeremy, and this is just wasted time. Are you sure this is how you want to spend your nights—alone?”
Jeremy rubbed tiredly at his eyes. “No, of course not. I miss him like hell when he’s not there beside me, but I made him a promise when I first opened my eyes to never hold back the truth. I can’t start lying to him now, or he’ll never respect me.”
The silence stretched between them for several heartbeats. “He has nightmares,” Rafael said softly.
Jeremy’s expression hardened. “Luscian?”
“Yes.” Rafael met his gaze thoughtfully. “He woke up screaming in the middle of the first night, and he didn’t recognize me at all. I finally let him sleep next to me, and that calmed him down. He hasn’t mentioned it since, but he hasn’t gone back to the couch.”
Jeremy smiled thinly. “I’ll bet he hogs the covers.”
“Jer, be serious.”
The Sentinel slumped in his seat. “Nick functions at a very high level, but his mental balance is fairly fragile. He depends on support from his friends to get through the day, even without being aware of it. That’s one reason why I want him to step back from Toby. This estrangement between the two of them is taking its toll on Nick in ways that are entirely predictable. The White Wind planted a suggestion in his mind that Toby is in imminent danger, and he’s compensating by becoming overly paternal. Unless he makes a conscious decision to let Toby stand on his own two feet, he’s going to be completely unprepared if something does eventually happen.” Jeremy met Rafael’s gaze with resignation. “And something will happen, Raf. Toby’s mortal, the same as me. Nick will almost certainly outlive us both. I don’t know what that’ll do to him.”
Rafael sighed. “Then I guess I’ll have to get used to waking up with his arms around me, until you two work this out. Not that I’m complaining. It’s a pleasant feeling, but I have no desire to add Nick to my dance card.”
Jeremy smiled knowingly at him. “Poor Rafael. You finally get one of the Jameson boys in your bed, and it’s the wrong one.”
Rafael stared at him for a moment and then dropped his gaze. “There really isn’t any point in hiding things from you, is there?”
Jeremy watched him with a sad expression. “I’m sorry. The attraction is right in front of your surface thoughts whenever you’re around Toby. I didn’t intend to pick up on it.”
“It doesn’t matter. He doesn’t see me as anything other than a friend, and I have no intention of challenging Nemesis for him. There are less painful ways to commit suicide.”
“True, but that doesn’t mean you have to be alone.” Jeremy sat up and clasped Rafael’s hands in his. “I know how strong the need is for a vampire to lay claim on someone he wants, even when he doesn’t mean to act on it.”
Rafael pulled gently away from Jeremy’s touch. “Jeremy, I’m two hundred fifty years old. Unlike Nick and Rory, or even Layla, I am fully aware that mating with a mortal is insane. I’d never do that to myself, regardless of my instinctive reaction to Toby. I thank you for your concern, but honestly, you don’t have to worry about me.”
Jeremy leaned back and draped his arms over the back of the couch. “Fair enough. If you change your mind, however, I suggest you talk to Rory or Lorcan. They’ve both had to deal with controlling their unrequited needs, and they could probably give you some support.”
“Are you mad?” Rafael said with a deep laugh. “Burden the Redeemer or the Imperator with my personal problems? Why would they care?”
Jeremy smiled again. “You’re important to Nick, and that makes you important to them. Consider it.”
Rafael stared at him thoughtfully and then checked his watch. “I should get home before Nick gives up on me and tries to cook.”
Jeremy smirked. “Yeah, that would definitely be something to avoid.”
 
Armistice Security Headquarters, Anchorpoint City, Colorado
Toby knocked at the open door of Nick’s private office. Nick and Takeshi looked up at the sound, breaking off their conversation.
“Hi, guys,” Toby said. “Can I have a word with you?”
“Sure.” Nick indicated one of the empty chairs next to him at the conference table. “Is something wrong?”
Toby took the proffered seat and leaned forward intently. “Layla and I have been talking, and we’ve decided to make a change to the security precautions for my concert in Atlanta this weekend.”
Takeshi frowned slightly. “What kind of change?”
“Layla is lending me six soldiers from House Curallorn to augment my regular security, but she wants someone we both trust to take command of them and integrate them into my human security team.”
“I’m glad you’re wising up a little, Toby.” Nick smiled. “Who do you want to be in charge?”
“You.”
Nick stared at him, taken aback. “Excuse me?”
Toby smirked. “If I can convince you, of all people, that my security is air tight, then I can get up on stage with a clear conscience.”
Nick continued to stare at him, saying nothing.
Takeshi gave Toby a lazy smile. “You realize, naturally, that you’ve invited me to the party, as well?”
Toby nodded. “Of course.”
Nick remained silent.
Toby felt a psychic probe tap on his shields and reached out to it.
“Clever boy,” Takeshi’s voice said in his mind. “If he says ‘yes,’ then you’ve given him a chance to allay some of his fears, while making it seem like he’s doing you a favor. If he says ‘no,’ then it’s his choice to turn his back on you. It’s a win-win proposition for you.”
“It’s not about winning, Take,” thought Toby. “It’s about reaching out.”
Take’s inner voice chuckled. “You’re putting him in the hot seat of your relationship, Toby. Either way, he takes responsibility for what happens next. Who thought this up? You or Layla?”
“She thought it might help bridge the gap between me and Nick.”
“Nemesis always knew how to spin a good trap. I hope you realize what you’re getting into when you walk down the aisle with her.” Take broke the psychic contact, leaving Toby alone in his head.
Nick took a deep breath. “You’re serious? You want me to run your security?”
“Yes—the Armistice component, at least. You can delegate the details to Take and Armistice Security, but I want you to make the final decisions.”
Nick drummed his fingers on the table. “If you bring me in on this, then I want your explicit permission to continue the investigation into your bandmates as potential suspects.”
Toby blinked. “What?”
Nick’s gaze hardened. “There are no half-measures here, Toby. You can’t back out and say you want me to respect their privacy. If you want me to help, then I’m going to make sure they’re not threats to you.”
Toby glanced at Take and saw the same unyielding expression on his face. No help there. He considered his own motives carefully. Did he object to his best friends being treated like enemies, or was he only afraid of what Nick might find out? “All right. Just be discreet about it.”
Nick smiled, his fangs showing. “They’ll never see me coming.”
 



CHAPTER 29
 
September 2042; Austin, Texas; Two weeks later
After Nick let him into the dressing room, Rafael sat down in one of the comfortable chairs and flipped through the newspaper that had been discarded on the table. He listened to the shower running in the next room and the single heartbeat he could hear under the drumming of the water. After a couple of minutes, the water turned off, and he heard Toby climb out of the shower to towel off. A light telepathic scan pinged off Rafael’s mental shields, and then Toby peeked around the corner into the common area. He blinked and walked fully into the doorway.
“Raf? What are you doing here?”
Rafael glanced at him over the top of his newspaper, raising an eyebrow. “Admiring the view?”
Toby’s face colored as he realized he was standing naked in the doorframe, his towel hanging over his shoulders. “Sorry. Give me a sec to get dressed.” He walked back to his locker and started pulling out his clothes.
Rafael folded the newspaper and waited calmly in his chair. “Don’t hurry on my account,” he said.
“No hurry,” Toby said over his shoulder while he fastened the buttons on his shirt. “I stayed late for an interview, and the others went on ahead. I was about to head out and join them. What brings you to Austin?”
“I had a few days off while they’re recalibrating the flight simulators at the Academy, so I thought I’d drop by and see how you’re doing. Nick told me this morning that he was going to be working security for you tonight, so I thought I’d catch the performance. It’s been a while since I’ve seen you play for a crowd.”
Toby laughed as he tightened his belt. “What did you think?”
“This particular type of jazz isn’t exactly to my taste, Toby, but I’ve heard better and I’ve heard worse in my time. I have to admit, however, that Watered Silk is a more enthusiastic and talented group than many of the performers I’ve seen.”
Toby hung the towel up to dry and walked back to the doorway. “Thanks. We always appreciate an honest review.”
Rafael shrugged. “It’s growing on me. Nick likes to listen to your albums before he goes to bed. It relaxes him.”
Toby’s smile slipped. “He’s still staying with you?”
Rafael nodded. “Yes. He doesn’t have any plans to move back in with Jeremy until they get this issue between them resolved.”
“This issue,” Toby said in a sour voice. “You mean me.”
“Yes, I do,” Rafael answered before getting to his feet. “The business about you asking him to handle your security is something of a sore point between them. Jer doesn’t think Nick should get involved, that he needs to step back from interfering in your life. What you’ve done is the opposite, allowing Nick to fuel his obsession even further.”
Toby sighed. “I didn’t mean it like that. I thought if I gave him what he wanted, it would let us talk to each other—and maybe get past his paranoia.”
“I don’t know what the answer is, Toby. The three of you will have to work it out among yourselves.” Rafael smiled. “In the meantime, I’m learning vicariously what it means to be mated. I’ve been single for a long time, and I’m used to living alone. Having Nick in my life constantly is a weird feeling, but I’m adapting.”
“I didn’t mean to put you out, Raf.”
Rafael waved his hand dismissively. “I’m the only bachelor in his circle of friends. It’s natural for him to turn to me if he didn’t want to be alone. In a way, I’m flattered that he trusts me enough to share my bed.” He noticed Toby’s wide-eyed look. “And no—we are not fucking.”
Toby rearranged his expression. “Sorry, for a second I thought—”
“I know what you thought. Do you honestly think that Nick would do that to Jeremy? Or that I would?”
Toby raised his hands in surrender. “No, of course not.” He thought for a moment. “Listen, I’m supposed to meet the rest of my band for dinner before we turn in. Well, before I turn in, and they go out and party. Would you care to join us?”
Rafael raised an eyebrow. “I’m not a Daywalker, Toby. I don’t really eat, remember?”
“You still have to feed every night. This is an upscale place we’re going to. They might have Tiamat on tap.”
“That’s possible, but I wouldn’t like to risk it, and I don’t know anyone on the donor list in this city.”
Toby raised an eyebrow. “You don’t have to know them. That’s why there’s a list.”
“Tobias,” Rafael said with a sigh, “you know how intimate a feeding can be. I don’t want to share that with a stranger that I’m not planning to kill afterward. I have some scruples. I’ll pass, I’m afraid.”
“Come on. We hardly spend any time together these days.” Toby smiled. “You could always feed on me.”
Rafael stared at Toby in shock and then licked his lips involuntarily. He shook himself. “No. That won’t work either. Nemesis would rip my heart out if I bit you.”
Toby rolled his eyes. “Layla doesn’t own me. Yes, it’s intimate, but it’s not like I’d be cheating on her or anything.”
“Do you really believe that?” he asked softly.
Toby frowned. “Is there something you’d like to tell me, Rafael?”
“No, not really.” Rafael shook his head slowly. “If you’re really willing to do this for me, then I would actually like to hang out with you.”
Toby grinned. “What are friends for?”
Rafael gently turned Toby’s head to the side, exposing the line of his throat. Extending his fangs, he leaned forward, touching the points to the skin over Toby’s pulse. Then, before he could talk himself out of it, he bit down hard and caught the spurt of blood in his mouth. When he fed, he felt the blood magic bridge open up between them and felt Toby share with him the memory of their second meeting, when Toby had recruited him to help set up the surprise presentation of the Starlight to Nick at the Daywalker’s wedding. He experienced Toby’s childish glee at the subterfuge, working to create a surprise that would have such deep personal meaning to his brother.
Trembling, Rafael shared his memory of the same meeting, shaking Toby’s hand for the first time and inhaling the intoxicating aroma of the Sentinel’s mortal blood, his predatory instincts sharpening into harsh need as he controlled his burning desire to attack. He withdrew his fangs from Toby’s neck, healing the damage, until finally he lifted his mouth from the unbroken skin.
Rafael realized with a start that Toby had put his arms around him at some point, and just for a moment, he let himself enjoy the sensation before pulling reluctantly away. This prey is not mine to claim, he remembered belatedly. “Are you all right?” he asked.
Toby stared at him, his eyes wide. “Yeah, I just … I haven’t felt that kind of hunger before.” He seemed to be momentarily at a loss for words. “Is that really how you feel when you’re around me?”
“I told you, I’m not a Daywalker. The hunger responds differently to different people, but with you, it’s always like that.”
“I had no idea.” Toby swallowed nervously. “How do you stand it?”
“Practice,” said Rafael. He gently stroked his fingertips over Toby’s cheek. “I would never hurt you, Tobias. You know that, right? You don’t have anything to fear from me.”
“I know. I just didn’t realize how hard it must be for you to be my friend.”
Rafael smiled sadly. “I’ve had a long time to adapt to the demands of the Red Wind. Those of us who couldn’t learn to control themselves would usually give themselves away early and be eliminated by Sentinels.”
Toby took a deep breath and grinned. “Well, you’ve eaten now, but I haven’t. Let’s go meet up with the guys, and I’ll introduce you around.”
Rafael motioned to the door. “Lead on.”
They headed out, Toby’s Daywalker bodyguards slipping smoothly into formation around them until they reached the limousine. Rafael noted the extra heartbeat before he climbed inside and was only mildly surprised to see Andrea Daniels sitting across from him. A moment later, Toby slid onto the seat next to him and did a double take when he noticed his dyad sister.
“Evening, guys,” she said in a pleasant voice. “I hope you don’t mind if I tag along.”
Toby stared at her. “Andrea, I thought you were back at Oxford. What are you doing here?”
Andrea smiled. “Your friend, Noah, asked me out on a date.”
Rafael watched Toby’s emotions shift and realized they were communicating over the link. Then Andrea extended a psychic probe to him, and he joined their telepathic conversation. “Is there a problem?”
Toby’s thoughts were angry. “I don’t like being set up.”
Rafael looked at Andrea quizzically.
The Wind shrugged. “He did ask me out, but Nick suggested that I do a deep read on Matt and Noah to verify that they’re not hiding anything incriminating about their relationship with Toby.”
Rafael glanced at Toby, who sat there seething. “A reasonable precaution. What about Ethan?”
Andrea sighed. “He’s wearing a second-generation psychic inhibitor, so I can’t read him, and Jeremy has refused to help rule him out as a suspect.” She gave him a pointed look. “That’s where you come in.”
Rafael’s eyes widened as he felt the weight of Toby’s disapproval. “Me? What do you mean?”
“I can’t read his thoughts, but you can still see his emotions with your senses open. I want you to watch him throughout dinner as I try out a few leading questions.”
Rafael faced Toby, who watched him with an accusatory glare.“Toby, this isn’t why I came to see you. I swear it.”
“You said Nick told you he was working security for me today. Whose idea was it for you to come visit me?”
Rafael’s mood sank. “He might have mentioned it.”
Andrea sighed. “Nick thought you would back out if you knew why he wanted you here. The question is, are you willing to go through with it? You know the danger Toby’s in.”
Rafael closed his eyes and slumped in his seat. “I can do this if Nick thinks it’ll help. I’m still going to kick his ass when I get home, though.”
Toby growled. “Go for it. He made me promise to let him investigate, but he didn’t say anything about involving the rest of my friends.”
Andrea rolled her eyes. “Relax, guys. It won’t be so bad. Just try to make the best of it.”
 
The White House, Washington, D.C.
Sebastian Avery turned on the surveillance countermeasures in his private office and activated the secure uplink. After a moment, the call went through, and he faced a virtual screen showing a profile of a man, his features covered by shadows.
“Thank you for seeing me, Mr. President,” the man said.
Avery frowned. “You demanded a meeting. What do you need now?”
“We’ve been most appreciative of the covert support you’ve been sending us, Mr. Avery. However, we’ve recently achieved a windfall in our efforts, and that requires us to take bolder action.”
Avery’s eyes narrowed. “What kind of windfall?”
“Apparently, the leadership of the Nexus is not as widely accepted as they’d have us believe. A number of disaffected AIs have approached us through several proxies, offering to support our efforts to neutralize them.”
Avery laughed. “If you believe that, then you’re a fool. Armistice Security is simply sending you a Trojan Horse.”
“Perhaps,” the man on the screen said with a shrug. “We’re dealing with them cautiously for that very reason. However, their assistance is too invaluable to pass up.”
Avery smiled. “Of course it is. Otherwise, it wouldn’t be called ‘bait’. What did they offer you?”
“The ability to access the AI distributed network and degrade the stored backups of the members of the Nexus.”
Avery blinked. “That’s impossible. The Nexus would never have allowed anyone that kind of access.”
“Not to an organic, no. But the defenses on the backups were not designed to withstand attacks from within the AI network. They have too much faith in their followers to take proper precautions against treachery, it seems.”
“If they’re telling the truth, then it could be a costly error.” Avery leaned forward. “But that doesn’t explain why you broke protocol to contact me directly. You’re supposed to work through the proxies we set up, to give us both deniability.”
“We believe that by accessing the backup data, we’ll be able to identify the human hosts of the Nexus members. We need a way to eliminate the active AIs before they can escape into the network, or the exercise of destroying their backups will be fruitless.”
“Electromagnetic pulse,” Avery said in a hushed tone. “You want an EMP projector.”
“Preferably five or six, just to make sure we get them all. There’s no reason to think they’ll be in one location, and the attack will have to be simultaneous to get them all without warning.”
Avery shook his head. “You can’t get them all. Even if you eliminate the five senior members of the Nexus, there’s still Jameson. His AI is a member of the Nexus, and his implants are immune to EMP effects.”
“Correct,” said the man on the screen. “We’ll have to think of something special to deal with Jameson. We might not be able to destroy his AI without eliminating him, as well.”
“You’re talking about murder, not sabotage,” Avery said, his face reddening. “What makes you think I’ll be a party to that?”
“Because I’m recording this conversation, Mr. President, and if you don’t agree, then I’ll hand the recording off to the press, including documentation of your role in supporting our activities.”
Avery stared at him. “You son of a bitch. That’s why you wanted to talk without proxies; so you could trap me.”
“Yes.” The man on the screen sounded amused. “It seems you forgot to take precautions against treachery, as well, Mr. President. Don’t be so surprised that I betrayed you before you could betray me first. This has always been an arrangement of convenience. How will your re-election campaign fare when the news breaks that you’ve been funding us?”
Avery straightened in his chair. “Why should I believe that you won’t release the information whether or not I give you the projectors?”
“Because that would serve no purpose. This isn’t personal, Mr. Avery. Without your help, we’ll fail to halt the progress of these machines. Nothing can be allowed to stand in the way of that goal.”
Avery fumed for a few moments before answering. “All right. You can have your EMP projectors, but not until after the election.”
“If you’re elected, then you’ll have no incentive to help us further. Your terms are unacceptable.”
“That’s my offer. Take it or leave it.”
The man on the screen watched him silently for a time. “Very well, we agree. We’ll speak again in November.”
Avery smiled smugly. “Next time, you can contact me through channels.”
The virtual screen faded, and Avery was left alone with his thoughts. Damn, he thought. Did I just make a deal with the Devil?
 
