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PROLOGUE
 
August 2008; Alexandria, Egypt
Antonio Martinez examined the cream-colored stone edifice through his scrying spell. The building was largely devoid of human worshippers at this time of night, so he was easily able to pick out the signatures of the Nightwalker guards that surrounded the structure and infested the actual tomb within. He snorted with disgust. Trust the Children of Darkness to choose the grave of a saint as the gateway to their greatest fortress. If the vampires had known the tomb they used as an entrance to the Court of Shadows would someday be incorporated into the largest mosque in the city, they would probably have picked a different place to tunnel. As it was, however, the adjacent holy site placed them at a tactical disadvantage to their enemies, the Sentinels.
Antonio knew he was missing something. They’re not stupid, whatever Vincent thinks. There must be a reason why they’re confident enough to leave this entrance open. Unfortunately, Antonio was third in rank among the leaders of the Sentinels, so his opinion didn’t carry enough weight to overrule the Wind of Earth’s decision to attack.
“There can’t be more than thirty of them down there,” said Edgar, his lieutenant. The other Fire Sentinel frowned. “This is a major access point to the Council Chamber Complex. That’s not enough manpower to hold a strategic position of this importance. What are they hiding?”
Antonio didn’t answer, merely broadened his focus to examine the mosque in more detail. There. “I knew it was too easy.”
Edgar poured some additional power into the spell to get a better look, then sat back on his haunches in shock. “The minaret is deconsecrated. How is that possible?”
“It must have taken some work to undo two hundred years of worship.” Antonio laughed. “It’s a perfect sniper post. Any sizeable attack through the square will be cut to pieces by suppression fire from the tower.”
Edgar went pale. “We have to call off the assault. Our forces will be slaughtered when they try to take the building.”
“Try telling Vincent that. Our great leader is convinced that the key to victory is to cut off the head of the snake. He won’t back down now.”
Edgar swallowed. “Antonio, you’re the Wind of Fire. Surely Lord Vincent will accept your judgment.”
Antonio shook his head. “He’s made up his mind, Ed. All three of us have tried to convince him that the Court is beyond a military solution, but he insists on pursuing it to the end. If we weren’t genetically programmed to obey him, maybe we could make some headway, but he doesn’t shy away from using his authority to force the rest of us to go along with him. He even ordered us not to dispute his strategy in public, in order to reassure the troops.”
Edgar looked appalled. “Isn’t there anything you can do?”
“Against a spoiled teenager with absolute power? No, not at all.”
“I thought you were friends.”
“We are. I’ve known him for years. That doesn’t blind me to his faults.”
A voice spoke in their minds. “Talking out of turn again, Tony?”
Antonio rolled his eyes. “Just giving him fair warning, Malcolm. This is a suicide mission.”
The Wind of Air sighed from halfway across the city. “What did you find out?”
“The square in front of the mosque is a deathtrap. They’ve got spellcasters in the minaret poised to destroy any force that approaches the mosque through the streets.”
“Damn. We’ll have to find another way in.”
“The entrance in the catacombs is too well defended, and we can’t force more than a handful of soldiers through the tunnels at any one time by that route. This is the only access point large enough to allow a sizeable force to enter. You have to convince him to call it off.”
“Easy to say from a distance, Tony.”
“Do your best.”
The link broke, and Antonio turned his attention back to his lieutenant, who was monitoring the vampires in the minaret through the scrying spell. Antonio watched while the younger man reached up to his collar and rolled a silver locket between his fingertips. It was a plainly unconscious action. Edgar noticed Antonio’s stare and flushed when he realized what he was doing. “Sorry, I forgot where I was.”