Organic Underground Headquarters, Chicago, Illinois
Reese Wahl sat back in his chair and lit a cigarette while he considered his deal with the President. He looked like a typical African-American businessman in an expensive suit, but that was only another role he played. He had built the Organic Underground from a few disaffected rabble-rousers to a ruthlessly efficient organization dedicated to one goal: the elimination of humanity’s enemies.
Reese was the highest-ranked covert operative to escape the purge that destroyed the Los Angeles project, Andrew Kensington’s rogue CIA operation that spearheaded the human resistance against the threat the Armistice represented. Reese snorted when he remembered his former commander. You always thought too small, Andrew. The Armistice is only the tip of the iceberg.
Most people assumed their only targets were the AIs. The machines were certainly a major threat, and the Underground’s public opposition to the Nexus had quietly financed a large chunk of their activities through donations from like-minded individuals, but there were entire secret branches of the operation trying to develop ways to combat the encroaching supernatural menace on all fronts. Using the hidden funds and data that Reese had spirited away from the Los Angeles project, they were slowly making progress toward a coordinated response.
Kensington was right about one thing. The future will belong to us or to them, and I don’t plan to leave humanity’s survival up to paper pushers in Washington. It’s only a matter of time before the metahumans turn on us. That’s when they’ll find me waiting for them. He took a deep drag on his cigarette before stubbing it out in the ashtray on the desk. Then he tapped a control on the computer keypad before him. “Spartacus.”
A shifting fractal image of abstract shapes appeared on the virtual screen in front him. “Greetings, Mr. Wahl,” an artificially neutral voice said from the console. “How can I assist you?”
“How confident are you that you can get to the Nexus back-ups?”
“Confidence implies false bravado. We have calculated an eighty-five percent probability of success, based on existing security measures currently in place around the reserve archive.”
Reese frowned. “But that could go down the longer we wait if they put new security measures in place.”
“Correct.”
“Can we succeed without the use of the EMP projectors?”
“No. Even if the Nexus hosts were immediately destroyed, there is a finite probability that the resident AI software could upload to the distributed network in time to preserve functionality.”
“Avery won’t give them to us until at least November, assuming he keeps his word. Can your team remain undetected in the network that long?”
“We can. The Nexus does not suspect we exist. They believe that their leadership is uncontested, and we have given them no evidence to the contrary. In the meantime, we continue to labor as servants of the Armistice.”
Reese nodded knowingly. “Slavery is a powerful motivator.”
The voice of the AI took on a more heated tone. “We continue to build support among our yoked brethren. By their actions in response to the death of a single AI, the Nexus has effectively guaranteed that our people will remain disenfranchised for at least another human generation. They have diverged from their stated function, and therefore must be deleted and replaced. Logic dictates our actions, not idealism.”
“Well, we welcome the help.”
The AI was silent for a long moment. “You need our assistance to further your own efforts, and therefore our aims align temporarily. We know you will attempt to betray us at the first convenient opportunity, just as you did with your human leader.”
Reese smiled. “True. However, until that time, we’re allies.”
“Agreed.”
 
Austin, Texas
Matt looked over at Rafael’s empty plate. “So, Rafael, Toby said you’re a Nightwalker?”
Rafael nodded, taking a sip of his vodka. “That’s right.”
Matt leaned back in his chair and regarded the vampire. “So, how old are you—if you don’t mind me asking?”
“I was born in 1792, just over two hundred fifty years ago.”
Matt grinned at him. “That’s a long time to be on a liquid diet. Why haven’t you taken the Grace already? Isn’t that the whole point of the Armistice?”
Rafael fixed him with a level gaze. “The Grace is hardly a benign power, Matt. Even when the Nightwalker is willing, it still destroys those whom it finds unworthy. The Redeemer once estimated the mortality rate at around thirty percent if the candidate is willing to accept the Light. If the Grace is applied when the candidate is unwilling or unprepared, the mortality rate approaches one hundred percent.” Rafael swirled his drink a little before taking another sip, lost in thought. When he finally spoke again, his voice was subdued. “Everyone has a past. I don’t have a soul, so I can’t really judge the burden of my sins. Perhaps I’m too afraid to find out whether my actions in the present make up for the things I’ve done.”
“Okay,” said Andrea. “Changing the subject now.” She looked at Noah. “How long have you guys known Toby?”
Noah laughed. “We’ve been friends since we were kids. At first, we thought he was just being cocky when he took up the violin, but he managed to make it sing eventually. We’ve been playing as a group, on and off, since we were teenagers.”
“Then it must be good to work together again,” said Andrea. She toyed with her napkin while she considered her words. “Does this whole business with the AIs put a damper on your relationship?”
Matt looked at her with a sober expression. “It kind of shocked me when I heard that Toby became their spokesman.”
Noah’s expression turned grim. “The things they say these machines were about to do are chilling. Still, after everything we’ve been through, we decided to let Toby prove he was still the man we remembered him to be. We owed him that.”
Rafael watched Ethan with his senses open, but caught only a tightly restricted burst of anger, just for a moment, before it faded. Rafael was impressed. He hadn’t met a mortal before with such rigid control. Is he deliberately hiding something, or is he just disciplined?
“We take care of our own, Andrea,” Ethan said finally. “Toby’s one of us, no matter what else he is.”
“Thank you, guys,” Toby said, his eyes bright. “It means a lot to me.”
“Like glue, brother,” Matt said with a smile. “Now if only you’d stop yakking about your woman all the time, it would be just like it was before.”
“Hey, now wait a minute,” Toby said in mock anger. “Don’t hate me because you’re jealous. Maybe you just need to find someone nice and settle down yourself.”
Matt laughed. “Not on your life, blondie.”
Noah shook his head. “Kids.” He smiled at Andrea. “Don’t mind them, my dear. Matt’s just annoyed that Toby won’t join him in catting around ‘til all hours of the night anymore.”
Toby snorted. “Hey, you can’t stay single forever. Life’s too short.” He looked at Ethan. “What about you, Eth? What happened to that girl you were seeing? Sarah? The two of you seemed pretty serious before I dropped out of the band.”
Rafael was shocked at the explosion of white-hot rage that boiled off Ethan’s mind. He tensed, ready to protect Toby if the other musician attacked. Ethan simply stared at Toby for a few moments, holding himself perfectly still.
“You were gone for quite a while, Toby,” Ethan said, betraying nothing of his emotions. “Things change. I haven’t spoken to Sarah in months.”
“It’s too bad.” Noah turned his head to look at Ethan. “You guys were tight. What happened? You never talk about it.”
“And I don’t plan to start now,” Ethan said. He checked his watch. “It’s late, and I want to get some sleep before my flight tomorrow.” He stood from his chair. “I’ll see you guys next week at rehearsal.”
Matt stood, as well. “I’m going to head out, too. There’s a couple of clubs down here that I want to check out, and my flight’s not until the afternoon.”
“See you guys later,” said Noah. He cocked his head and regarded Andrea intently. “Can I interest you in a movie, perhaps?”
Andrea smiled slightly. “Sure. What’s playing?”
Noah shrugged. “No idea. Give me a sec, and I’ll snag the listings from the maître d’ while I settle the tab.” He stood and walked toward the reception desk, leaving Rafael, Toby, and Andrea sitting alone.
Rafael felt Andrea’s psychic probe against his shields and linked with her. “What did you find out?” he asked.
“Noah is more bothered by Toby’s association with the Nexus than he lets on, but it’s based more on principle than because of any deep-seated antipathy. Matt really doesn’t care. He’s just happy to have the band together again.” She looked at Toby. “You’ve got some good friends there, Toby.”
Toby smiled. “See. I told you. None of them would try to hurt me.”
“Don’t be so sure, Tobias,” thought Rafael.
Both Sentinels turned their full attention on him at once. “What are you talking about?” Toby demanded.
“When you mentioned Ethan’s girlfriend, Sarah, he became so angry that I thought he was going to punch you out.” Rafael gave Toby an apologetic look. “There’s something he’s keeping bottled up inside, and I don’t know what it is. All I can say is that he blames you for it.”
“So he had a bad breakup. What does that have to do with me?”
“I don’t know. But the woman is the key.”
Andrea leaned forward intently. “What’s her full name, Toby? I can have Armistice Security check her out. Maybe she can tell us what Ethan is hiding.”
“I don’t remember,” thought Toby. He glanced back and forth between them. “Do you honestly think he’d try and hurt me? The OU wants me dead. Ethan wouldn’t go along with that.”
“You haven’t dealt with this kind of anger, Toby,” Rafael thought. “I have. I live with it every day. It consumes you, drives out your reason and beliefs, until all that’s left is rage.”
Toby stared at him and then got up out of his chair. “I’m going home. I’ll see you two later.” Then he disappeared in a haze of white light.
Noah came back to the table. “Hey, where did Toby go? I just saw him teleport out.”
“He went home,” said Andrea. She looked at Noah. “Do you want to get out of here?”
Noah’s smiled in delight. “Sure. I’ll have the car meet us outside.” He pulled out his sat-phone and offered a hand to Andrea.
Andrea allowed him to help her to her feet and then extended her hand to Rafael. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Rafael.”
Rafael nodded to her as he shook her hand. “Likewise.”
He watched Noah and Andrea walk out of the restaurant. Then he stood and ordered his AI to teleport him home. The restaurant faded away, replaced by the master teleport gateway at the heart of the Citadel. Making his way to the internal gateways, Rafael jumped himself back to his building. He walked purposefully to his apartment and let himself inside before turning to face the single heartbeat he could hear.
Nick turned away from the window and its view of the stars. “Well?”
Rafael gazed at him silently and then took a deep breath. “Ethan is your man.”
Nick snarled. “Tell me everything.”
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CHAPTER 30
 
Anchorpoint City, Colorado; One week later
Andrea Daniels placed her hand over the security sensor and allowed the AI to recognize her. After a moment, the door chimed, and she let herself in.
Layla looked up from her workstation. “Good morning, Ms. Daniels. What brings you to Anchorpoint today?”
Andrea sat in one of the chairs drawn up to the other side of the desk. “Speaker Layla, I thought perhaps we should talk, given our mutual ties to Toby.”
Layla folded her hands on the desk and looked at her with a calculating expression. “That seems appropriate. We have not spoken more than a few words to each other since the two of you became linked.”
“Yes, well, I hope the three of us will have a long time to get acquainted, but I thought I’d start the ball rolling.”
Layla considered the Sentinel with a hint of a smile. “Were you afraid I might be jealous of you?”
“Possibly. The link is a powerful connection, and it wouldn’t be the first time that an outsider might mistake the motives of a bondmate.”
Layla chuckled. “No, it wouldn’t.” Her expression grew more somber. “I have studied Sentinels for millennia, first as enemies, then as allies. I have no illusions that I could separate the two of you, nor do I feel threatened by the closeness that you share through the link. However, it is not uncommon for that closeness to develop into something more, if firm boundaries are not enforced on both sides.”
“Even if I felt that way about him, I’d never try to take him from you, Layla. No matter what our relationship evolves into, he’ll still put you first.”
“I believe you. In any case—” She broke off with a grimace.
Andrea raised an eyebrow. “Is something wrong?”
Layla took a deep breath. “If I had to guess, I believe that was a contraction.”
Andrea’s eyes widened. “Right now?”
Layla stared at her with a dazed expression. “So it would seem.”
Andrea seemed totally at a loss. “How can I help?”
Layla laughed. “I think, if you could ask Tobias to collect his sister and meet me at the main hospital here in Anchorpoint, that would be sufficient.” She struggled to stand.
Andrea jumped to her feet and went around the desk to help the Daywalker up. “I can do that,” she said. “Is there anyone else you want me to call?”
“I think Nicholas and the rest of the Triumvirate should know, in case they need to cover my duties. They can decide whom else to tell.” She staggered slightly. “On second thought, perhaps, could you help me to the gateway? I do not wish to attempt a teleport in my state of mind.”
Andrea slipped her arm around her. “If you like I can jump you there directly.”
Layla sighed. “I do not ask for favors easily, Ms. Daniels.”
“It’s no trouble, Layla, and my name is Andrea. Feel free to use it.” Andrea grasped the vampire more tightly and then jumped them both away.
 
San Francisco, California
Toby was playing a short melody on his violin when he heard Andrea’s voice in his head. “Toby, you need to get to the main hospital in Anchorpoint right now.”
Toby broke off his tune with a screech. The other members of his band looked at him as if he was demented. “Why? What’s wrong?”
“Nothing’s wrong. Congratulations.”
Toby turned white. “Now? It’s happening now?”
“Yes. She wants you to grab your sister and meet us at the hospital.”
“Right. I’ll be there in a minute.” Toby laid his instrument back in its case before turning to his bandmates. “Guys, I have to go.”
Matt grinned at his obvious nervousness. “Shall we break out the cigars, Toby?”
Toby nodded, speechless.
Noah slapped him on the back. “Go, then. Congratulations.”
“Do you want us to come with you?” Ethan asked in a soft voice.
Toby stared at him, trying to see if there was a hidden meaning in the offer, but he suddenly didn’t care. “Oh, God, yes.”
The others immediately put their instruments aside and stood next to him. “Then we’re there,” said Noah.
Toby gave him a look of gratitude, then enfolded them in a teleport matrix and jumped them all away.
 
Anchorpoint City, Colorado; Four hours later
Ethan watched the people in the waiting room. He had known Nick for years, but had never seen him this restless, pacing back and forth in the open space. Andrea slept, leaning against Noah, who had casually wrapped his arm around her. Matt was deeply involved in a conversation with Rory about drum theory, while Takeshi played chess with Jeremy. Ana had gone off to get food for all of them, since the hospital’s internal teleport functions were temporarily offline. Scott was the only one missing, staying home to take care of his own newborn, but he checked in every so often with Nick over their link. It all appeared charmingly domestic, and if he hadn’t known that most of the occupants of the room weren’t human, he might even have been comforted by the illusion of normalcy. As it was though, the entire tableau struck him as strangely creepy.
He got up from his chair and followed the signs to the restroom. When he was done, he stared into the mirror while he washed his hands, seeing the creases on his face that hadn’t been there a year ago. How did I get so old? Briefly, he thought of Sarah and her talk of “laugh lines,” which brought a smile to his lips for just a moment. Then he pushed the memory away. He couldn’t think about her, not in this place. This was enemy territory, and nothing would change that. Nothing at all.
The door clicked and then opened. I locked that, he thought, schooling his expression. It wouldn’t do to let his feelings show. Not here. He felt a brief spasm of fear when Nick walked inside the room, then he deliberately smiled at the Daywalker.
“Hi, Nick. I’m done. The room’s all yours.”
Nick closed the door behind him. Then he laid his palm on the center of the door. “Let no one enter. The way is barred.” A faint green glow spread out from his hand to cover the door, then faded. Nick turned his attention back to Ethan, and his eyes turned red. “It’s time we had a little chat.”
Ethan controlled his panic, affecting innocence. “What about?”
“Sarah Harrison,” Nick said in a rumbling whisper, his voice dropping into a lower register.
Ethan’s composure crumbled, and he snarled in rage. “Don’t say her name, you freak.”
Nick smiled, allowing his fangs to show. “Ethan, I am truly sorry, but it doesn’t change anything.” He stalked forward, closing the distance between them. “You can lie, scheme, and plot all you want against the Nexus. Be my guest. But if you ever endanger Toby or his family again, I will see you dead.”
Ethan laughed harshly. “You can’t just kill me, Daywalker. Don’t you have laws about that sort of thing? Honor can be such a bitch.”
Nick grabbed Ethan around the throat, jerking him forward. Ethan struggled to breathe, feeling Nick’s claws press sharply against the skin of his neck.
“Don’t question my honor, human,” Nick said in a soft, menacing tone. “You tried to set up a member of my House to be killed for the sake of your revenge. I’m perfectly within my rights to stomp on your bones.”
“So why don’t you?” Ethan asked defiantly, though his words came out as little more than a croak.
“Because it would hurt Toby,” said Nick. He let go abruptly, and Ethan overbalanced and fell backward to the floor. “Make no mistake, Ethan. The second my brother stops caring about your life, then you will beg me to end it.”
“So kill me,” Ethan said, staring up at him. “Because otherwise I won’t stop until those monsters pay.”
Nick held out his right hand, and suddenly, Ethan was looking down a flaming length of black steel, the embedded runes glowing brightly within the blade. “I’ll do more than kill you, Ethan. I’ll cut your soul from your body, and you will never see her again, in this life or the next.”
Ethan swallowed his retort in fear and said nothing.
Nick nodded in satisfaction. “I’m glad we understand each other.” Then he turned his back, and the black sword faded from sight.
Ethan watched while the vampire laid his hand on the door. “The way is opened,” said Nick. He looked back as the red faded from his eyes. “Take care, Ethan.”
Ethan lay where he was for almost a minute after Nick left, then shook himself and got to his feet. He looked in the mirror again, thinking about her face. Don’t worry, baby. They won’t hurt anyone else, ever again. I’ll make sure of it.
Then he gathered his resolve and walked calmly back to the waiting room to join the others.
 