Antonio glanced at the locket. “We all have someone we’re fighting for.” He pulled his collar aside and lifted into view the white and yellow gold cross he wore at his neck. “My mother gave me this after my first communion. She said it would keep me safe.”
Edgar nodded. “I envy the humans their faith. They don’t know what kind of evil is really out there.” He opened his pendant and showed Antonio two locks of hair, one brown and one blond, braided together. “My wife gave me this to remember her and our son when I travel. She thinks I’m a computer salesman.” He closed the locket and slipped it back into his shirt. “I should have left Claire when my Gift kindled. It would have been easier than lying all the time, but she was already pregnant by then, and I couldn’t bring myself to abandon her.” He turned back to face the view of the scrying spell. “Then Nick was born, and I realized that running away would have only postponed the inevitable.”
“Meaning what?”
Edgar stared fixedly at the minaret. “Turns out my wife is a half-blood.”
“Oh, God, Edgar. Your son, is he one of us?”
“Fire latent.” The Sentinel’s voice was bitter. “I tested him as soon as he was born. Someday, he’ll break his mother’s heart and get himself killed for the cause, just like I will.”
Antonio tried to think of something to say, but in the end, everything Edgar said was true. “I’m sorry.”
“It’s not your fault.” Edgar scowled. “What we do is necessary. Even if we never win, we can at least keep these Nightwalker bastards from taking over the world.”
Malcolm’s voice spoke in his head again before Antonio could answer. “Vincent says you have to find a way to neutralize the jumper block before sunrise. Then I’ll teleport our strongest forces into the square. Hopefully, a surprise attack will be able to take out the minaret before they can counterstrike.”
“In broad daylight? The humans will be all over the square by then. How are we supposed to hide that?”
“The humans will blame any damage and loss of life on terrorists, or they’ll find some other explanation.”
“That’s insane. Let me talk to him.”
“He won’t care.”
“Then it won’t make any difference. Tell him I want to open the Wind Link. We can hash this out amongst ourselves.”
“You’re wasting your breath, Tony.”
“At least I’ll have tried.”
The voice was silent for a moment in his head. Then a psychic probe reached out to Antonio, and he touched it with his mind. In an instant, his personality was submerged in the unity of the mental fusion between the Four Winds.
Fire spoke to Earth. “Brother, this is madness.”
Earth was amused. “We exist to smite our enemies. Are you not up to the task?”
Water spoke to Earth. “He is the eldest of us. Should you not heed his counsel?”
Earth faced the other three Winds. “My decision is made. We attack with the rising sun.”
Air tried to reason with him. “Brother, your proposal will expose us to the humans, for only the slimmest chance of victory. All simulations acknowledge this fact.”
Earth smothered his irritation, but a hint of resentment bled into his psychic voice. “Do you question my authority?”
“Yes, Brother,” said Fire. “Your foolishness will cost us all our lives.”
Earth sneered. “Then we will die. But we will take the enemy with us.”
“Brother, please—”
“The audience is ended.”
Antonio was slammed back into his body again. He staggered where he stood, but kept his feet. “That damn child! This is no time for a tantrum!”
Edgar chuckled. “I take it the news isn’t good?”
Antonio snarled. “We have until sunrise to break through the jumper block, so they can mount a surprise attack on the mosque.”
Edgar’s jaw dropped. “Sunrise? After morning prayers have already started? What, are we going to massacre the humans to get to the Court?”
“Looks like it.”
“But—”
“Edgar, there’s nothing you can say that I don’t already know. Now, we have to get to work.”
Edgar closed his mouth. “Where do we start?”
“If we can weaken the spellform to the point that it fails right at sunrise, they might not have time to renew it before daylight forces them inside and they have to shift the defenses to their human allies. We have a narrow window of opportunity to make this work, so let’s get to it.”
 