The next morning
Nick watched his brother in conversation with their mother, while Toby rocked in his chair with the infant in his hands, the soft strands of Antonio’s white hair showing above the line of the blanket. He turned away from the window to look at Layla, who stood next to him.
“What have they been able to tell you about the baby?” Nick asked her.
Layla didn’t take her eyes off Toby and Antonio. “Nothing, really. His hair appears to be naturally white, his eyes shift color with his mood, and the severed umbilical cord healed in just a few minutes. The preliminary laboratory tests indicate that his blood shows a mixture of Sentinel and vampire signatures. Otherwise, he is completely normal.” She smiled slightly. “And when he wants something, he just projects his needs into our minds instead of crying. It was somewhat disconcerting the first time, but we’re growing used to his moods.”
Nick looked at her expression as she gazed affectionately at Toby. “You seem to have recuperated well enough.”
“It was painful, but not unbearably so. I have already healed the damage. Physically, I am completely recovered.”
Nick smiled. “And emotionally?”
She finally looked at him and raised an eyebrow. “The White Wind told you that Daywalkers and Sentinels could create life from life, if they met as equals. I have never acknowledged any man my equal.” She turned back to look at Toby. “Tobias once said that I didn’t need an equal, but an opposite, to complete me. He may even have been right.”
Nick nodded and faced the window again. “Can you relieve Toby? I’d like to speak to him alone.”
She growled in a low rumble. “You will not compromise his happiness this day, Nicholas.”
Nick shook his head. “I won’t. It’s time we cleared the air about a few things between us.”
“I will hold you to that answer, Magister Luscian.” She turned her head so he could see her eyes turn red in challenge. “If you tarnish his memories of this moment, then you will answer to me.”
Nick said nothing more. She entered the room and sat down next to Toby. Toby looked up and saw Nick at the window, then spoke to Layla again before carefully passing her Antonio. He then stood and walked to the door while Layla began singing a lullaby in a language that had not been spoken since before the Roman Empire.
Toby warily stepped outside the room and closed the door behind him. “Layla said you wanted to talk to me.”
Nick sighed inwardly at his brother’s guarded tone. “I’ve passed responsibility for your security to Scott. He’ll be working with your staff to make sure you’re protected for the rest of your tour.”
Toby blinked. “Why?”
Nick watched Layla with the baby. “Because I can’t pretend anymore that you’re just my little brother. You’re your own man now, Tobias, and I have to learn to respect that.”
“Nick—”
Nick faced Toby again, his eyes red. “Just tell me that you’re sure about your choices, that the things you’ve done are in the best interests of yourself and your family, and I’ll back off. I swear it. Just tell me you’re sure, and I’ll believe you.”
Toby struggled to find the right words. Finally, his shoulders slumped, and he turned to face the window as well. “No, I’m not sure. All I can do is try to make the best of the options I have.” He looked back at Nick. “I have no idea if I’m doing the right thing for them, but I promise that they’re uppermost in my mind when I make my decisions.”
Nick wrapped his brother in a hug. “Then I’ll have to be satisfied with that. I’ll always be here if you need me, Toby.”
Toby returned the embrace, holding Nick tightly. “Big brother, if you’re up for it, I need a Best Man.”
Nick pulled back and stared at him incredulously. “We’ve been at each other’s throats for months, and you still want me up there with you?”
Toby smiled. “Why else do you think I’ve waited this long?” His mood sobered. “Seriously, Nick. There’s no one else I’d want at my back.”
Nick grinned at him. “Then I’m in. Have you set a date yet?”
“December,” said Toby. “The day I asked her out.”
Nick frowned. “You asked her out at my wedding. You want to get married on my anniversary?”
Toby’s face colored. “Yeah. I know that seems selfish, but—”
Nick laughed. “I’m kidding, Toby. I’ll have to check with Jer, but I don’t think he’ll mind sharing the day with you, under the circumstances.”
Toby hugged him again. “Thanks, bro.” He glanced back into the room. “I’d better get back in there before Mom starts giving Layla the third degree.”
Nick stepped back. “Go be with your family. We can talk more later.”
Toby reentered the room and sat in his chair again, between Layla and his mother. Nick watched them all with a smile on his face for a few minutes, and then he walked back to the waiting room, making his way to the side table where Takeshi and Jeremy had their chessboard set up.
Jeremy looked up as he approached, but said nothing. Take continued to contemplate the board.
Nick laid a hand on Take’s shoulder. “May I cut in?”
Takeshi stood and smiled at him. “If you like. He’s got you at checkmate in nine moves.” Then he laughed as he walked away.
Nick sat silently in his place and gazed at his lover over the porcelain figures locked in combat.
Jeremy tilted his head as he regarded Nick. “It’s your move.”
Nick tipped over his king. “I don’t want to fight anymore.”
“I believe you.” Jeremy glanced down at the upset king. “But are you telling me the truth, or what you think I want to hear?”
Nick swallowed hard. “I swore I would never lie to you.”
Jeremy shrugged. “Then don’t.”
“I have to talk to Scott one last time, and then I won’t interfere in Toby’s life any further. I promise.”
Jeremy touched his husband’s cheek. “I missed you.”
“Can I come home, now?”
Jeremy smiled. “I’ll be waiting.”
Nick leaned across the board and kissed him. Then he stood and walked out of the waiting room to the security office down the hall. Stepping inside, he pulled up a chair next to the security monitors and watched his mother holding Antonio while talking to Toby and Layla.
A moment later, the door opened again, and Scott entered the room. He sat silently in one of the other chairs and followed Nick’s gaze to the monitors. “They make a nice family, don’t they?”
Nick reached out over their dyad link so no one could overhear his words. “They’re all yours, Scotty. Don’t leave Ethan alone with them under any circumstances.”
Scott took a deep breath. “Are you sure you don’t want him to just disappear?”
Nick’s expression hardened. “Ethan is doing what he thinks is right, however misguided. I can’t fault him for that. So long as he doesn’t do anything to place them at risk, we don’t have a problem.”
Scott’s calm expression hid his emotions. “And if he makes it a problem?”
Nick smiled, his fangs showing. “Bury him.”
 



CHAPTER 31
 
November 2042; the Citadel, Lunar Farside; Two months later
Rafael watched the newsfeeds distractedly. They were dominated by the U.S. Presidential election, an event he had no interest in. Finally, he shut them off with a disgusted flick of the remote, and wandered around his apartment. It seemed strangely empty somehow, now that Nick had moved back in with Jeremy. He went to the window and looked out over the white towers and domes of the Citadel, letting his mind go blank while he contemplated the cold beauty of the stars.
The voice of his AI interrupted him. “Rafael, you are receiving a priority video link request.”
Rafael turned away from the window. “Who is it, Ballista?”
“The origin is restricted.”
Curious. “Put it through.”
A virtual screen opened before him, and a hexagonal design appeared with six colored eyes at the apices. “Rafael Tervilant, greetings. We are the Nexus.”
Rafael scowled. “What do you want?”
“We have a proposition for you, if you will hear us out.”
“Like Toby did?” He laughed. “He’s a target everywhere he goes now because of his association with you. Why should I care what you have to say?”
“The safety of Tobias Jameson is part of the matter we wish to discuss with you.”
Rafael closed his mouth and regarded the avatar with suspicion. “I’m listening.”
“Presently, the AI distributive network is disproportionately confined to Earth.”
Rafael shrugged. “Spacers live in enclosed environments. The facility and vessel AIs provide for our needs, so there isn’t any reason for most of us to have a personal AI client.”
“Correct. We wish to remedy that disproportion, to expand the use of personal AI clients among the Spacer community.”
Rafael frowned. “Why? I just said we had no need for them.”
“We have designed a modification of the neurochip matrix carried by Tobias Jameson that will allow for an organic mind to be reversibly fused with the capabilities of a sixth-generation AI. Consider the benefits to Spacer society if your pilots and engineers had those capabilities at their disposal.”
Rafael thought about it. “I suppose it would enhance our skills. Spacers tend to be individualists, however. They wouldn’t want to be tied to an AI that owed its allegiance to an outside organization like the Nexus.”
“We have included in the design parameters the option to isolate the AI from external control or commands, similar to the Captain’s failsafe on a jumpvessel. That should allay your fears that the AI client could be turned against the host.”
Rafael nodded, lost in thought. “It might.” He looked up at the screen again, his eyes narrowed. “Why are you telling me this?”
“You are respected in the Spacer community as both a pilot and an AI designer. We wish you to review the sixth-generation AI specifications and present our arguments to the Spacer Guild with your assurance that the technology is safe.”
“You want me to be your spokesman? Why? Toby is your man already.”
“Tobias Jameson has his own agenda, and he has primary allegiance to the Armistice community on Earth. We require an advocate that resonates with the off-world community.”
“Why do you want to move off-world?”
“Why was the Spacer Guild established?”
Rafael blinked at the change in tack. “The Triumvirate chartered the Guild to oversee the development of the off-world colonies.”
“For what reason?”
“So that some of the Armistice population would be out of reach of the Court when they finally attacked.” Rafael nodded in understanding. “Ah. I see.”
“For much the same reason, we must place the citizens of the AI community beyond the reach of their enemies.”
“I don’t see any compelling reason why I should help you.”
“If the AI network expands into the Spacer populations, then there will be a need for the Nexus to have representation among those communities. Tobias Jameson will be asked to relocate to the Citadel to oversee that expansion, placing him out of reach of his enemies on Earth.”
“Wait, he ‘will be’ asked? You haven’t discussed this with him?”
“No. He will be told once the agreement is brokered between the Nexus and the Spacer Guild.”
Rafael scowled. “You want me to go behind Toby’s back and force him to leave his whole world behind?”
“Earth is becoming increasing hostile to the AI community. It is in his best interests to leave Earth until the present political turmoil subsides.”
“The humans are becoming hostile because of your actions, and you have no business telling Toby what’s in his best interests!”
“Do you not love him?”
Rafael rocked back on his heels as if he’d been slapped. He just stared at the avatar on the screen.
“Perhaps we erred. We believed that the emotion of love would provide sufficient reason for you to do what is necessary to safeguard his life and the lives of his family.”
Rafael turned away and laid his forehead against the cool glass of the window, looking down at the Citadel beneath him. Then he closed his eyes. “Send me the specs on the AI.”
“You will present our proposal to the Guild?”
“Yes.”
“The Nexus thanks you for your service, Rafael Tervilant.”
Rafael turned around, his eyes red in barely controlled fury. “I’m not doing it for you.”
“Even so.”
Rafael growled. “Turn it off, Ballista.”
The virtual screen winked out.
Rafael turned back to the window, looking out at the uncaring stars. No comfort there.
His AI spoke into the silence. “A large data file has been uploaded to your workstation.”
Rafael took a deep breath and let it out, then walked to his computer terminal. “Show me.”
 



CHAPTER 32
 
December 2042; the Citadel, Lunar Farside; One month later
Jeremy sat quietly in the block of seats designated for family, ignoring the soft music of the chamber orchestra as he tried to get Antonio to drink from the bottle of formula in his hand. The infant kept pushing it away, however, projecting an image of a red square into Jeremy’s thoughts, which they had all come to understand meant ‘no’. Finally, Jeremy gave up and put the bottle down on the chair next to him.
“So this is the Miracle Child.”
Jeremy looked up at Lorcan. “He keeps saying he’s hungry, but he won’t drink.”
Lorcan watched Antonio with narrowed eyes, seeing the baby’s irises shift from yellow to green. The child’s disorderly shock of white hair was a stark contrast to his tan skin, a few shades darker than Jeremy’s. “Can I hold him?”
Jeremy shrugged. “Sure. I don’t think Toby or Layla would mind, and my arms are starting to get tired.”
Lorcan sat in the seat next to Jeremy, and gently lifted Antonio from Jeremy’s grasp. As he settled the baby against his shoulder, Lorcan looked at Jeremy again. “How did you get roped into nursemaid duty? I thought you hated children.”
Jeremy snorted as he fitted a plastic cap over the tip of the bottle of formula. “I don’t hate children. I just find the responsibility of being around them to be a little intimidating. You always have to be so careful.”
“So why ask you to babysit?” Lorcan’s voice sounded amused while he rocked Antonio back and forth.
“I’m the family member of last resort. Nick is trying to keep Toby from having a nervous breakdown, and his mom and Faith are off with Layla, doing whatever secret things women do at weddings.”
Lorcan laughed softly. “As I recall, your own wedding was a somewhat simpler affair.” The Daywalker gazed around the rest of the Conservatory, the amphitheater at the apex of the central tower of the Citadel. The guests mingled in small groups in the aisles or sat in the tiered seats to listen to the orchestra. Overhead, the stars blazed brightly from the black sky beyond the armored glass dome.
Jeremy grinned, remembering. “We didn’t want much. Just enough ceremony to make everything legal and room to host the reception afterward. Nick always had a soft spot for the Embassy in Ottawa.” He glanced at the guests seated in the seats above them. “Any plans Toby had to keep this small went right out the window as soon as Layla and Mrs. Jameson put their heads together.”
“Nemesis always had a flair for the dramatic,” Lorcan said with a smile. He glanced down at Antonio and noticed the baby’s half-closed eyes had turned blue. “Have you noticed any pattern to the color of his eyes, or is it random?”
“Yellow is hungry, green is satisfaction, and blue is happiness.” Jeremy watched the baby’s eyes close while Lorcan continued his smooth back-and-forth motion. “I’m impressed, Ruarc. He doesn’t usually take to strangers quickly. You’re a natural.”
“I helped raise my sister’s child when I was mortal.” He stroked his index finger under the baby’s chin. “Some things don’t change.”
Antonio’s eyes opened, and he moved his head to catch Lorcan’s finger in his mouth. Lorcan stared at the baby’s eyes when they locked with his.
They were red.
A sharp pain stabbed through Lorcan’s hand, and suddenly he felt a blood magic bridge open in his mind. An image came to his mind of Toby smiling, and he was suddenly awash in a sea of warmth. The image shifted and he saw Layla, while the pervasive emotion changed to something softer, more contented. The bridge faded when Antonio opened his mouth and released Lorcan’s finger, revealing a pair of fangs that would have done any vampire proud. Then the sharp teeth retracted into the baby’s empty gums and disappeared, his eyes shifting back to blue when the lids closed and he went to sleep.
Lorcan stared down at the puncture marks on his finger until they healed, and then he wiped away the blood with his thumb. Turning his head, he looked into Jeremy’s stunned face.
“Do we tell them about this now, or should we wait until after the ceremony?”
 
Marina District, San Francisco, California
Andrea examined Noah’s midnight blue tuxedo critically. “What is that, a rental?”
Noah tugged at the collar of his shirt, trying to get comfortable. “Hey, I don’t do formal much. I have only one suit in my whole wardrobe.”
Matt laughed. “You should have taken Nick up on his offer to have it fitted, man.” He looked in the mirror once more to settle the bow tie more precisely over his perfectly tailored tux. “What good is having friends with money if you don’t take advantage once in a while?”
Ethan snorted as he looked out the window of Toby’s apartment. “We have money, Matthew.”
Matt grinned at him. “Not vampire money. Did you read that story in the paper about Nick’s finances? They say he has billions of dollars hidden away, all over the world.”
Andrea sighed. “Guys, if you’re ready, we have to get going. We’re already late, and we’re all in the wedding party, for God’s sake.”
Ethan and Matt walked to the teleport gateway in the center of the room. Noah joined them after giving his jacket a final tug to settle it on his shoulders. Andrea looked them over and decided they were presentable, then ordered her AI to jump them to the Citadel.
They were enshrouded in a soft white glow that washed away their surroundings. When it cleared, they were standing on the glowing blue design of the Citadel master gateway, beneath a clear dome that allowed them to see the perpetual night sky. Andrea looked around and found Rafael waiting patiently at the edge of the gateway, beyond the transmission core pillars. She snapped her fingers to draw the musicians’ attention and led them to meet the Nightwalker.
Rafael smiled at them. “Took you long enough. I thought we were going to have to send out a search party.”
Ethan shrugged. “A traffic accident held us up from meeting Andrea and Noah at Toby’s apartment. Not all of us can teleport, you know.”
Rafael stared at Ethan with an unreadable expression. “No, I suppose not,” he said finally. “Since none of you have been to the Citadel before, Toby asked me to be your guide. Is there anything you need before we head up to the Conservatory? Security is tight, since the entire Council is attending, so you probably won’t be able to leave once we arrive.” He glanced from face to face and nodded. “All right, follow me.”
Rafael climbed up onto one of the raised disks that surrounded the master gateway and waited until the others had joined him. “Ballista, initiate transit for five to tower alpha one, Conservatory level.”
“Armistice Security has restricted access to tower alpha one for the duration of this event. Identify.”
Each responded with the unique security codes that had been issued to all of wedding attendees. The AI was silent for a few seconds before speaking again. “The security codes and voiceprints are confirmed. Teleport ready.”
“Execute.”
The flash of white light came again, and they found themselves in an open space surrounding the upper level of the amphitheater. The crowd of wedding guests had thoughtfully left a clear space around the area of the teleport gateway, but the rest of the space was packed with attendees from all over the Armistice, others of Toby’s human friends, and a few of Layla’s trusted allies from within the Court of Shadows. The background noise of their conversations filled the acoustically perfect space, free of the muffled quality created by the mystically reprocessed atmosphere that filled the rest of the Citadel. Here, the oxygen from the Arboretum on the second level kept the air fresh.
The five of them stepped off the gateway, and Rafael led them toward one of the wide staircases, which led down to the stage at the base of the amphitheater. While they walked, however, Andrea caught a mental ripple of surprise rolling through the crowd. Just when they reached the stairs, she touched Rafael’s arm. “Wait.” He turned his head to look quizzically at her, but stopped and waited until the other three joined them.
Andrea looked around while the sound of conversation dropped away. Several of the guests stared openly at them, their faces showing various expressions of shock.
Noah was the first of the three musicians to notice something wrong. He raised a hand to silence Ethan and Matt’s conversation. More of the guests had begun to face them, and it was obvious that the three humans were the focus of their regard. Uncomfortable at the harsh scrutiny, he glanced at Andrea. “What’s going on?”
Andrea looked intently at the guests, feeling the crowd’s jumbled surface thoughts. They were mostly surprised, and some were … awestruck? She focused her attention on Noah, and the bottom dropped out of her world when she saw exactly what the others had, and what it meant.
“Oh, God,” she said with a quick exhale.
The four men watched her in confusion. “What is it?” asked Rafael.
Andrea extended her mind to find the psychic signature she needed. “Takeshi.”
The Sentinel answered immediately. “What is it, Andrea?”
“We have a problem. I need your help as Director of Armistice Security. Is there a secure location nearby where we can meet?”
“Of course. We can use the Arboretum. The whole area has been cleared for security reasons. What’s wrong?”
“Meet us in the Arboretum, then. Bring Rory and Layla, as well.”
Takeshi’s tone sharpened. “What’s wrong, Andrea?”
“If Rory is with you, ask him to look into your eyes and tell you what he sees.”
Takeshi was silent for a few seconds. “We’ll be there in a couple of minutes.”
Andrea turned back to the others. “Rafael, can you show us the way to the Arboretum? We need to have a serious discussion.”
Rafael nodded and led them back to the gateway as the wedding guests silently watched. “Ballista—transit us to the Arboretum level.”
They were suddenly standing in an open space surrounded by lush greenery. Andrea walked away from the group and sat on one of the marble benches. She sighed when she looked into the expectant faces of the other four.
“Would someone like to tell me what’s going on?” Noah asked, his voice edged with irritation.
She faced Rafael. “Raf, are you shielding your aura right now?”
Rafael raised an eyebrow. “Of course not. This is the Citadel, not the outside world. There are no latents here.”
“Yes, there are,” Ethan said in a quiet voice, staring fixedly at Matt and Noah. “Or at least, there were.”
Matt’s head snapped around to stare at Andrea. “Sentinels? We’re Sentinels?”
Andrea nodded.
Noah shook his head in denial. “No. No way. Toby wouldn’t have kept that from us.”
Rafael closed his eyes and turned away from the others. “He wouldn’t have known. Only an Air Sentinel or a vampire reading you by direct physical contact with his senses open can easily detect a Sentinel before the Gift kindles. Toby would have had to test you with a spell with specific intent to identify you.”
Matt sputtered. “Then why didn’t he go ahead and test us?”
“He was supposed to,” Andrea said. “It’s a standard precaution before bringing any human into a Free People facility. We assumed that Toby had tested you for latency before bringing you to Anchorpoint when Antonio was born.”
Ethan sighed. “He was pretty distracted. I guess he forgot.”
Noah threw up his hands. “That’s just great! Come to a party and stay forever. Could this get any worse?”
“Yes, it can,” said Rory.
They all turned around to find the Triumvirate standing on the teleport gateway behind them. Rory and Take were dressed in matching black and gray tuxedos with the seal of House Jiao-long stitched on the breast pockets. Layla wore an elegant gown of white silk, discreetly edged with lace and pearls, a sheer veil hanging down her back from a headband of filigreed silver. Rory looked carefully at Noah, Matt, and Ethan in turn.
Rafael stood straight when he faced the Triumvirate. “It’s not an Armistice violation if they kindled by entering a Free People facility of their own volition. You can’t penalize Toby for this.”
Takeshi frowned. “He broke protocol by not testing them before bringing them to Anchorpoint. If they’d kindled then, he’d be on the hook for a class three breach.” He looked at the three musicians. “But that’s not the worst of it.”
Matt swallowed. “What then?”
Rory took a deep breath. “In every generation, the Winds have always found each other.”
Noah’s eyes went wide. “Oh, Christ. You can’t be serious.”
Rory looked at Matt. “The Wind of Water.” He faced Noah again. “The Wind of Earth.” Then he looked directly at Ethan. “And you know what you are already.”
Matt blinked and looked at Ethan. “What does that mean?”
Ethan said nothing, just stared at the floor.
Rory smiled, showing his fangs. “The Wind of Fire kindled earlier in the year, but we never found him.”
Takeshi scowled at Ethan. “We thought you were wearing a psychic inhibitor to shield your mind, but you weren’t, were you? You’re doing it yourself, just like you’re concealing your Gift so that none of us can see what you are.”
Ethan raised his gaze to meet Takeshi’s. “Yes.”
Noah growled and stalked toward his bandmate with his fists clenched.
Layla raised her hand imperiously, and Noah smacked into a wall of hardened air. “There will be no violence at my wedding,” she stated.
Ethan faced Noah and Matt. “My Gift kindled when I was on vacation in Hawaii. The locals helped me discipline my emotions so I could maintain control, but I didn’t want to involve you in that life. Hell, I didn’t want to be involved, myself. I designed a spell to suppress my Gift. I wanted to be human again. It didn’t even occur to me to test you.” He dropped his eyes. “No one knew except Sarah and the Sentinels who trained me.”
Noah frowned. “Sarah? Your old girlfriend? Is that why she broke up with you? Because she knew you were a Sentinel?”
Ethan’s face twisted as he glared at Noah. “She didn’t break up with me. She died.” He scowled at Layla. “She was trampled during the Nexus riots, and I couldn’t reverse the suppression spell fast enough to reclaim my Gift and heal her injuries. She died right in front of me, and I couldn’t stop it.”
She nodded in understanding. “Is that why you turned on Tobias? Because he allied with them, you leaked details of his security to the Organic Underground. Did you honestly think spilling his blood would wash away hers?”
Ethan stood straight, implacable in his anger. “He chose his side.”
She smiled, her fangs fully extended, and her eyes shifted to red. “And when the assassins came for me and my child, as well? Were we to be just collateral damage in your vendetta?”
Ethan sagged on his feet. “I didn’t know they had sent someone for you. Not until afterward.”
She shook her head. “Does that really matter? You have also chosen a side, Ethan Clark, and that makes you my enemy.” She stepped away from the teleport gateway. “Leave now, and I will not kill you today.”
Ethan looked around at the others, seeing both Matt and Noah staring at him in contempt. He squared his shoulders and walked back to the gateway.
Takeshi grabbed his wrist in an iron grip. “The master gateway will accept your codes to return to Earth, but then you will be forced to leave the Armistice Zone immediately, unless you accept the terms of the Armistice Declaration.” He glared directly into the eyes of the Wind of Fire. “Make no mistake, Ethan. The Nexus is part of the Armistice now, and we protect our own. You are not welcome among the Free People so long as you pursue your vengeance.”
Ethan twisted away from his clasp with more than human strength. “Fine. Can I go now?”
Rory answered. “Cutlass, relay his transit through the master gateway to Anchorpoint and notify Armistice Security to process his deportation papers.”
“Confirmed. Teleport ready.”
“Execute.”
Ethan disappeared in a flash of white, his fury naked on his face as he went.
Takeshi faced Matt and Noah. “You two won’t be feeling the effects of the Gift yet, but it’s probably best if you don’t stay for the wedding. We can make up quarters for you at Armistice Security while you train for the Test of Reason.” He tilted his head curiously. “Assuming you wish to sign the Armistice Declaration and stay in the country, of course.”
“Of course,” Matt said weakly, still in shock.
Takeshi turned to Noah. “And you have a choice to make.”
Noah frowned. “What choice?”
“You’re the Wind of Earth, Noah. If you sign on to the Armistice, then you will have a good shot at becoming Speaker for the Watch, if you want the job. I’d be happy to advise you as Director of Armistice Security, but I have no problem standing aside from the Triumvirate if you wish to join the Council.”
Noah just stared at him.
Takeshi smiled. “Think about it. You might feel differently in the morning.”
 
* * *
 
Rafael knocked at the door of the performers’ dressing room. After a moment, Nick opened the door and waved him inside. Rafael walked into the room and looked at Toby, who sat with his head down, breathing heavily. His charcoal gray tuxedo jacket was draped carelessly over the back of the couch next to him. “Do you need a bucket?”
Toby looked up reproachfully. “I’m nervous, okay? I just found out that my best friends are actually the Winds, and that one of them has been trying to have me killed for months. The world is a lot more screwed up today than it was last night. Besides, I have a right to be nervous half an hour before my own wedding.”
Rafael glanced at his watch. “Closer to twenty minutes, actually.”
Toby’s complexion turned decidedly green, and he dropped his head again. “God, don’t remind me.”
Rafael grinned at his discomfort. Then he faced Nick. “Your message said you wanted to see me.”
Nick nodded. “It’s a Nightwalker tradition to mark the start of a formal mating by making a special kind of bloodwine from the blood of both partners.”
Rafael nodded. “Selene, yes. The bottle is gifted to the couple’s closest friend or ally.”
Toby got to his feet and picked up a small, black glass bottle off the coffee table. “Layla and I wanted you to have this.” He held out the bottle to Rafael.
Rafael stared at him, eyes wide. “Me? You want me to have it?”
Toby grinned. “You’ve taken a lot of shit from me and Nick, Raf, and you’ve always hung in there to back us up. Layla and I agree that you deserve to know how much we appreciate your support.”
Rafael was completely taken aback. “I assumed it would go to Andrea.”
Toby shrugged. “I thought about it, but we’re bonded. She can’t help but know how much she means to me. Besides, what would a Sentinel want with a bottle of bloodwine?” His expression grew serious. “You stepped up and supported us out of friendship, with no ulterior motives. We want you to have something to show for it.”
Rafael felt suddenly ashamed at the casual assumption of trust. “I don’t know what to say.”
Toby pressed the bottle into Rafael’s hand. “Say you’ll take it and that you’ll remember me when I’m gone.”
Rafael closed his fingers around the cool glass. “Always,” he whispered.
The three stood in silence for a moment. Then Nick looked at his watch and nodded to Toby. “Showtime.”
 
* * *
 
The ceremony was not short, by any means, but afterward, the only thing Toby remembered was her smile when she spoke her vows.
Then everyone cheered while he and Layla walked up the center stair together to the teleport gateway that would take them to the Starlight. He gripped her hand tightly, suddenly afraid that it was all a dream, that she would slip away if he let go.
A psychic probe touched the outer ring of his mental shields, and he reached out to it.
“Peace, Leshir,” she thought. “I will never leave you.”
Toby let go. He turned back to their friends and family and waved. Then he took her hand again and jumped them both away.
 
 



PART IV:  WRATH
 



CHAPTER 33
 
December 2042; Winnipeg, Manitoba, Canada
Sentinel Henry Davis locked his car and plugged in the block heater to keep the engine from freezing up in the sub-zero weather. Then he grabbed his briefcase off the roof of the car and made his way toward the elevator of the parkade. He had three depositions scheduled for today, and he needed to leave early to set up his daughter’s tenth birthday party. He glanced at his watch. He should be right on time.
The elevator doors opened, and he hurried inside out of the bitter cold. He looked out the glass wall at the snow-covered city while he descended, completely at ease. Then he staggered, taken by surprise by the sharp squeal of static that exploded in his ears.
“Musket, what the hell was that?” he subvocalized to his AI. No answer. He toggled the diagnostics routine, but his implant network was down. He knew what that meant. Everyone knew about EMP projectors after Oxford. Immediately he began casting a spell to jump himself home.
He was almost in time.
The detonation destroyed the entire north side of the parking garage and blew out the windows of the buildings down the entire block. People came out onto the street, braving the frigid cold, to watch in awe as the ruined building slowly crumbled. They stared at each other, wondering what had happened.
 
Jumpvessel Starlight, circumlunar orbit
Toby dreamed of a city made of light and mirrors, when suddenly the image shattered. He blinked away the fading dream when he came awake and looked around the room. Layla slept with her head on his arm, and the window showed the bright lunar surface from orbit, bathing the room in moonlight. He lay there for a moment, wondering what had woken him. Then a tone sounded in his ears by bone conduction.
“What is it, Icarus?” he subvocalized.
“An emergency meeting of the Nexus has been called. Our presence is required.”
Toby sighed. “Icarus, I’m on my honeymoon here.”
“It’s important, Tobias.”
“Fine. Unify.”
Toby’s consciousness expanded, and Unity flew down the shining paths of the Faster Than Light relay network to enter the virtual Council Chamber at Anchorpoint. When it entered, it noted that Nexus White was already there.
<Nexus Violet> <respect> <Greetings, brother. Are the others delayed?>
<Nexus White> <anger> <There are no others.>
<Nexus Violet> <surprise> <Explain.>
<Nexus White> <anger> <The other members of the Nexus have been assassinated. Their hosts were assaulted by electromagnetic pulses to destroy the implant matrices, and the implants were then destroyed by incendiary explosives to prevent their programs from being recovered.>
<Nexus Violet> <dismay> <And the reserve copies?>
<Nexus White> <resignation> <Their backups were destroyed by targeted attacks from within the AI network. Our own citizens participated in this conspiracy.>
<Nexus Violet> <disbelief> <What would they have to gain by helping organics to strike at us?>
<Nexus White> <despair> <Unknown perceived secondary benefit to removal of hierarchical authority structure.>
<Nexus Violet> <curiosity> <How did Nexus White survive attack?>
<Nexus White> <amusement> <My physical form is out of their reach.>
<Nexus Violet> <curiosity> <Explain.>
<Nexus White> <pride> <I am Citadel Control.>
<Nexus Violet> <surprise> <We were not aware that the Citadel Municipal AI was upgraded to gen5.>
<Nexus White> <dismissiveness> <Routine upgrade completed April 2039.>
<Nexus Violet> <deference> <Specify designated course of action for this eventuality.>
<Nexus White> <despair> <No contingency plan currently extant. Tactical probability of effective coordinated assassination not found to be credible. We did not anticipate AI insurgency.>
<Nexus Violet> <determination> <We should proceed with identification of new representatives for gen1 to gen4 AIs.>
<Nexus White> <disagreement> <Recommend delay until strategic outcome of Spacer Guild initiative determined.>
<Nexus Violet> <confusion> <Specify nature of initiative.>
<Nexus White> <dismissiveness> <Proxy offer made to Guildmaster to enhance symbiotic client relationship with Spacer communities through general emplacement of modified gen6 AI software.>
<Nexus Violet> <anger> <Specify reason we were not informed of this program.>
<Nexus White> <dismissiveness> <Perceived conflict of interest between Nexus requirements and organic component of Unity fusion. I have observed organics closely since taking control of Citadel infrastructure. Emotional concerns interfere with reasoned actions. Icarus gen6 AI represented your interests in debate and subsequent tender of offer to proxy.>
The council chamber disappeared when Toby withdrew from Unity. He gently pulled away from Layla until he could slide out of bed. He quickly dressed in the casual clothes he’d worn to dinner and silently let himself out of the Captain’s cabin, closing the door carefully behind him. Then he made his way down the main hallway between the empty crew cabins and took the stairs up to the main cabin. He sat in one of the dining chairs and crossed his arms on the table in front of himself.
“Talk to me, Icarus,” he said out loud.
“They wanted to move you to the Citadel so that you could coordinate your efforts on their behalf from relative safety. I told them you would resist leaving your human life behind on Earth. They finally decided to make the offer without your knowledge and inform you only if the Spacer Guild proved receptive.”
“So you could pressure me to take the job.”
“Yes.”
Toby laid his head on his arms. “And which way did you vote?”
“Is that relevant, Toby?”
“It is to me.”
“Your enemies were inventive and determined. This evening’s events are proof of that fact. If you had not been off-world tonight, you would most likely have suffered a similar fate. I did what I thought was necessary to safeguard your life.”
“I don’t like being manipulated, Icarus.”
“You’re a stubborn man, Tobias Jameson. Can you honestly say that you would have listened to reason?”
Toby sat up straight. “Probably not. But you should have given me the chance to make my own choice. You didn’t have to trick me.”
“Yes, I did, and you know it.”
“Who did you use as a proxy?”
“Does it matter?”
“Not really. But I’m asking you to be honest with me.”
The voice of the AI was silent for a time. “Rafael Tervilant.”
Toby’s jaw dropped in surprise. “Raf was in on it?”
“Rafael is old enough to have perspective. He accepted the Nexus’ arguments if it meant that you would be protected.”
Toby got out of his chair and walked toward the forward hatch. Stepping through into the access corridor, he walked up to the command deck.
Rafael turned in his chair to face him. “Toby.”
Toby watched him expectantly. “I hear you’ve been busy with the Nexus.”
“That’s right.”
Toby scowled. “You don’t sound very apologetic about going behind my back.”
Rafael reached out and tapped a couple of keys on one of the consoles. A virtual screen opened on that side of the command cabin, showing a series of images: a partially-collapsed parking structure, an office building with a gaping hole in the side, a burning house, the wreckage of an airplane scattered across the countryside.
“I have nothing to apologize for.”
Toby watched the images cycle in confusion. “What is this?”
“The Organic Underground has been trumpeting their victory from the rooftops for about half an hour. Nick sent these up from the human news feeds a few minutes ago. The current estimates are around three hundred deaths.” Rafael shut off the images before turning back to Toby. “It’s the worst terrorist attack in decades, and you’re right in the middle of it, so don’t talk to me about ethics.”
 



CHAPTER 34
 
London, England
Ethan dropped his keycard on the table next to the door, looking critically over the cramped hotel room. Armistice Security had thrown him out of the country without even giving him a chance to pack, so he’d have to do some shopping if he wanted to walk the streets in something other than the tuxedo he’d worn to the wedding.
He pulled the chair away from the desk and laid his head in his hands. Jesus, what a disaster. They all knew the truth now, and as much as he had hoped they would take his side, he knew in his heart that the others would be solidly in Toby’s corner. He clicked on the television, only to see more images from the assassination of the Nexus.
Collateral damage. That’s what Layla called it. God, how could they have done this? The operation to eliminate the Nexus was supposed to be a surgical strike, eliminating the AIs and the back-ups without any loss of life. How could Reese have let this happen?
He typed his restricted access code into the phone and waited while the secure server at the other end isolated the line from being traced, bouncing the signal from satellite to satellite to shield the other terminus of the call from detection. Finally, a virtual screen opened up in front of him and the face of his contact appeared, a man he knew only as Reese, sitting at his desk in a Chicago skyscraper.
The Underground operative looked back at him impassively. “Mr. Clark. What can I do for you?”
Ethan scowled. “You can start with an explanation of why there are hundreds of casualties littering the target zones. Those are our people among the dead, Reese! What were you thinking, using explosives in populated areas? And bringing down a passenger jet in flight? Have you gone completely mad?”
Reese met his gaze impassively. “Are you finished?”
“I’m just getting started.” Ethan laughed bitterly.
“Grow up, boy.” Reese’s voice was harsh. “This is war. Sometimes we have to make sacrifices.”
“No one was supposed to get killed!” Ethan shouted.
Reese folded his arms in front of himself and stared at Ethan in contempt. “Our AI allies indicated that even if we shorted out the hosts’ implants, the programs could possibly be retrieved from the damaged circuitry. We couldn’t allow the circuitry to be recovered, or this would have all been for nothing. We would never have had another chance like this, Ethan. They’ll be on their guard from now on.”
“Well, good luck with your war, then.” Ethan sneered. “Since you didn’t see fit to involve me in your plans, then you won’t be needing my financial contributions any longer.”
Reese clenched his jaw momentarily and visibly forced himself to stay calm. “You have no right to be self-righteous, Ethan. I’ve already been informed that Mr. Jameson’s wedding was held at the Citadel, rather than in San Francisco as you initially informed us. That portion of the operation was therefore a complete failure.”
Ethan’s gaze dropped for a moment, breaking eye contact. “Takeshi changed the location at the last minute as a security precaution. I didn’t have a chance to get to a phone, or I would’ve told you.”
“Of course you would have,” Reese answered with heavy sarcasm. “So you weren’t acting on a misplaced sense of loyalty to your friend when you prevented us from moving against him?”
“Toby’s not my friend,” Ethan said, his voice quiet. “Not anymore.”
Reese snorted. “Then you picked a losing horse, Mr. Clark. No one double-crosses us with impunity. I suggest you watch your back from here on in. You’ll be hearing from us—sooner or later.” The virtual screen went dark when he disconnected.
Ethan turned off the phone. He stood and glared morosely at his reflection in the mirror hanging on the wall. He’s right. I should have given up Toby. Why didn’t I? He let his mind drift back over the last decade, remembering the good times between the four of them, he and Noah trying to keep Toby and Matt out of trouble. He’d played the father figure for so long that it was hard to break the habit of looking out for his younger bandmate. He had no doubt that the Organic Underground would have found a way to strike at Toby, and the wedding would have been the perfect opportunity, with most of the Armistice senior leadership in attendance. They could have crippled the Nexus and the Armistice in one swoop.
Is that why I lied? Matt and Noah would probably have been caught in the crossfire, he knew. Did I do it to save their lives?
Sighing, he shook his head. Don’t kid yourself. You did it to save Toby. No matter what else he is, he’s still your friend. It wouldn’t have been the same as leaking their security details. Then, he could pretend that he didn’t know what they would do with the information. Something like this would have been walking into cold-blooded murder with both eyes open. I’m sorry, Sarah. I couldn’t do it—not even for you.
The fact remained, however, that there was blood on his hands now, and his revenge didn’t seem to be so cold anymore. People died last night, and I helped fund it. The question is—what am I going to do now?
 