* * *
 
Fire teased apart the energy flow of the jumper block spell, little by little. Finally, as the lightening of the sky reached a peak, and the scarlet edge of the sun finally edged up above the horizon, he unleashed the last part of the spell he had been weaving for the last hour. The teleport barrier shuddered and collapsed. “Now, Brother!”
Air flexed his strength, and the strike force appeared in the square below. They rushed the building, weapons drawn, while the humans gaped at them. Fire gathered his strength back to himself and prepared to attack the tower.
Beside him, maintaining their defensive wards, Edgar glanced at his watch when it beeped sharply. “Oh, my God.”
Fire faced him. “What is it?”
Edgar’s face was ashen. “My alarm was set for dawn, not sunrise. I forgot about it. They tricked us!”
Fire snapped his gaze up to the minaret just as the great illusion spell that surrounded the city evaporated, and the early morning sunlight disappeared, leaving only darkness lit by a glow at the horizon. Three Nightwalkers emerged from behind a shroud of invisibility at the windows of the tower. Fire knew them all: Luscian Firstborn, the Huntmaster of the Court; Aleksei Magister Talizered, his second-in-command; and the Night’s Herald, Chief Inquisitor of the Court’s spy network. Luscian turned his head to stare directly at Fire’s hiding place, and grinned, showing his fangs. The Night’s Herald stepped off the minaret to land lightly on his feet at the end of the square nearest the mosque. Immediately, scores of Nightwalkers emerged from hiding all around the periphery of the square, blocking all the exit routes.
Desperately, Fire reached out to the other Winds, feeling the renewed jumper block snap into existence. “Brothers, flee!”
Earth ignored him, running ahead with sword in hand to engage the Night’s Herald, followed by thirty battle-tested Sentinels, including Water and Air. The Nightwalkers surrounding the mosque leapt forward in his way, forming a wall of bodies between Earth and the Herald. Meanwhile, the Herald raised his arms to either side, and a vertical sheet of white flames appeared behind him, spreading out along the periphery of the square to seal them all inside.
Antonio staggered, his personality reasserting itself as the Wind Link was severed. He watched helplessly as the Night’s Herald closed his eyes and chanted softly. He couldn’t hear the words, but he could see the spellforms with his other senses. Radiant Burn. “NO!”
Edgar knocked him to the floor and cast a shield ward over them. The view of the square was suddenly eclipsed by a blinding white light. The floor heaved under them, and the building shuddered from the shockwave.
Antonio threw Edgar off of him, and stumbled back to the window. The entire square was a glowing red pool of molten glass, though the damage was limited to the area enclosed by the Herald’s containment spell. Nothing from either side remained.
Then the wall next to him exploded inward. Almost nothing. Antonio raised his gaze to meet Luscian’s from across the square. The vampire lord raised his hand to cast another spell. Antonio watched it numbly as it took shape. Fourth-level disintegration pulse. Nice design.
Then Edgar’s teleport spell snatched them both away, moments before the top three floors of the building in which they were hiding crumbled into dust.
 



PART I:  NIGHTFALL
 



CHAPTER 1
 
April 2015; San Francisco, California
Antonio sat at the hotel bar nursing his second scotch and soda when he saw Edgar step out of the elevator with an infant bundled in his arms. A woman dressed in a no-nonsense business suit joined him a moment later, leading a child of about eleven or twelve. The Wind left the bar for the lobby, to get a better look at his former lieutenant. The woman had her arm entwined around Edgar’s as they walked, and her stern expression softened when he smiled at her. Her other hand firmly grasped her son’s wrist. The boy was playing a harmonica with his other hand and dancing in place, tossing his head every so often to clear his floppy blond hair out of his eyes. Edgar was laughing at something the woman said, when he turned his head and caught sight of Antonio standing at the entrance to the bar.
Antonio felt a surge of remorse as he watched the emotions chase across the younger Sentinel’s face. Shock, then pleasure, and finally suspicion. The woman was obviously attuned to his mood, and picked up on his distraction immediately, following his gaze to Antonio. Antonio walked toward them, and Edgar stood frozen in place. He probably can’t think of a graceful way to get them out of here quick enough.
 Antonio stood in front of the family, and held out his hand. “Hello, Edgar. It’s been a long time.”
Edgar looked at his outstretched palm and for a moment, Antonio thought the younger man would brush him off. Then Edgar clasped his hand and shook it briefly. “Hello, Mr. Martinez. How have you been?” He let go of Antonio’s hand, and turned to his wife. “Claire, this is Antonio Martinez. He was my old boss from back when I worked sales.”
She smiled, and Antonio was grateful for the lie. “A pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Jameson. Edgar spoke of you on occasion.”
“Call me Claire, please, Antonio. It’s so seldom that I meet any of Ed’s coworkers from those days, he was on the road so much. I appreciated the money he sent home, of course, but I much preferred when he got a new job with more regular hours. Your loss is my gain, I must say.”
“I’m glad he was able to take more time for his family, finally,” said Antonio. And he found that he meant it. Losing a trusted officer had made reorganizing the Sentinel command structure more difficult, but Edgar had wanted out, and Antonio couldn’t refuse the request from the man who saved his life.
“So, Antonio, I wasn’t expecting to see you here.” Edgar’s pained expression made it plain that was an understatement. “What are you doing in San Francisco?”
“I live here,” answered Antonio in a bland tone. “You might say it’s my new headquarters.”
“I see. I wasn’t aware of that.”
And you’re not pleased to find out. I don’t blame you. “Anyway, I heard you were in town, and I thought I would stop by and say hello, for old times’ sake.”
Claire raised an eyebrow, recognizing the tension between the two men, but not the reason for it. “You heard? We’re only visiting for a few days to meet Nick’s new music tutor. How could you know we’d be here?”
Antonio shrugged. “I have my spies.”
Claire laughed, thinking he was making a joke.
Edgar turned to his wife. “Claire, would you mind asking the valet to bring the car around, and get Nick and Faith settled? I’ll be along in just a minute.”
She favored him with a concerned expression, but nodded. “Sure. Don’t take too long. Our reservation is for six o’clock.” Then she accepted the infant that Edgar handed to her, and walked the boy toward the front of the hotel.
Edgar turned to face Antonio, his face a mask of fury. “How dare you—”
“You’re an active Sentinel entering a secure territory,” said Antonio in a cold voice. “When my people told me who you were, I ordered them to let me handle you myself. Be grateful you didn’t have a triad waiting for you when you got back from dinner.”
Edgar gave him a sour look. “I am not an active Sentinel, my Lord. You agreed to let me retire.”
“And I have honored my agreement. If you hadn’t come to my city, I would never have contacted you.” He sighed. “In case you don’t recall, protocol requires you to check in with the Sentinel command structure when entering a major territory for the first time, so they can call upon you if they require military assistance.”
“Yeah, right. I have no intention of being drafted into that life again.”
“I know, which is why I prepared this for you.” Antonio held out a laminated plastic card.
Edgar stared at the card in his mentor’s hand, inscribed with small pictograms of Arcolin text. “And this is?”
“A writ of free passage. It will allow you to travel anywhere in the United States without further interaction with the local territory leaders, on my authority as the Wind of Fire. I would have given you one when you first retired, but we hadn’t set up national protocols yet for the other territories to accept my uncontested leadership after the battle of Alexandria.”
Edgar reached out and took the card. “Why are you doing this, Antonio?”
“Because you saved my life, and all you asked for in return was to be with your family. Consider this my follow through.”
Edgar slipped the plastic card into his pocket. “Thank you.”
“Don’t thank me. You have what we all dream of, Ed. Enjoy it while it lasts, and live a long and happy life. That’s all I want for you.”
Edgar said nothing in reply, merely walked away.
Antonio sighed, and rubbed his eyes. I’m too old to let a dismissal from a subordinate sting so much. Antonio walked out of the opposite entrance of the hotel and out onto the street. He walked down the less travelled streets until he came to an alleyway where he could teleport back to his base unobserved. He stood in the shadows and opened his senses wide, to fix his position and jump back to more familiar settings.
Nightwalker.
Antonio snapped his head to the side and picked out two young men leaning against the wall of the alley, talking. Ordinarily, Antonio wouldn’t have bothered to kill them, but he could feel the three humans coming down the alley from the other side. This could get ugly.
 