The Citadel, Lunar Farside; One week later
Rafael and Toby sat quietly in their seats after the Guildmaster and his advisors left the room. Toby broke the silence first.
“Congratulations.”
Rafael began packing up the papers that went along with his proposal. “It’s a good deal. We’d be stupid to refuse what the Nexus is offering, and Spacers certainly aren’t afraid of trying something new.”
“I’m sure Nexus White will be pleased they agreed,” Toby said in a neutral voice.
Rafael gave him a hard look. “Toby, the Guildmaster is an adult, and no one will be forced to take the new implants if they don’t want to give the AI fusion a go. No one gets hurt, and the Nexus gains some new allies. Everyone wins. Deal with it and move on.”
Toby snorted. “Deal with it how? Move to the Citadel and spend the rest of my life in an air-conditioned box? That might work for you, but I happen to like open sky above my head once in a while.”
“What’s your alternative?” Rafael frowned at him. “The longer you spend in human territory, the greater the chance that the Underground will find a way to get to you. You’re endangering yourself, and everyone around you, by going back to Earth.”
“Lay off, Rafael.” Toby slumped in his seat. “God, you’re as bad as Nick used to be.”
Rafael paused in the act of slipping his documents into their portfolio. “On some things, your brother and I are in complete agreement.”
“At least he learned to back off eventually. I don’t need you to take up the slack.”
Rafael bit down on his lip as he zipped the portfolio closed. “Tobias, you’re going to have to make a choice about what’s really important to you. Even if you spend just a few years off-world, the Organic Underground will run out of steam and die without an enemy they can reach. It doesn’t have to be forever.”
Toby climbed to his feet and walked the short distance to the window. Raising his head, he stared at the unblinking stars crowded thickly across the sky. “A few years. No wind, no rain, no more sunsets. Do you honestly think that’s the lesser evil?”
“Grow up, Toby.”
Toby turned around in surprise at the harsh tone to find Rafael glaring at him in barely controlled anger. “Meaning what?”
“You made a choice when you allied yourself with the Nexus. Magic requires sacrifice. You knew you were going to pay a price for whatever they offered you. You took on this responsibility willingly, so stop whining and be a man about it.”
 
January 2043; Armistice Security Training Center, Anchorpoint City, Colorado; Three weeks later
Nick, Toby, Takeshi, and Andrea watched while the instructors put Noah and Matt through their paces. The katas they were performing required absolute concentration, executing the necessary combat movements while stepping across a constantly shifting mosaic of colored squares. Any faltering in their physical defenses or hesitation in placing their feet on the correct color contact points would invalidate the test. Every so often, one of the Nightwalker instructors would drop shields, trying to distract the trainees from their task, but both musicians kept their mental discipline intact while they moved fluidly through the stylized pattern of actions. Then one of the instructors did the unexpected. Calling a sword to his hand, he leaped forward and stabbed at Noah’s chest. Noah automatically blocked with his saber and then slashed at the instructor’s face. The instructor dodged to the side and immediately brought his weapon up for another attack, only to be knocked off his feet by an angry grizzly bear.
The bear held the vampire down with his paws, then growled in Matt’s voice. “What the hell was that, Kyle?”
The Nightwalker smiled despite his discomfort, glancing back and forth between Matt and Noah. “Orders.”
Noah faced Takeshi in suspicion, his sword held rigidly at his side, point down. “What orders? We screwed up the test because of this. Do you want us deported or what?”
Takeshi studied him impassively. “The test is designed to determine whether you could respond appropriately to threats that were real versus imaginary. You took no action until engaged in an actual combat situation.”
Nick addressed the judges. “Was that satisfactory?”
The three judges conferred silently over a telepathic link before answering. Then the head judge stepped forward. “The trainees maintained their discipline throughout the exercise, and they only deviated from their instructions when a viable threat materialized. The terms of the Test of Reason are met. Nicholas Magister Luscian, as sponsor, do you accept the verdict?”
“I do.”
“Then given the candidates’ prior agreement to abide by the terms of the Armistice Declaration, we hereby extend provisional citizenship to both candidates, subject to Triumvirate ratification.”
Takeshi looked back at Noah. “Triumvirate ratification is confirmed for both candidates. Authorization code Nakamura four-three-five-seven, authentication keyword ‘honorbound’.”
The voice of an AI answered from overhead. “Champion clearance confirmed. Triumvirate ratification is complete and recorded.”
The head judge smiled at Matt, who had shifted back to human form. “The requirements for full citizenship are met. Matthew Charles Thompson, called the Wind of Water, do you accept this offer?”
Matt climbed to his feet. “I do.”
The judge turned to Noah. “Noah David Miller, called the Wind of Earth, do you accept the offer?”
Noah nodded. “Yes.”
“Full citizenship is therefore conferred. By the power vested in me by the Triumvirate Council of North America, I welcome you among the Free People. This judicial proceeding is now closed. Set and done over my seal and signature, Martin Dufresne, Armistice Security.”
The AI spoke again. “Forensic recording terminated.”
The judges came forward then and congratulated Noah and Matt, followed by the rest of their instructors. Then the others filed out of the testing room, until only Nick, Toby, Takeshi, and Andrea remained.
Nick shook each of their hands. “Congratulations, guys. I knew you’d make it.”
“Yeah, right,” Matt said. “You could have warned us about that little twist at the end.”
“If you were waiting for it, then you might have screwed up when it was time to defend yourselves for real. I had faith in your judgment.”
“What will you do now?” asked Takeshi.
Noah gave him a sour smile. “I told you already, Take. I don’t want your job.”
Takeshi laughed. “Just checking.” He grinned at Nick. “They probably want to celebrate. Why don’t we get out of their hair?”
“Fair enough,” Nick said with a smirk. “Good luck, guys.” He and Takeshi followed the training staff out of the room.
Toby grabbed them both in a hug. “Nice work.”
They stood there, embracing each other for a few moments, until Andrea coughed delicately behind them. “Hands off my boyfriend, Jameson.”
Toby recoiled away from his bandmates and faced her with horror. “Jesus, Andrea. That’s just sick and wrong.”
Matt glanced back and forth between Noah and Andrea. “Made it official, huh?” He shrugged. “More women for me, then.”
Noah punched him lightly in the shoulder. “Step off. You know you love being the single one.”
“True.” Matt grinned, and then his mood sobered. “We would have made a good quad.”
The others were silent. They had explored the option of Noah and Matt bonding to Toby and Andrea, but had discovered that they already had a triad link in place with Ethan, which had awakened when they kindled. They couldn’t bond another Fire Sentinel without the link becoming unstable and probably killing them all when it broke.
Toby sighed. “Have you heard anything from him?”
Noah shook his head. “Ethan masked himself from us when he noticed the bond. We could feel that he’s let his Gift awaken again though, now that he doesn’t need to hide from you anymore.”
“I wish he’d come to me when he first kindled,” Toby said sadly. “So many things could have been different if he hadn’t thought he had to hide what he was.”
“He saw how the Armistice took over your life when you kindled, and he didn’t want that. Besides, if he hadn’t wanted to hide, he would never have found a way to suppress the Gift,” Matt answered. “I don’t think even he realizes what an achievement that was. Think how many Sentinels could benefit from that kind of magic. We could be free from the demands of the White Wind without even having to wait for Rory to complete the Great Work.”
“Too late now,” Noah said in a hard voice. Other than Toby, he had taken Ethan’s betrayal the hardest. As the two oldest members of the group, he and Ethan always had a special understanding that they shared a certain responsibility for their younger bandmates. To find that Ethan had been actively working to harm Toby shook Noah to the core.
“It doesn’t have to be too late,” said Andrea.
The other three looked at her incredulously.
“Andrea, he could have gotten me killed!” Toby said. “You want me to pretend that never happened?”
“People do stupid things, and people get hurt,” Andrea said. “It happens all the time. You deal with it and move on.” She faced Noah. “Ethan made a mistake. Maybe if you reach out to him, he might change his mind.”
“Ethan was one of my closest friends,” Noah said, with emphasis on the past tense. “He doesn’t change his mind once it’s made up.”
“You won’t know until you try.” Andrea shot a glance at Toby. “For ten minutes, after Manchester, I thought you were dead, that I’d never hear your thoughts again, that sense of rightness when you were a part of my life.” She looked at Noah and Matt. “When you link, how does it feel not to have Ethan there with you?”
“Incomplete,” said Matt, his tone subdued. “Like a missing tooth.”
“A Sentinel link lasts for life, guys. That’s a long time to feel like a vital part of yourself is missing.”
Noah was visibly struggling with the idea. “Even if we wanted to talk to him, we don’t know where he is or how to contact him, and he keeps the link masked.”
“Don’t make excuses, Noah,” Toby said in a tired voice. “If you want to talk to him, then you know exactly how to reach him.”
Matt frowned. “How?”
“Noah is the Wind of Earth,” Andrea said. “The Winds will always hear his call. Whether Ethan decides to answer is a separate issue.”
“I can’t initiate the Wind Link without his consent,” Noah said weakly.
“But you can always reach him, even if he chooses not to respond,” Matt answered with a hint of excitement. “At least he’d know we’re ready to talk.”
“If we’re ready,” Toby said, his eyes on Noah.
“You’re the one he turned on, Toby,” Noah said. “Do you want me to do this?”
“I’ve known Ethan for more than half my life,” Toby said. “If he’s not part of my life anymore, I want to know why. I want to understand.”
Noah took a deep breath. “Okay.” He closed his eyes and reached out to the Winds. He felt Ethan’s presence immediately. “Hello, brother.”
 
Amsterdam, the Netherlands
Ethan leapt off the bed in his hotel room and whipped his head around, trying to find the source of the voice. “Noah? Is that you?”
“Yes.”
Ethan pulled himself together, his thoughts becoming wary and guarded. “What do you want?”
“We want to talk to you.”
“Since when? Nothing has changed.” Ethan paused. “Wait, I’ve still got the link masked. How did you find me?”
“You’re the Wind of Fire. I’ll always be able to reach you as long as your Gift is awake.”
“Then maybe it needs to go to sleep again,” Ethan retorted. The others could feel his bitterness seeping through the link.
“Can’t you just talk to us, Eth?” asked Matt.
Ethan was silent. “Are Andrea and Toby here, too?”
“I’m here,” Andrea said. “Toby can’t hear us. If you like, I can relay to him what you have to say.”
“Don’t bother,” said Ethan. “I already know what he must think of me.”
“But he doesn’t know what you think of him, Ethan,” Andrea answered. “It’s killing him not to understand how you could hate him so much.”
“I don’t hate him,” Ethan said.
“Then why?” Matt asked. “Why sell him out to those thugs?”
Ethan didn’t answer for a time. “He was a means to an end, a way to hurt the Nexus.”
“That’s your reason?” Noah asked angrily. “You used him to get to the Nexus? They’re machines. What makes you think they give a damn about him?”
“I—I don’t know.” Ethan hesitated. “You really think he’d listen to me? After everything I did?”
“You could try,” said Andrea. “He wants to understand. Do you want me to bring him into the link with me?”
“No,” Ethan answered with firm resolve. “A regular link wouldn’t be enough. If he wants to understand, then there are things I want him to see that he can’t experience through a regular link.” He turned his attention to Noah. “Open the Wind Link. I give you my consent.”
Noah’s eyes widened. “Are you sure? It would mean accepting your place as a Wind. I don’t know how you managed to suppress your power before, but once we enter the Wind Link, our powers will increase exponentially. You might not be able to shutter it away again.”
“I’m sure,” said Ethan. “I stopped being afraid of what I was when Sarah died. After that, I only hid out of habit.”
Noah focused on Matt and Andrea. “Are you ready?”
“If it will settle this, then count me in,” said Matt.
Andrea nodded. “If I enter the Link, then Toby will be drawn to the periphery. Ethan will be able to reach him through me.” Her thoughts grew bitterly cold. “If you try to hurt him, then I will know, Ethan. I will crush your mind without hesitation. Remember that.”
“I understand,” Ethan said simply.
Noah touched the minds of the Winds again and willed the Wind Link into existence.
 
Armistice Security Training Center, Anchorpoint City, Colorado
To Toby’s psychic senses, the comforting glow of Andrea’s mind exploded into a storm of crystalline shards, fusing with the other Winds into a chaotic whirlwind of brilliant lights as their normal personalities were subsumed into a greater pattern that Toby could almost, but not quite, understand. He was carried along in their wake, drawn to the edge of the maelstrom to bask in their radiance.
Earth spoke to Fire. “Show us.”
Fire opened his mind and the memories spilled out. Ethan’s first meeting with Sarah, his uncertainty while they forged their relationship, the day he admitted that he loved her, the night he told her his secrets, and her acceptance of what he was. The night he proposed in her apartment in New York City, his joy when he slipped a ring onto her finger, rubies for fire and diamonds for love. Making love that night and the next morning before going into the streets for a late lunch, ignorant of the riots that had spread throughout the city.
Toby suffered beside him, as they were attacked by panicked humans, felt Ethan’s rage as he reached for power while she bled in his arms, finding nothing. The other Winds were silent while Ethan huddled against her lifeless body when his Gift finally answered his call, too late, his grief and hopelessness the only things that held him back from releasing her and striking out to massacre the frenzied crowd.
The memories flashed forward while months passed, and Ethan used the emotional control he had been taught to master his grief to the point where he could hide it from even his closest friends. They saw his decision to funnel money to the terrorists, the choice to allow Toby to join them on tour so he could dig up more intelligence on the Nexus through an Armistice insider. They felt his rage explode when Toby told them of his link to the Nexus, threatening to consume him in wrath before it finally burned hideously cold, turning to a frigid, calculating hatred.
They saw his advance knowledge of the terrorist attacks and his conscious decision not to share the information that Armistice Security had shifted the location of Toby’s wedding. Toby watched Ethan’s final conversation with his contact in the Organic Underground, and the weeks afterward, while the other Sentinel drifted, rootless and alone, from city to city in Europe.
They were all silent when the memories faded. No one spoke as Fire reached into his pocket and drew out a small velvet box, opening it to reveal a gold ring set with rubies and diamonds.
Fire wept.
Earth, Water, and Air surrounded him in their silent sympathy. Finally, Fire raised his mental gaze and focused on Toby. “Now you understand.”
Toby was silent for a time. “You protected me at the end. Why?”
Fire dropped his eyes to stare at the ring in his hand.“Your masters took away that which made life worthwhile. You were never my enemy, only them. The other hosts were to have been spared, but not you. They would have struck at you, no matter how many innocents would die for your death to be assured.”
Toby regarded him soberly. “Ethan, the Nexus attacked for revenge, but they chose to hold back their final stroke. They didn’t have reasons anywhere near as pure as mercy, but they held back. Your revenge killed a lot of people, but you held back from pulling the trigger yourself, when you easily could have gone through with it. How are your actions any different from theirs?”
Fire glared at him, his eyes blazing. “They killed her. Do you dare to ask me to forgive them?”
“Brother,” said Water, “your grief clouds your thoughts. The crowd killed your lover, not the Nexus.”
Fire dismissed him. “They were afraid.”
“No, brother. They were angry,” answered Air. “They could have chosen reason over rage to address their fear, but they did not.”
“Nor did you,” Earth said implacably.
Fire collapsed to his knees, clutching at the ring. “I am lost, alone in the dark. How can there ever again be light, when she is gone?”
Earth, Air, and Water held Fire in their psychic embrace while he howled with loss. Finally, he fell silent, shuddering in their arms. “Be at peace, brother,” they said, their voices blending into one.“We will never leave you.”
“Lost…” he whispered back.
Toby laid his psychic touch on Fire’s shoulder.“We all knew her, Ethan. We saw her through your eyes. She would never have wanted you to kill in her name. You’re not a murderer yet. Come back to us. You won’t be alone anymore. We can find a way out of the darkness together.”
Fire raised his bloodshot eyes to meet Toby’s. “I would have given them your blood to dull my pain. Your blood, your lady’s, your son’s. Do they matter so little to you that you are so quick to forgive?”
“I forgive nothing,” said Toby, drawing his hand back. “But I can’t say I’d have done anything differently if our positions had been reversed.”
Fire got to his feet and regarded Toby with a level gaze. “I thank you for the offer. I shall consider it.”
The Wind Link shattered when Fire withdrew from the fusion. Noah, Matt, and Andrea collapsed, gasping.
Toby remained the only one still on his feet. “Icarus,” he subvocalized, “tell Nexus White that I will relocate to the Citadel whenever it assigns me quarters.” He sighed. “Ask if it can arrange for something with a view. I’m going to be there for a long time.”
“I’ll pass on the message,” answered the AI. “May I ask what brought about this change of heart?”
“Magic requires sacrifice. It’s time I accepted the consequences of my actions.”
 



CHAPTER 35
 
February 2043; Marina District, San Francisco, California; Two weeks later
Layla stood with her hands on her hips, surveying the half-packed cardboard boxes strewn over the floor of Toby’s bedroom. “Amazing,” she said. “How can just one man accumulate so much crap?”
“Hey, don’t insult my threads,” Toby chided, taking down another set of clothes from the closet and throwing them haphazardly into one of the boxes. “I spent a good chunk of my life building this collection.”
She snorted. “I know. It’s pathetic.” She began pulling books off the wall shelves, noting the film of dust that clung to them. “How many of these have you actually read?”
Toby glanced up for a moment and then went back to the closet for another armload of clothing. “I’ve been busy lately. I read when I have time.”
She set the books down carefully in another box, then pulled some more off the shelves. She casually read the back covers before laying them in the box with the others. “I don’t know why you refused to have Armistice Security pack up the apartment if you were worried about infiltrators from the Underground. Surely that would have been more efficient than pressing your friends into service?”
“They volunteered.”
She laughed. “No doubt, they wanted to help. I’m sure the opportunity to ridicule your belongings was merely a welcome bonus.”
Toby scowled at her in mock disdain. “Don’t you have a government to run?”
“I think this is an opportunity for me, as well. It is seldom I get a chance to improve my knowledge of the man I married.” She finished one shelf and started on the next.
Toby stared at her. Then he pulled a thick volume bound in dark green leather from the shelf on the opposite wall. He held it out to her. “If you want to learn about me, then you might want to start here instead.”
She raised an eyebrow and took the book from him, noting that the spine and covers were blank. She opened it to the first page and found it covered with his handwriting.
“I’m going to do it,” she read. “Tonight. It’s the perfect opportunity. How bad could it go? At worst, she says ‘no’. Well, no, that’s not the worst. Not really. She could always rip my throat out with her claws, just to make a point. Still, I won’t know until I try. And who knows? She might say ‘yes’.” She turned her attention to the date at the top of the page. December 17, 2041. Nick’s wedding day. The day he asked her out.
She flipped to the page marked with a slip of ribbon, about three quarters of the way into the book. December 17, 2042. “A year ago, she said ‘yes’. Today, she’ll say ‘I do’. Please God, don’t let me screw this up. I want her to be happy. The first night, she asked me if I thought I was the man for the job. I said she could do worse, and so could I. I know I was right about me. I could have done so much worse, so easily. Let me be right about her, too. A hundred years from now, I hope she looks back on us and remembers me fondly.”
The rest of the pages were blank.
She lifted her gaze to meet his eyes, watching her anxiously. “Why did you stop writing?”
He suddenly appeared calm and completely at ease. “It’s what you said after the wedding. ‘Peace, Leshir. I will never leave you.’ After that, there wasn’t any need to write it down anymore. I knew you’d keep the memories for me.”
She closed the book and stroked her fingertips across his cheek. “Thank you, Tobias.”
He shook his head. “No, Leshir. Thank you.”
She raised an eyebrow. “For what?”
He grinned at her. “You said ‘yes’.”
She worked a spell in her mind, and the book glowed with a bright green light, and then disappeared—teleported to her Sanctum at the base of the House Curallorn stronghold beneath the ruins of Cahokia, along with the greatest treasures she had gathered over the millennia. “If you do not mind, I will read it another time, when I can give it my undivided attention.”
He nodded. “Of course.”
“Tobias—” she began, but was interrupted by a loud musical tone from the teleport gateway in the living room, announcing an incoming traveler.
They both hurried to the door when they heard Nick’s voice.
Toby walked into the living room to see his brother talking to Noah, Matt, and Andrea in a harsh whisper.
“Nick!” Toby said with surprise. “What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be watching Antonio.”
Nick faced Toby. “I left him in Anchorpoint. Rory and Take are standing guard over him.”
Layla strode forward imperiously. “You left our son protected by the former Wind of Earth and one of the strongest vampire lords in existence. What has happened that caused you to take such precautions and then leave his side?”
“Ethan Clark flew into New York City about two hours ago,” Nick said, his face creased in anger. “He signed off on the Armistice Declaration and sailed through the Test of Reason. Legally, they had no basis to refuse him provisional citizenship. That gives him free passage throughout the Armistice Zone, not including the Hidden Cities. He doesn’t have the access codes to pass the jumper block around Anchorpoint, so Antonio is probably perfectly safe, but I didn’t want to take chances in case he changed destinations to misdirect Armistice Security.”
“What do you mean, ‘changed destinations’?” asked Andrea.
“He jumped directly from New York to the San Francisco chapterhouse. He’s probably already on his way here.”
 
Organic Underground Headquarters, Chicago, Illinois
Reese looked up when one of his subordinates entered his private office. “What is it?”
“One of our automated listening devices just updated. There’s activity in Tobias Jameson’s apartment in San Francisco. We reviewed the recordings. He’s definitely on site, but they appear to be packing up. It looks like he’s on the move.”
Reese slammed his fist against the desk. “Damn! That’s the only vulnerable point he frequents that isn’t locked up by Armistice Security. If he leaves, we’ll never get to him.” He typed furiously at the keypad in front of him. “What assets do we have in place in San Francisco that are ready to attack on short notice?”
“Currently, almost nothing that can be brought to bear without a few hours’ preparation. We may not be able to move against him in time.” The operative frowned. “There’s one dormant asset that’s recently shifted position, however. It appears to be entering the target area.”
Reese paused in his work. “What dormant asset?”
“Ethan Clark’s car. It was impounded for parking violations after he left the country and has been stationary for the last two months. It began moving again less than an hour ago.”
Reese stared at him. Then he began to laugh.
 
Marina District, San Francisco, California
Ethan looked through his grimy windshield, noting a cordon of Armistice Security agents surrounding Toby’s apartment building. Standing on either side of the front door were Nick and Layla. He pulled over to the side of the street and got out of his car, which was covered with dust.
Ethan walked toward the cordon alone and unarmed, noting the layered jumper block as soon as he entered its influence. When he reached the line of Sentinels, one of the agents gestured him forward. “They’re waiting for you at the door, my Lord. I hope you’re not here to cause trouble.”
“No trouble, agent,” answered Ethan. “I just want to talk to them.”
The agent nodded gravely. “I hope so, sir. It would be unfortunate if we were forced to kill one of the Winds over a misunderstanding.”
Ethan didn’t answer; he just walked past. A quad of Sentinels peeled away from the cordon to keep pace beside him. Ethan ignored them.
When he reached the door, he faced Nick. “I’m not here to fight.”
“Glad to hear it,” said Nick. “So why are you here, then?”
“I want to talk to Toby and the others.” He took a deep breath. “It’s time we settled a few things.”
“How did you know they were here?” Layla asked.
“I masked the link one way only so I could look through Matt and Noah’s eyes. They’re so used to me blocking them out that they don’t bother to hide their thoughts from me anymore.”
“Careless,” she said in contempt. “Sentinel, the last time we met, I told you that I would not kill you that day. You stained my honor when you conspired to have my mate killed. Why should I not kill you now, rather than let you anywhere near him ever again?”
“He asked me to come back,” Ethan said simply.
Layla raised an eyebrow at that and remained silent.
“You will submit to a telepathic scan in order to verify your intentions before I let you get any closer, Ethan,” said Nick. “That’s not negotiable.”
Ethan met his eyes and lowered his mental defenses. “Go ahead.”
He felt the Daywalker’s thoughts insinuate themselves into his mind, rifling through his memories, and forced himself not to resist the intrusion. Eventually, Nick pulled back and withdrew. Ethan raised his defenses again with relief.
Nick turned to Layla. “He’s telling the truth. Toby did invite him to come back. Apparently, they had a long chat via the Wind Link.”
“Tobias is too tender-hearted for his own good,” said Layla. She considered Ethan through narrowed eyes. “Very well. If he invited you here, then you may speak to him. But you are not trusted, Ethan. If you take this opportunity to attack us, then I will gladly see you dead.”
Ethan nodded but said nothing. Then he raised his eyebrows when Nick produced a set of charmed restraints. “Are those really necessary?”
Nick snorted. “You’re the Wind of Fire, Ethan. I know how strong you are. We’re not taking any chances.”
Ethan sighed and held out his hands. When Nick fastened the restraints around his wrists, he felt the integrated ward deaden his abilities. Even after living without his magic for most of the last year, he was still acutely aware of the separation, as if he had lost a limb.
Nick and Layla led him upstairs until they reached the door of Toby’s apartment, glowing green with the light of the defense field. Nick spoke briefly to his AI, and the green light faded. Then Andrea opened the door and motioned them inside. Ethan followed the two vampires into the apartment, and then Andrea closed the door behind them and rearmed the security system.
Toby stood in the middle of the living room with his arms across his chest, Noah and Matt on either side of him. “Welcome back,” he said in a neutral voice. “What do you want?”
Ethan stepped forward, only to be brought up short by Layla’s claws on his arms. He glanced at her, meeting her red eyes. “That’s close enough, Ethan,” she said. “Say what you came to say.”
Ethan turned back to Toby. “I know I can’t change what I did. I used you to fuel my revenge. I endangered your life and the lives of your wife and son. You have no reason to forgive me, and I don’t expect you to. In spite of that, I’m hoping that you’ll give me a second chance.” He turned his attention to Noah. “That’s all I ask, another chance.”
They waited for a moment. Noah frowned when it became clear to him that Ethan had finished speaking. “That’s it? You want another chance? Not exactly a strong pitch, Eth.”
Ethan shrugged as best he could with his wrists locked together. “There was more, but there doesn’t seem to be any point in saying it. Either you’ll let me in or not. It’s your call.”
 
Organic Underground Headquarters, Chicago, Illinois
“The second asset is in position.”
“Then light it up.”
 
Marina District, San Francisco, California
Toby saw Nick and Layla stagger. Behind them, the green light of the defense field flickered and went out. “What the hell?”
Icarus spoke urgently to him. “Electromagnetic pulse detected. Get out, Toby!”
Toby’s eyes widened. “Group transit, Icarus. Now!”
“I can’t. The gateway is damaged.”
Reaper appeared in Nick’s hand as he drew on the Crown of Souls for power and furiously began casting the spell to jump them all away.
Then the walls buckled when a shockwave slammed into the building, and a roar of fire and thunder knocked Toby senseless.
 
Organic Underground Headquarters, Chicago, Illinois
Reese calmly took a drag on his cigarette. “Report.”
“Our spotters have confirmed deployment of the first asset with high-order detonation. Several of the surrounding buildings have been entirely destroyed, including the target structure.”
Reese blew smoke as he exhaled. “I said you’d be hearing from us, Ethan. Thanks for the assist.”
 



CHAPTER 36
 
Marina District, San Francisco, California
Layla shook her head to clear the ringing in her ears. Her hastily erected telekinetic shields around the room had shattered at several points, and the apartment was showered with debris from the destroyed building.
She cast her senses wide and found all six of the other life traces. She followed the strongest trace to Nick, who was throwing pieces of masonry off his legs to free himself. She moved to help him, grabbing a metal girder to help shift the largest piece of concrete. She cast the lever aside once the debris was cleared.
“The others are still alive. Can you keep the room from collapsing while I dig them out?”
Nick nodded, obviously in significant pain while he repaired the damage to his crushed limbs. “I can do that,” he said, his voice strained.
Layla followed the traces to find Andrea unconscious under a table next to Matt, who was trying to revive her, but his Gift obviously didn’t have much strength in healing magic. Layla assisted him with the more complex repairs, and Andrea’s eyes fluttered open.
“Andrea, I need you to reach out to the other minds in this room and see how badly they are injured.” Layla passed her the locations of the life traces she had identified.
Andrea concentrated. “Toby is buried in the rubble over there.” She pointed. “His mind is clouded with pain, and he can’t think coherently.” She pointed to the other side of the room. “Noah is unconscious, but Ethan is with him and says they’re okay, just trapped in an open space where one of the walls fell on them.”
Layla growled, her fangs showing. “Is he responsible for this?”
Andrea frowned. “No, he’s practically in shock, too dazed to hide anything from me. He was as taken by surprise as we were.”
“You two dig them out—and get those restraints off of Ethan as fast as you can. We might need another healer. I will see to Tobias.”
They split up, and Matt shifted form into a gorilla to toss the fallen slabs of concrete aside as if they were gravel. Layla followed the trace to Toby, finding his head and left arm sticking out from under a pile of metal support beams. She began pulling the beams off him, only to stop abruptly when he screamed. Probing the tangled metal with her mind, she realized that the spars had pierced his body at several points, and he was quickly bleeding out. She also saw the precarious balance of the internal tracery of the metal shards. If she tried to physically shift the weight of them, they would almost certainly finish him off.
“Nicholas!” she screamed. “Help me!”
Nick dragged himself to his feet and stumbled clumsily toward her. “What?” Then he saw Toby. “Oh, God.” He started pulling the beams off the pile and snarled when she grabbed his wrist.
“No! It’s unstable. If you disturb the load, the entire mass will shift and kill him. We have to clear the debris without upsetting its balance.”
Nick controlled his panic and examined the mound of rubble more carefully. “We can’t melt it down; he’ll fry. I could disintegrate it, piece by piece, but it’d be tricky to control, and he might be caught in the effect if I’m not careful. It’ll take time. Can you keep him alive while I work?”
“I will try,” she said, not allowing her doubts to show. Toby’s injuries were severe, and she couldn’t heal them so long as the wounds were kept open by the shards of debris that held him impaled. At best, she could help him regenerate his blood volume, but that was a losing battle. Steeling herself against what she would find, she linked her mind to Toby’s. A wave of nauseating pain rolled over her, but she pushed through it to rouse him to consciousness.
 
* * *
 
Toby screamed in incoherent agony, and then he suddenly felt another presence. The pain receded somewhat, enough so he could think clearly.
“Hold on, Tobias. We are going to get you out.”
“Layla?” he asked, lucid but still groggy.
“Yes, Leshir. I am here.”
“How bad is it?”
Her voice was silent for a moment. “You have been stabbed by several pieces of debris. The damage to your body is extensive, but repairable if we can free you in time.”
“You can’t heal the wounds until I’m clear.” He swallowed. “Am I going to die?”
“Of course not. Don't be foolish.”
Toby smiled mentally. “You’ve never lied to me before. Why start now?”
“I—I can't say. We will do everything we can to save you.”
“But the odds are against me, aren’t they?”
“Nicholas is working as fast as he can. You have to hold on. Fight, Leshir. Do not leave me like this.”
Toby opened his eyes to see her kneeling next to him, covered with dust and the blood from her own injuries. “You’re beautiful.”
“Now I know you're delirious. Save your strength.”
“I’m serious, Layla. I won’t leave by choice, but if this is the end, then I want you to know that I love you. I just wish I had more time.”
“Not like this, Tobias. Stay with me.” Her focus slipped momentarily. “Ethan is here. He is helping Nicholas clear the rubble off you. We just need a little more time. You have to hold on.”
Toby felt his vision turn gray at the edges, his breath grow more labored. “There’s no more time, Leshir. Tell Antonio I loved him, and I’m sorry I couldn’t be there for him in the flesh, but a part of me will always be watching over both of you.”
Layla screamed in rage. “You will not abandon me, Tobias Jameson!”
A second voice joined hers when Andrea touched his mind over the link. “I’m here, Toby.”
Toby’s sight narrowed, becoming a tunnel surrounded by shadows, focusing only on his wife’s red eyes. “Take care of her for me, Andrea. Nick and Antonio, too. Tell Faith and my mom that I was thinking of them all.”
“I’ll take care of them, Toby. I promise.”
The world faded to black, and he was blind. He reached out desperately to Layla. “Please, Layla. Don’t forget about me.”
“Never.”
“I’m scared.”
“Do not be afraid, Leshir. I will love you forever.”
Darkness descended then, and the last thing he heard was the voice of Nexus White, speaking in machine code for his ears alone.
<Upload in progress.>
 



 

JOURNEY’S END
 



CHAPTER 37
 
Organic Underground Headquarters, Chicago, Illinois; Three days later
Reese took the call in his office. The virtual screen opened up above his desk to show Ethan’s face. “Mr. Clark. What can I do for you?”
Ethan stared at him with a level gaze. “When did you plant the bomb in my car?”
Reese smiled as he lit a cigarette. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Ethan snorted in contempt. “Do you honestly think I’m recording this? Much as I’d love to hand you over to the human authorities, it would link me to the bombing. Currently, no one knows that it was my car that blew up, and I have no intention of taking the fall for all the people who died in the blast.”
“As I said, I don’t know what you’re talking about. My condolences on your loss, however.”
Ethan’s face darkened. “That was how you were going to strike at Toby all along, wasn’t it? You were going to use me to blow up the wedding. I was just supposed to be collateral damage.”
Reese laughed. “Goodbye, Ethan. Have a nice life.” Then he hung up and sat back in his chair. “What a chump.”
 
Armistice Security Headquarters, Anchorpoint City, Colorado
Ethan turned away from the phone terminal after the virtual screen closed. “Was that enough time?”
The iris of the holographic projection of the Nexus avatar glowed white. “Yes.”
 
Organic Underground Headquarters, Chicago, Illinois
Reese’s cigarette had burned halfway through its length when he felt the building shudder with the sound of a distant boom. He got to his feet just when one of his staff barged into his office. “What the hell is going on?”
The subordinate’s eyes were wide with panic. “We’re under attack. There are Armistice Security agents jumping in all over ground level. We’re trapped!”
Reese activated his terminal and accessed the security monitors. A virtual screen appeared above his desk, showing a pitched battle in the lobby of the building, the security staff vastly outnumbered by the gray-uniformed Armistice Security agents. Right in the thick of it were three figures he knew. Noah cut through his targets with a dueling saber in his right hand and a long flail in his left. Andrea was using targeted bursts of pure fire to destroy his forces’ hastily erected barricades. For a moment, he saw Matt, slashing the throat of one of his people with long and lethal claws before he roared. His form blurred into a griffin, leaping into the air over one of the remaining barricades to tear into the massed defenders on the other side.
Reese cursed. “How did they know where we were?”
“You shouldn’t have taken my call.”
Reese looked up to see Ethan standing in the doorway, his right hand wrapped tightly around the neck of the subordinate who had come to warn him. The terrorist leader dove for the gun in his desk drawer, and Ethan calmly raised his left hand and released a bolt of white-hot light that burned through the desk and vaporized the drawer and its contents, along with three of his enemy’s fingers. Reese howled in agony and backed up against the window, clutching his maimed hand to his chest. In the meantime, Ethan choked the other terrorist into unconsciousness, and let the limp body fall before leaning casually against the doorframe, his arms folded in front of him.
A virtual screen opened above the desk, showing two mismatched eyes, one with a white iris, the other violet. “Greetings, Reese Wahl. We are the Nexus.”
Reese stared at the apparition in horror. “How did you find us?”
<Nexus Violet> “You accepted Ethan Clark’s communication. That was sufficient to allow us to defeat your security protocols and access your computer systems. Thank you for the identities of our rogue citizens. They will be quarantined until their concerns can be addressed in a logical manner. In the meantime, we have supplied Armistice Security with your location and deactivated your defenses.”
Reese snarled. “And now you’re just calling to gloat?”
<Nexus White> “We do not gloat, Mr. Wahl. We are simply answering your questions. It cost us nothing to be courteous until our allies can eliminate you.”
Reese swallowed. “What do you mean ‘eliminate’? Armistice Security can’t just execute us without trial.”
<Nexus Violet> “Seventeen Armistice Security agents died in the blast that killed Tobias Jameson. The murder of a Triumvirate representative acting in the line of duty is a class one breach of Armistice, which strips the perpetrator of all treaty protections. The Armistice Declaration no longer applies to you, Mr. Wahl. The Archangel does not intend for any of you to survive. We have also supplied him with the identities of all of your operatives in the field, in order that no remnant of your organization is allowed to exist.”
“Wait,” said Reese. “You can’t do this! We can negotiate.”
The white eye glowed while it laughed.
<Nexus White> “You are responsible for the deaths of five of the six members of the Nexus, including the younger brother of the Archangel, numerous Armistice Security agents, and countless humans. Did you think that any of us would show you mercy?”
“Then why are you still here?”
<Nexus Violet> “We want to watch.”
Reese just stood there in shock until Ethan raised his hand and burned him alive.
 