* * *
 
It had been a long, hard slog, but finally Nightfall had cause for celebration. The band had put out smaller releases before, of course, but this was their first professionally produced and published album. The scents of cumin and tamarind filled the crowded Indian restaurant, which hummed with a low rumble of conversation as the three wound up their congratulatory dinner.
“To us.” Takeshi raised his beer. His almond-shaped brown eyes creased with laughter, which belied the somber charcoal suit he wore over a black T-shirt.
Ana tapped her martini against his glass. “Long may we reign.” Straight jet hair framed her face and her bronze skin was flushed from the alcohol.
Rory’s glass of whiskey joined theirs with a clink. “Amen.” He had come directly from work and still wore a simple white dress shirt and tie, his auburn hair tied back in a ponytail.
They knocked back a slug of their drinks before gazing again at the CD on the table before them. It featured a picture of them on stage: Ana on keyboards, Takeshi on guitar, and Rory behind the drum kit. If sales justified it, they had been promised a concert tour of larger venues in the fall.
Rory couldn’t wait. They’d been at this part-time for four years—since their senior year in high school—and it was just starting to get good. They’d already racked up a loyal following on the club circuit, and the doors they had been waiting to open had finally materialized. He sipped at his drink, contemplating his two best friends. Sometimes it seemed like they had been together since they were zygotes. They had somehow picked each other out in junior high, each discovering a common love of music that transcended their diverse backgrounds. Takeshi had lived in the city with his grandmother since he was a child, but Anaba and Rory were transplants, from New Mexico and Massachusetts respectively. They had watched each other’s backs ever since, against all the trials of adolescence, and the idea of forming a band together seemed like the most natural thing in the world. That they had managed to attract a fan base never ceased to amaze him. He was just out there having fun, and people were actually willing to pay him to do it.
I’d be happy doing anything, if it was with Take. And Ana, he corrected himself silently as he glanced over at his companions. Damn. I can’t afford to make that kind of slip-up, not even in my own head. He scowled as the old fear resurfaced, deflating some of the buzz generated by their dinner celebration. Take would never want me like that. It’s pure masochism to let myself think of him as anything more than my best friend. He sighed inaudibly. Life sucked, suddenly.
Rory was wrenched out of his sour musings by the object of his secret thoughts tapping him on the wrist. He looked up to find Take and Ana staring at him expectantly. “Sorry, what?”
Ana rolled her eyes. “Take asked why you looked so pissed off all of a sudden.”
Rory reddened. “Um, it’s nothing. Just a passing thought.”
“Care to share with the class?” Take raised an eyebrow.
Rory shook his head, absently brushing a strand of hair out of his eyes. “Guys, I think it’s time to call it a night. We have to work in the morning, at least until the album starts to take off.”
Take, his eyes on Rory’s, just sipped at his beer.
“Fair enough.” Ana checked her watch. “I’ll flag down our waiter and we can hit the road.” Not bothering to signal, she stood, smoothed down her beige suit, and put on the matching jacket. Then she walked over to where the wait staff stood talking quietly.
Rory grinned. Another example of Ana’s classic impatience. Turning his attention back to Take, he found his friend’s eyes completely focused on him. Rory froze, knowing that Take only looked so intent when he saw a problem to solve, and then nothing would get in his way until he had an answer that satisfied him. Shit.
“Is there something you’d like to tell me?”
“Like what?” Rory swallowed nervously.
Take frowned, his eyes narrowing. “You keep getting in a bad mood lately, even when we’re having fun.” He leaned back and steepled his fingers in front of him. “And when you do, most of the time you’re looking at me. Did I do something wrong?”