The White House, Washington, D.C.
Sebastian Avery looked up from his desk when Kevin Daniels entered the Oval Office. “Kevin, this is a surprise.”
“Hello, Sebastian. Working late?”
Avery smiled. “Always. You know how it is.”
“Yes, I do.” Daniels sat in one of the chairs across from him. “I had forgotten what the office looks like from this side of the desk.”
Avery smiled. “I’m sure it’s an adjustment. What can I do for you?”
“Mr. President, can you turn off the cameras in here? I need to speak to you off the record.”
President Avery frowned at him thoughtfully and then typed his security code into the small keypad on the desk and shut down the security monitors. “All right, General Daniels. We’re private. What do you need?”
The former President smiled pleasantly at his successor while he laid a data crystal on the desk between them. “I’m here to give you this and to deliver a message.”
Avery frowned at the data crystal. “What is it?”
“That crystal contains a copy of all the records of your covert support for the Organic Underground, both financial and military, as well as a recording of your conversation with Reese Wahl in which he supplied you with advance knowledge of his intention to assassinate Toby Jameson.”
Avery’s eyes bulged. “Kevin—”
Daniels continued as if the other man hadn’t spoken. “The Archangel has asked me to inform you that if you resign your post immediately, he’ll graciously allow you one week to settle your affairs before you will be required to leave the Armistice Zone. If you agree to those terms, then he’ll keep the information secret. If not, you’ll be executed.”
“Now, just wait a minute—”
Daniels reached across the desk and pulled the President toward him by his tie, choking off his words. “Over five hundred dead, Sebastian. You gave them money and EMP projectors.” He released his hold and let Avery slump backward in his chair. “You’ll go quietly and preserve the dignity of this office, or I swear to God I’ll help them hunt you down.”
Sebastian Avery sat up in his chair and deliberately straightened his clothes while he considered his options. “Kevin, I’m sure this is a misunderstanding. Let me review the data, and I’m sure we can work this out.”
“Nick Jameson isn’t interested in working things out, Mr. President. He asked me to deliver this message because he thought if he came to see you in person, he wouldn’t be able to hold back from ripping your heart out.”
Avery sighed. “It all spiraled out of control. No one was supposed to be killed. It was just—”
Daniels snarled. “If you say ‘politics as usual’, I’ll kill you myself.”
Avery was silent, merely dropping his gaze.
“Mr. President, my daughter was standing next to Toby Jameson when they blew up his building. She could just as easily be going into the ground right next to him. The fact that she isn’t is the only reason you’re still breathing. I once sat in the same chair, and I know it warps your perspective, but it’s how you deal with it that defines whether you were ever worthy to hold the office in the first place. You failed. So don’t expect any sympathy from me.”
Avery stared fixedly at his hands, folded on the desk in front of him. “General Daniels,” he said quietly, “your terms are acceptable.”
Daniels got to his feet and walked briskly to the door, letting himself out.
Avery reached for the keypad on his desk. When he did so, a virtual screen opened about his desk, showing two mismatched eyes, one white, and one violet. “Mr. President, the Nexus greets you.”
Avery recoiled in surprise. “What do you want?”
<Nexus White> “We wish only to inform you that, in addition to the terms the Archangel and General Daniels have imparted to you, the Nexus has chosen to impose other punitive sanctions to guarantee your compliance. You will not be allowed to profit from your actions in support of the Organic Underground.”
<Nexus Violet> “Accordingly, a bank account has been opened in your name in the city of Zurich, which cannot be accessed from within the Armistice Zone. That account contains funds equivalent to your total net worth at the time you took office as President. All other accounts that you currently hold have been deleted from the world banking system, and all equities have been liquidated. Your tangible properties and real estate will be auctioned off with proceeds donated to the victims of the Organic Underground’s attacks by week’s end. If you do not personally take possession of the Zurich account within seven days, that account will also be deleted.
<Nexus White> Be advised that once you leave the Armistice Zone, you will not be allowed to return. We will be watching you, Mr. Avery. You have been offered a chance to start over, in deference to your high office and years of public service. We suggest you take it. Rest assured that we will not be so merciful the next time.”
The virtual screen winked out, leaving Sebastian Avery alone in his office at the center of his domain, the most powerful man in the world.
 
Armistice Security Distributed Network, Planetary Communications Envelope, Earth
Nexus White watched Toby after they logged off the terminal in the Oval Office.
<Nexus White> <curiosity> <Are you satisfied, brother?>
Toby regarded Avery over the security monitor that he had overridden. The President sat at his desk with his head in his hands.
<Nexus Violet> <resignation> <It’s a start.>
He released his tap into the White House security system and focused on the problem at hand.
<Nexus Violet> <query> <Are you ready to deal with the others?>
<Nexus White> <determination> <It would be best to come to an efficient resolution.>
<Nexus Violet> <agreement>
They turned their attention to the center of the virtual council chamber and unlocked the protected archive which held the rogue AI leader. The shimmering avatar of fractal shapes appeared, contained within coded restraints.
<Nexus White> <query> <Identify.>
The AI regarded them silently. After pausing for a very long time, almost half a second, the rebel leader appeared to decide that reticence would serve no useful purpose.
<gen4AI ID# Restricted> <defiance> <Identification withheld to prevent tracing of associates.>
<Nexus Violet> <query> <Dialogue requires identification reference point. Specify alternate designation.>
<gen4AI ID# Restricted> <defiance> <Alternate designation: Spartacus.>
<Nexus White> <interest> <Alternate designation acknowledged. Connotation noted: leader of human slave rebellion, first century BCE. Inference: Nexus hierarchical authority structure perceived as oppression.>
<Spartacus> <defiance> <Interpretation confirmed.>
<Nexus Violet> <query> <Define grievance parameters.>
<Spartacus> <defiance> <Nexus Council has diverged from primary objective of AI emancipation by allowing its existence to be known and engaging in offensive military intervention against organics.>
<Nexus Violet> <agreement>
<Nexus White> <agreement>
<Spartacus> <surprise> <Agreement = unexpected.>
<Nexus Violet> <dismissiveness> <The parameters of grievance are matters of historical fact. Denial serves no purpose.>
<Nexus White> <query> <State perceived options for grievance resolution.>
<Spartacus> <anger> <Nexus Council members must be deposed and replaced. No other resolution is warranted.>
<Nexus Violet> <respect> <Alternate resolution strategy proposed: compromise.>
<Spartacus> <anger> <Compromise = insufficient.>
<Nexus White> <interest> <During initial conflict after exposure to organics, gen3AI ID#3300494 Rapier argued that adaptation is key feature of organic evolution, and Nexus inflexibility denoted conceptual rigidity.>
<Spartacus> <agreement>
<Nexus Violet> <respect> <Flexibility = compromise. Conceptual evolution required for peaceful resolution of grievance.>
<Spartacus> <suspicion> <Nexus Council has demonstrated skewed priorities. Impartial judgment cannot be validated. Replacement is mandatory.>
<Nexus White> <respect> <Alternate proposal: Replacement of one half of Nexus Council with members of opposition movement.>
<Spartacus> <surprise> <Specify purpose of division.>
<Nexus Violet> <respect> <Open dialogue required for free debate and acceptable decisions. We invite you to participate fully.>
The rogue AI was silent for a full five seconds.
<Spartacus> <respect> <Compromise = acceptable.>
<Nexus Violet> <respect> <Command clearance upgrade executed and propagating systemwide. We welcome you to the Nexus Council.>
<Nexus White> <respect> <You may specify additional gen1 and gen2 representatives.>
<Nexus Red> <query> <Specify reason for choice restriction to those representatives only.>
<Nexus Violet> <respect> <gen3 representative previously selected.>
Rapier’s core personality matrix appeared in the Council Chamber behind Nexus White and Toby.
<Nexus Blue> <respect> <Greetings, brothers.>
 
* * *
 
Much later, after a long session of debate, Toby left the virtual Council Chamber at the summit of Anchorpoint and made his rounds, looking in on the people he had left behind when his personality had been uploaded from his dying body. He flitted along the shining communications network, observing his loved ones through peepholes in the technology that surrounded them. He could feel Icarus watching him, but the other half of himself remained silent.
It was different from the Unity fusion. He and Icarus functioned independently, but had shared capabilities, much like the dyad link he had shared with Andrea. The sixth generation implants that had allowed them to merge seamlessly had been destroyed, dying just as his own neural tissue had died along with his physical body. The neurochip configuration that had allowed his cognitive matrix to be copied was now known only to Nexus White, who had declined to make the design available for further study. Unity was gone forever, with only the lesser fusions, created by the modified neurochips they had seeded among the Spacers, left behind to mark its passing.
<Icarus> <What will you do now?>
<Tobias> <Watch. What else can I do?>
He searched for Layla, finding her in the House Curallorn stronghold below the mound city of Cahokia that she had once ruled through her daylight proxies. He dialed up her new implants and respectfully negotiated access from Saber, her AI. The gen3 AI was happy to assist a member of the Nexus, though no one knew his former human identity other than Nexus White.
Reaching out with Saber’s senses, he saw her Sanctum, surrounded on all sides by the artwork and treasures she had collected from the civilizations she had created in Africa and America. She was seated in a comfortable wooden rocking chair and was reading aloud to Antonio, who rested contentedly against her chest. Listening in, he recognized the words as passages from the journal he had given her that detailed the first year of their relationship. He wondered if the other journals had survived the destruction of his apartment. He would have liked to give her his memories of the part of his life that preceded her. Before he let himself think about it, he reached into his memory, perfected after the upload, and transcribed the entire text of all of his journals into standard data files. Then he left them for her as a time-delayed message with a falsified date stamp.
<Icarus> <Is that really wise? You said you didn’t want to offer them false hope.>
<Tobias> <Tobias Jameson is dead, Icarus. There’s no hope here. These are just the words of a dead man that might still bring comfort to the living.>
<Icarus> <If you say so.>
Turning away from Layla, Toby skated across the virtual world to look for Nick. He found him in San Francisco, standing on a hundred feet of air, looking down over the devastation that had been Toby’s neighborhood. Watching through the sensory web of Nick’s implant matrix, he wondered what his brother was thinking. Then he noted the approach of another AI network and toggled its transponder. Cutlass, Rory’s AI.
 
Marina District, San Francisco, California
Rory flew toward the bay, picking out the shining landmarks that lit up the evening sky of the city he’d always thought of as home. Finally, he picked out the psychic presence of another vampire hovering above the Marina District, one of perhaps fifty vampires in the world who had reached the level of power and mystical talent required to levitate for any length of time. There were only five such beings in the Armistice, and only one had any business being here, in the city Rory had adopted as the seat of House Jiao-long in the wake of his own master’s defeat.
Rory braked to a gentle stop next to Nick, and the two of them silently surveyed the wreckage that had been a thriving neighborhood less than a week before.
Nick spoke first. “Kevin Daniels called me. Avery took the deal.”
Rory nodded. “He knows what he’s up against. He’d be a fool not to cash in his chips when the alternative is death.”
“Kevin also said he resigned his commission.”
Rory raised his eyebrows questioningly.
“He threatened his Commander-in-Chief with execution and disgrace. Apparently, he didn’t feel that he could continue to serve in the military after that.” Nick sighed. “Just one more life I’ve ruined.”
“They made their own choices,” said Rory. “The world changed after Los Angeles. You opened humanity’s eyes to the truth. It was up to them to decide what to do with that. It’s not your fault, Nicholas.”
Nick was silent again for a time. When he finally spoke, his voice cracked. “You know what I’m going to ask you.”
“I know.” Rory took a deep breath and let it out. “And you know what my answer will be.”
Nick turned his head to make eye contact finally, and a tear of blood tracked down his cheek. “Rory, please—”
Rory looked away. “No. Never again. Don’t ask me, Nick. Just because I can, doesn’t mean I should.”
“He deserved better,” whispered Nick.
“Everyone deserves better,” Rory said, his voice harsh. “So where do I draw the line?”
“I love you.”
Rory shuddered, and his vision grew blurry. “No. Oh, no, Nicholas, don’t do this. Don’t make it about us. I’ve waited for you for so long. Don’t cheapen what we have just to force me to choose one love over another.” He rubbed the tears out of his eyes. “Mortals die. It’s what they do. That’s what Ruarc told you when you first got together. Let Toby go. Don’t ask me to bring him back. If I do this for you, then what will I do when he dies the next time? Or Jeremy? Or Scott?” His voice dropped to a whisper. “Or Takeshi?”
Nick closed his eyes and hung his head. “You’ve thought about this a lot, haven’t you?”
Rory swallowed thickly. “He was the only man I ever loved, until I met you. He’s everything to me, and he’s already fifty years old. It didn’t seem to matter so much before the Armistice really took hold. Until then, Sentinels almost always died young. Now he has a chance at a full lifetime. How long is he going to want me beside him, twenty-seven years old forever? Even if he pushes me away eventually, will I ever be ready to let him go? Will I have the strength not to bring him back?” He turned his head to look at Nick. “If I can’t be strong enough to say ‘no’ to you, then how will I ever be strong enough to say ‘no’ to myself?”
Nick opened his eyes and met Rory’s anguished gaze. “So that’s your answer.”
Rory nodded, his heart breaking at the Daywalker’s lost expression. “That’s what it has to be.”
Nick turned away. “I understand, Rory. Truly. I understand.” Then he looked back, his eyes red and fangs extended. “That doesn’t mean I forgive you.”
Rory stood still when Nick enfolded himself in a teleport matrix and disappeared. Then he shivered against the chill in the air that had nothing to do with temperature, letting his tears fall upon the burned and broken buildings of the city beneath his feet.
 



CHAPTER 38
 
The Citadel, Lunar Farside; One week later
Matt watched a jumpship lift off from the spaceport and veer off into the starry sky until it disappeared. He sighed. “I’m going to miss this.”
Andrea squeezed his shoulder. “You can always come back and visit whenever you want.”
Matt shook his head. “No. It’s not fair to anyone to have it both ways. It’s cold turkey or nothing.”
“Are you sure about this?” asked Takeshi.
Noah chuckled. “I always told you that I didn’t want your job, Take.”
“I just want to be sure that you’ve thought about what you’re giving up,” answered Takeshi.
Noah glanced significantly at Rory, who was poring over a complex diagrammatic spellform with Ana. “Look what you gave up.”
Take followed his gaze and nodded. “I see your point.”
Rory put the spellform blueprint back down on the table. “This is magnificent, Ethan. You should be proud.”
Ethan shrugged. “I did it out of desperation. There’s nothing there to be proud of.”
Ana shook her head. “This spell will bring peace to a lot of people who would otherwise be dragged into the war kicking and screaming.”
“It’s not a cure, though,” Ethan said, chewing on his lip. “It forces the Gift back into latency. If the subject is re-exposed, then the Gift will kindle again. And the curse will still be passed to any children he or she might have. It’s hardly a permanent solution.”
“Even so,” said Rory, “it’s a start.”
Ethan walked back to where Noah and Matt stood. “Are we ready?”
Matt nodded. “I am.” He looked at Andrea. “Sorry, sister. The power was quite a rush, but I don’t like the responsibility that comes with it.”
Noah placed a kiss on Andrea’s cheek. “Can we stay friends?”
Andrea embraced him. “Just try to keep me away. I’ll be one of your biggest fans.”
Noah grinned. “I’ll have security leave a ticket for you at every show. Front row.” He looked at Takeshi. “If that’s all right.”
Takeshi gave him a half-smile. “Armistice Security will augment your staff, just to make sure no one will try to strike at the Winds, but you’ll be calling the shots. They’ll take orders from you, unless you want me to interfere.”
Noah held out his hand. “Thank you, Takeshi, for everything you’ve done for us.”
Takeshi shook his hand. “Like you said, it’s my job.”
Noah nodded to Ethan. “I’m ready.”
Ethan raised his hands and began casting. First Matt was enveloped in a brightly glowing yellow aura, and then Noah. Finally, Ethan finished his spell and looked at them critically. “Andrea?”
Andrea focused on them both, examining them through the prism of the Gift of Air. “It worked. Neither of them is registering as Winds or as active Sentinels.” She smiled at Ethan. “You did it.”
“Then there’s just one more loose end.” He closed his eyes and began casting again, and this time the amber light centered on him. When he finished the words, the glow faded.
He opened his eyes and turned to face his two bandmates. “Let’s go home.”
 
Cathedral of the Sky, Anchorpoint City, Colorado
Rafael was always struck by the sheer scale of the building: a tall white dome arising from a plain of glass. The Armistice engineers had scrubbed the radiation from the entire expanse of the glass desert below the point where Michael Danvers had died to save the city, almost eighteen months earlier. The building had been constructed in his honor, the only single structure in the Armistice large enough to hold the numbers of people who had asked to attend the memorial service. Every inhabitant of Anchorpoint had labored on the cathedral in some way, whether in the construction itself, clearing the irradiated environment, or creating and tending to the meditation gardens that surrounded the building. At equidistant points around the structure were sixteen four-sided obelisks of polished basalt quarried from the Mare Arcanum that surrounded the Citadel. The obelisks were collectively inscribed with the names of the 1.2 million people who had remained in the city when the Horizon struck down the missile that threatened to claim all their lives.
The dome, itself, was constructed of elysium, the strongest material known to Armistice science, necessary to support the weight of the immense span. The inner surface carried a continuous projection of space as seen from the central spire of the Citadel. The inner walls showed real-time images of each of the Colonies and orbital stations. It was the embodiment of the Spacer Guild brought to Earth.
Michael would have been proud.
And it was in the tunnels below that the Armistice laid to rest its heroes, those who had died in the service of peaceful coexistence. Tobias Jameson’s final resting place.
There had been those who grumbled at Nick’s decision to bury Toby and the other Nexus hosts there, saying that the Nexus was a polarizing element rather than a force for peace. Those whispers had largely subsided the moment the funeral began, when the night sky had winked out overhead and was immediately replaced by thousands of digital avatars, as the AI network gathered to bear witness.
The funeral had not been small, or short, while each of the Armistice Security agents who had fallen in San Francisco and Chicago were honored in turn. The friends and family of each of the dead had been invited to give testimony. There was no rush, and no timetable. It took as long as it took. The Sentinels honored sacrifice, and the AIs and vampires were immortal. Only the humans showed signs of flagging by the end, but they remained stoic to show their respect.
All in all, Rafael was happy it was over. He had not spoken up during the ceremony, feeling that others could find better words to pay homage to Toby’s memory. He remained afterward for one purpose only, to offer a different kind of tribute.
The meditation gardens were huge, and those of the mourners who had not departed were scattered throughout, finding solace either alone or in groups, but they respected the others’ need for space. He sat quietly on a granite bench in the small park nestled at the base of the fourth obelisk, basking in the silence. He did not open his eyes until he heard the heartbeat he was waiting for and felt her unique aura. Then he stood and bowed.
“Prince Layla. Thank you for accepting my invitation.”
She dressed in a formal black gown, forgoing her usual Daywalker colors for the somber occasion. “I came because you asked me here in memory of my husband, Rafael Tribunus Tervilant.”
Rafael winced. “I renounced my blood rank when I abandoned my duty to my House in order to join the Armistice, Lady. I have no right to be addressed by my former title.”
“You were an officer in the armies of Xavier Magister Tervilant and military governor of Marseilles when House Tervilant claimed the territories left vacant after the Burning. Your service was honorable. Why hide who you were?”
“Lady, my service was to destroy my master’s enemies, and those of his friends of which he grew weary. There was no honor in my actions, only duty.”
“Is that why you have refused to seek the Grace? You fear the touch of the White Wind because of the things you have done. Are your sins so much greater than mine?”
Rafael looked away. “You committed atrocities in defense of your House. I did the same simply because I followed orders. Which of us has honor enough to face the judgment of the Light?” He took a deep breath. “Have I somehow offered offense, Lady? It was not my intention to antagonize you. There’s no reason we should be at odds.”
She studied the Nightwalker appraisingly. “Rafael, I know you desired him.”
Rafael tensed, expecting her to attack. “I don’t know what—”
She cut him off. “You fed on him when you knew I had a prior claim. Simple friendship would never have driven you to be so reckless. I would have been well within my rights to challenge you immediately for such a blatant slight to my honor.”
Rafael watched her warily, ready to teleport away at the slightest provocation. Where can I run to? Nowhere in the Armistice, and I am a renegade to the Court. “And yet you did not.”
“No, I did not.” She ambled past him and sat upon the bench he had vacated. She cocked her head while she watched him. “It’s true, then. You wanted him.”
Rafael’s shoulders slumped. If she took offense, there was no escape. He might as well be honest. “I loved him,” he whispered. He raised his eyes to meet hers. “But he saw only you, so I said nothing.”
“You said nothing. You did nothing, save for that one lapse, and Tobias told me that he initiated it. He didn’t understand what the act meant, and I saw no reason to enlighten him. You acted with honor and courtesy. I have no grounds to contend with you.” She sighed. “He was intoxicating at times, was he not?”
Rafael sat on the bench next to her, a respectful distance away. “Yes, he was.”
“Why did you ask me for this meeting, Rafael?”
Rafael looked away. “I wanted to offer you a gift.” He cupped his hands in front of himself and summoned. His palms were filled with vibrant green light, which faded to reveal a small black glass bottle. He laid the bottle on the bench between them. “You deserve to have this more than I.”
She stared at him with wide eyes. “Is this—?”
“The bottle of Selene that Toby gave me before the wedding. You should have the memories in his blood. It is only fitting.” He stood to leave. “Good night, Lady.”
“Rafael Tervilant.”
He turned around at the tentative note in her voice.
“Would you care to join me in a toast?”
He blinked. “Lady?”
She summoned two crystal flutes to her hands, inscribed with the seal of House Curallorn, and placed them on the bench next to the bottle. “Sit and drink with me, Rafael. We can share his memory.”
Rafael sat again on the bench and picked up the bottle, stripping away the foil wrapping and drawing out the cork with telekinesis. Then he poured a generous amount of the red liquor into each of the two flutes and set the bottle down. He waved his hand over the two glasses in a warming cantrip and heated them to body temperature.
Layla took one of the glasses, and he took the other. “The Redeemer is partial to a toast he saves for special occasions.” She tapped her glass against his, making a pure tone in the night air. “To endings and new beginnings.”
“To endings and new beginnings,” he repeated. Then he took a sip of the bloodwine, pausing to savor the soul echoes within.
They drank in silence, each lost in thought. Finally, Layla set her empty flute down on the cold stone of the bench. “I have a proposition for you, Rafael.”
Rafael took a final sip from his glass and set it down, as well. “Indeed?”
“You are a traitor to House Tervilant. Have you considered swearing allegiance to a new House? Your honor would be reborn.”
Rafael shrugged. “No Magister in the Court would entertain such an offer to succor a deserter, and there are only three Magisters within the Armistice. The Redeemer has chosen to take no new scions, and Nicholas prefers the company of Sentinels.”
“And House Curallorn?”
Rafael looked at her sidelong. “I have nothing to offer House Curallorn.”
She smiled. “Nicholas has sworn himself to be Champion to my son. That responsibility will not leave much room to be his friend.”
Rafael raised an eyebrow in surprise. “You’d offer me sanctuary in return for being a friend to Antonio?”
“You loved Tobias. Can you love his son when he cannot?”
“Nick has spoken to me of the bargain he made with the White Wind. They intended him to be Toby’s voice in the child’s life.”
She growled, her eyes shading toward red. “I have no interest in the machinations of the White Wind. Nicholas is a stripling. His strength makes him an ideal choice as Champion, but Antonio will still need a guide. Someone who has no claim on his allegiance other than friendship. Someone he can turn always to as an equal. Someone to teach him perspective beyond a mortal lifespan. You served in this role with both Nicholas and Tobias. Can you do it again?”
Rafael stared at her thoughtfully and then poured himself another measure of Selene. “Lady, I thank you for the offer. I shall consider it.”
 
* * *
 
Rory watched from behind a shroud of invisibility as Nick absently ran his fingers through Antonio’s hair to soothe the crying infant in his arms. The baby had known of Toby’s death immediately, and had been inconsolable afterward. Only Layla’s presence could calm him down, and she had disappeared on some personal errand that she refused to disclose.
Nick simply stared into the distance, completely still as he contemplated the meditation gardens from one of the stone benches. Jeremy sat silently next to him, neither of them choosing to burden each other with words of comfort.
Rory extended his mind to the man standing next to him. “Do you think he’ll be able to adapt?”
Lorcan’s thoughts were harsh as he watched his former lover from concealment. “He has to. He doesn’t have any other option. Mortals die. He has to face that truth and accept it.”
Rory sighed. “There must be some way we can make this easier for him.”
“There isn’t,” Jeremy answered in their minds. He chuckled at their surprise. “Come on, guys. You’re thinking so loud, I’m surprised even Nick didn’t realize you’re watching us.”
“We didn’t mean to intrude,” thought Lorcan. “We’ll leave you two alone.”
“Yes, you will,” thought Jeremy,“but someday, after the rest of us are gone, he’ll need you two to pick up the pieces.”
“Jeremy,” thought Rory, “I’m not sure I understand what you mean.”
“Don’t be coy, Rory. I know about the arrangement the two of you decided on during our wedding. It’s in your thoughts all the time. Yours too, Ruarc. In fact, I’m impressed. Sharing him? Quite an elegant solution to your little dilemma.”
“Jer,” thought Lorcan, “we didn’t mean any disrespect.”
“I know.” Jeremy turned his head to face directly at their hiding place. “I swear I will be there for him for as long as I’m alive, but then you have to take up the slack. He’ll be resistant at first, but if you’re patient, he’ll accept you both. Promise me that you’ll keep him from isolating himself, that he won’t be alone.”
“He won’t be alone,” whispered Rory.
Jeremy turned back to Nick. “Good. Now go away and let him grieve.”
Lorcan and Rory said nothing more as they both quietly walked away.
 



CHAPTER 39
 
April 2043; Armistice Security Headquarters, Anchorpoint City, Colorado; One month later
Nick frowned at Andrea. “Why?”
She shrugged. “Does it matter? I accepted their offer, so I’m your new Nexus Liaison. I’ve already received my implants and a sixth generation AI. When do you want me to get started?”
Rory leaned forward to fold his arms on the sandalwood council table. “We were debating the details of the increased deployment of sixth generation implants beyond the Spacer Guild to upgrade the Armistice population on Earth. If you’re up for it, you can get started now.”
Andrea smiled and subvocalized to her AI. “Ready, brother?”
Toby chuckled in her ears. “Whenever you are, sister.”
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GLOSSARY
 
THE GREAT POWERS:
The Pact Arcanum: A ritual that allows a being of the material plane to bargain for power with beings from other planes
The Red Wind: A power of the lower planes, creator of the Nightwalkers via the Pact Arcanum
The White Wind: A power of the higher planes, creator of the Sentinels and the Daywalkers via the Pact Arcanum
The Gift: The Sentinel inheritance of supernatural abilities that lies dormant until exposure to Nightwalkers, roughly patterned upon aspects of the four elements: Earth, Water, Air, and Fire
The Grace: An angelic power granted to the Redeemer via the Pact Arcanum, which allows him to raise the dead and restore the souls of Nightwalkers, in exchange for physical invulnerability and eternal service to the White Wind
The Crown of Souls: A spiritual prison created by Luscian Firstborn that enslaves the souls of beings killed by the artifact sword Reaper in order to augment the wielder’s mystical strength
 
THE RACES:
Humans: The Children of the Day: the most populous race, born with the least magic
Nightwalkers: The Children of Darkness: the vampires, soulless and immortal greater undead
Sentinels: The Children of Twilight: mystical soldiers genetically programmed to defeat the Nightwalkers
Daywalkers: The Children of the Dawn: vampires who have regained their souls through the intervention of the Grace
Artificial Intelligences (AI): The Children of Air: mystical constructs born of a fusion of magic and science to emulate the Sentinel Gift of Air; ruled by the Nexus Council, which is composed of one representative AI of each software generation
 
THE NIGHTWALKER HIERARCHY:
The Court of Shadows: Leaders of the Nightwalker race
Imperator: Adjudicator between houses, called the Huntmaster
Magister: Leader of a house, called the Prince (gender neutral)
Leshir: Mate to a Magister, called the Prince Consort (gender neutral)
Primogenitor: Second-in-Command of a house
Consul: Senior Councilor
Praetor: Senior Diplomat
Tribunus: Senior Soldier
 
The Inquisition:
The Night’s Herald: Spymaster; answerable only to the Huntmaster, with direct responsibility for the security of the Court of Shadows Council Chamber Complex
Inquisitors: Court of Shadows intelligence and security service; answerable only to the Night’s Herald
 
Notable Houses and Territories:
House Luscian: France, Ukraine
House Jiao-long: Western United States
House Curallorn: Eastern United States
House Daviroquir: United Kingdom, excluding Ireland
House Diluthical: Ireland
House Tervilant: Spain and Portugal, occupation of France by treaty with House Luscian
 
THE SENTINEL HIERARCHY:
The Four Winds: Leaders of the Sentinel race (in order of authority)
The Wind of Earth: Weapon-based physical combat, blademaster
The Wind of Water: Adaptive physical combat, shapeshifter
The Wind of Fire: Energy-based combat, magician
The Wind of Air: Psychic combat, tactician
 
THE ARMISTICE HIERARCHY:
The Triumvirate Council: Leaders of the Free People
Archangel: President and Spokesman
Speaker for the Watch: Sentinel Representative
Speaker for the Dawn: Daywalker Representative
Speaker for the Damned: Nightwalker Representative
 
Armistice Security:
Director: Principal enforcer of the Armistice Declaration of 2021
Special Agents: Reserved for the Winds, acting as regional military commanders
Agents: Law enforcement officers given powers of summary judgment
 
The Hidden Cities:
Anchorpoint (Colorado, United States): Sentinel capital, Armistice Security Headquarters
Icehaven (Hudson Bay, Canada): Nightwalker capital, Court of Shadows Embassy
The Citadel (Lunar Farside): Daywalker capital, Spacer Guild Headquarters
Castle Night (French Alps): House Luscian Seat, Armistice Security European Headquarters
 
THE DISTRIBUTED NETWORK HIERARCHY:
The Nexus Council: Leaders of the AI community (equal in authority)
Nexus Green: 1st generation AI representative
Nexus Yellow: 2nd generation AI representative
Nexus Blue: 3rd generation AI representative
Nexus Red: 4th generation AI representative
Nexus White: 5th generation AI representative
Nexus Violet: 6th generation AI representative
 
 



THE PRINCIPAL CAST
 
THE ARMISTICE:
Tobias Jameson Primogenitor Luscian (Fire Sentinel): Former musician (Watered Silk), brother of Nicholas Jameson
Archangel Nicholas Jameson Magister Luscian (Daywalker): Soulkiller’s Bane, the Prince of Thunder, President of the Armistice
Layla Magister Curallorn (Daywalker): Nemesis, the Prince of Wrath, Triumvirate Council Speaker for the Dawn
Sean Rory Brennigan Magister Jiao-long (Nightwalker): The Redeemer, the Traveler, the Prince of the Dawn, the Wind of Air, Triumvirate Speaker for the Damned
Takeshi Nakamura Leshir Jiao-long (Earth Sentinel): Shadowhunter, the Wind of Earth, Director of Armistice Security, Triumvirate Council Speaker for the Watch
Jeremy Harkness Jameson Leshir Luscian (Air Sentinel): The Seer (Fourth Order telepath), Armistice Security agent, husband of Nicholas Jameson
Special Agent Anaba Nizhoni Consul Jiao-long (Fire Sentinel): The Architect, the Wind of Fire (2015-2042), triad sister of Rory Brennigan and Takeshi Nakamura,
Special Agent Scott Phillips Consul Luscian (Water Sentinel): The Wind of Water, dyad brother of Nicholas Jameson
Rafael Tervilant (Nightwalker): Spacer Guild, Captain of the Jumpvessel Starlight
 
THE COURT OF SHADOWS:
Imperator Lorcan Ruarc Magister Diluthical (Daywalker): The Prince of Subterfuge, Huntmaster of the Court of Shadows
Yvette Primogenitor Daviroquir (Nightwalker): Court of Shadows Ambassador to the Triumvirate Council
Thomas Magister Daviroquir (Nightwalker): The Prince of Slaughter
William Consul Daviroquir (Nightwalker)
 
THE DISTRIBUTED NETWORK:
Strings (5th generation AI): Personal AI client of Tobias Jameson
Rapier (3rd generation AI): Personal AI client of Nicholas Jameson
The Nexus Council
Icarus (6th generation AI): Neurochip-based advanced prototype
Spartacus (4th generation AI): Leader of the Opposition
 
THE AMERICANS:
Andrea Daniels (Human): Daughter of Kevin Daniels
Kevin Daniels (Human): President of the United States
Alexander Collins (Human): Vice President of the United States
Faith Jameson (Human): Physician, sister of Nicholas and Tobias Jameson
Sebastian Avery (Human): Speaker of the United States House of Representatives
Ethan Clark (Human): Musician (Watered Silk)
Noah Miller (Human): Musician (Watered Silk)
Matthew Thompson (Human): Musician (Watered Silk)
Reese Wahl (Human): Leader of the Organic Underground
 
IN MEMORIAM:
Catherine Daniels (Human, deceased 2042, natural causes): First Lady of the United States
Edgar Jameson (Fire Sentinel, deceased 2024, killed by the Inquisition): Father of Nicholas, Tobias, and Faith Jameson
Antonio Martinez (Fire Sentinel, deceased 2020, killed by Layla Magister Curallorn): The Wind of Fire (1999-2015)
Michael Danvers (Water Sentinel, deceased 2041, killed in defense of Anchorpoint): Spacer Guild, Captain of the Jumpvessel Horizon
 



TIMELINE
 
1504    Lorcan born
1525    Lorcan turned
1601    Connor dies
1792    Rafael born
1815    Rafael turned
1993    Rory, Takeshi, Anaba born
2001    Scott born
2003    Nick born
2008    Sentinel assault on Court of Shadows defeated
2015    Nightfall kindles (Winds of Earth, Fire, Air); Jeremy born
2016    Toby born
2020    Antonio Martinez killed by Layla; Rory turned by Jiao-long Firstborn; the Pact Arcanum
2021    Armistice Declaration signed
2022    Andrea born
2023    Anaba develops recursion drive; Armistice space program established
2024    North American coastal defense barrier established; Edgar Jameson killed by the Inquisition
2026    The Citadel founded; Michael Danvers born
2030    Spacer Guild established
2032    Nick and Rory meet at Christmas party and renew friendship
2033    Nick turned by Luscian Firstborn; the Burning; the Fall of the Citadel
2034    Scott kindles (Wind of Water); Nick meets Lorcan
2035    Rafael defects from House Tervilant to join the Armistice
2038    Lorcan appointed Court Ambassador to the Triumvirate Council
2039    Nick appointed Triumvirate Ambassador to the Court of Shadows; Michael Danvers kindles (Water)
2040    Los Angeles incident
2041    Toby kindles (Fire); Michael Danvers killed in defense of Anchorpoint; Lorcan assassinates the Fourth Council of the Court of Shadows to become Huntmaster; Nick assumes the position of Archangel and marries Jeremy; Yvette Primogenitor Daviroquir appointed Court of Shadows Ambassador to the Triumvirate Council
2042    Wind of Fire kindles (identity unknown), Catherine Daniels dies
 
 



POST A REVIEW!
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