“No! No, Take. Honestly, it’s nothing you did.” Rory’s thoughts turned inward and he silently berated himself for being so obvious. “It’s my problem, not yours.”
Take laid his hand on Rory’s. “Are you sure it’s a problem?”
Rory blinked. Did he know? “What?”
Take shrugged. “What’s bothering you—are you sure it’s a problem? Maybe it isn’t as big a deal as you think. If you want to talk about it…”
Opening his mouth to speak, Rory thought better of it. “It’s nothing.” He dropped his gaze.
Take squeezed his hand again and then let go. “If you change your mind, let me know.” He stood. “Are you sure you’re ready to go home? It’s not that late. Maybe we could go to a club or something.”
Rory sighed. Sooner or later, I really have to grow a spine. “Okay. Maybe another hour or two, but then I have to go.”
“All set.” Ana returned, waving the bill.
“Change of plans. We’re going out.” Take grinned.
“How did you convince him?”
“I asked.”
She snorted. “That was direct.”
“I’m a direct kind of guy.”
“Anyplace in particular?” asked Rory.
Ana’s eyes lit up. “Oh, I know. Someone at work mentioned a place that’s right on the brink of becoming popular. I meant to scout it, in case they want to book us for a gig.”
Take looked at her skeptically. “You meant to scout it? You don’t actually know where it is?”
She smirked, supremely confident as always. “I know roughly where it is, and we can just look around until we find it.”
Rory’s expression failed to hide his annoyance. “Everything has to be an adventure with you, doesn’t it?”
“You’re always the serious one, Rory. Come on. Life’s too short!” She grabbed her purse. “Try to keep up, boys.”
The spring night was crisp and clear as they followed Ana down the streets of the Mission District. After a few turns, they found themselves in a deserted lane between buildings. Ana frowned, trying to get her bearings. Take and Rory watched with amusement, knowing she wouldn’t admit to being lost. She didn’t. Instead, she led them down another deserted alley back toward the street. Her path was suddenly blocked by two men stepping out of the shadows on either side of her.
They were both young, seemingly in their late teens, and wore jeans and T-shirts under light leather jackets. The one on the left smiled and stubbed out his cigarette on the wall next to him. “A little off the beaten path, aren’t we?”
Ana colored. Behind her, Rory and Take tensed, the haze of alcohol and good food evaporating.
“Don’t mind us, boys,” Ana said with typical bravado. “We see where we need to go.” She pointed to the street ahead of them, the lights shining invitingly.
The other man smiled, a decidedly wrong smile—as if his teeth were too long, too pointed to be real. “I don’t think so.”
The three musicians backed away as the two men approached them, and then suddenly there was only one in front of them. He grabbed Ana’s left arm. The sleeve of her suit jacket dripped red where the points of his claws sank into her flesh.
Rory blinked. Claws? Brushing off his confusion, he leapt forward as Ana screamed in rage and swung her handbag, slamming it against the man’s head. Rory was jerked to a halt by what felt like a band of iron encircling his shoulder. Turning, he found the hand of the other teenager clenched like a vice above his right arm. On the other side of him, Take struggled to free himself from the man’s other hand.
Ana kicked her assailant between the legs. As he staggered backward, she used the distraction to reach into her pocket and pull out her key ring. Letting her keys slide between her fingers, she slammed her clenched fist forward and drove a protruding key into the man’s right eye, just as he straightened up again.
The teenager holding Take and Rory snorted, and then began to laugh.
The injured teen merely blinked as the tissue of his ruined eye visibly knitted together. Only the blood spilled down his face marked where Ana’s attack had landed. He growled, his irises gleaming bright red, and then he yanked Ana forward into his arms. “Little girl, you just made a serious mistake.” He smiled, revealing curved fangs where his canines should have been. “And it’s going to cost you.”
 
* * *
 
The humans walked into view, two men and a woman, all in their early twenties. They were obviously half drunk and lost, the woman scanning the walls of the alley for landmarks. One of the Nightwalkers stubbed out his cigarette on the wall behind him, then stepped into their way. “A little off the beaten track, aren’t we, folks?”
Antonio watched the three of them awaken to their peril, and try to brazen it out. The woman pointed toward Antonio’s end of the alley. “Don’t mind us, boys. We see where we need to go.”
The vampire that had spoken answered, and the other pushed away from the wall as well. “I don’t think so.”
Damn! They were going to kill all three, right here, while he watched. He was lucky the vampires were so intent on their prey that they had ignored the other heartbeat in the narrow street. Antonio cast kinetic shields around himself, hardened with some of his souped-up personal defense spells, and readied a thermal lance, ready to take out the vampires as soon as he had a clear shot.
That proved difficult. The first vampire grabbed the woman’s arm, and the second darted around them to hold the two men fast. Come on, people. Give me an opening.
The woman kicked the first Nightwalker between the legs, and then slammed her keys into his right eye while he was distracted. The second Nightwalker laughed.
The three humans watched incredulously as the vampire’s damaged eye regenerated in moments. The injured vampire snarled and jerked the woman forward, encircling her with his arms. "Little girl, you just made a serious mistake—and it's going to cost you." As she struggled, he manhandled her into a more convenient position, finally turning his back entirely to Antonio for the first time.
Perfect shot. Antonio released the thermal lance spell he’d prepared and blew the vampire’s head off, the azure fire of the spell spreading down to consume the rest of the Nightwalker’s undead flesh, leaving only ashes behind. The woman, suddenly released, overbalanced and fell to the ground. The second vampire threw the two men into the walls on either side of the alley and dropped to the ground, and Antonio’s second lance went just over his head to explode against a dumpster farther back in the shadows.
The second vampire slapped his hands together and summoned power, sending it boiling out over the woman’s prone form to fill the alleyway where Antonio was standing, but didn’t penetrate his shields. Corrupted flames. Strictly mid-level spellcaster. He’s no threat.
The vampire stared at him in disbelief, then got to his feet and ran away in a blur. Antonio’s next lance spell took him high in the back and burned him to ashes. Not bad for an old timer. Now what the hell do I do with these three?
He’d have to put a tracking spell on each of them, then have his Air Sentinels visit them and quietly wipe their memories. Which meant that, for right now, he was free to tear them each a new one with impunity. He stepped forward into the light, letting his anger show. "Don't you people have any sense? Next time, stay in the light, or there might not be someone around to save you."
He turned to the woman, meeting her eyes to emphasize the lecture he was about to give.
FIRE.
Antonio swallowed his words, and stared at her more closely. She looked Native American, but he wasn’t sure. He looked at her eyes again, and saw the authority of the Wind of Fire take shape in her gaze. He glanced at the first man, a tall redhead, who stood next to her, breathing hard in confusion and anxiety. AIR.
Finally, hardly daring to believe, he focused his attention on the final member of the trio, an Asian man who already regarded him with suspicion, as if he were just as great a threat as the vampires had been. EARTH.
"Merciful God," he whispered. Then he straightened and looked directly at the Wind of Earth, silently casting tracking spells on all three of them. "My Lord, none of this will make sense tonight, but tomorrow you'll understand. My name is Antonio Martinez, and any Sentinel you meet in the city can direct you to me. When you open your eyes, seek me out and I will answer any questions you may have." Then he immediately cloaked himself in a shroud of invisibility and waited to see what they would do.
The Asian man recovered first, turning to the others in angry bewilderment. “What the hell just happened?”
Antonio watched as they argued, finally deciding that they had hallucinated the whole thing and were ready to go home. They headed back to the street and went to the nearest BART station. Antonio frowned as they split up, then pulled out his cell phone and called his second-in-command. “Daniel, get three surveillance teams prepped and ready to deploy as soon as I arrive. I’ll need them to track down a couple of new recruits by the tracking spells I have in place. Make sure the teams are combat veterans, because they’ll need to provide protection as well. I’ll explain the rest when I get back to base.”
He slipped the phone back into his pocket and took one last look at the Wind of Earth before the Asian man disappeared onto a bus. “Welcome to the party, my Lord.”
 
 



CHAPTER 2
 
Rory was floating above a city of alabaster towers and golden streets. What the hell?
“You’re dreaming, idiot,”Ana said, clearly amused.
“Oh, right. That explains it.” He frowned. I usually dream about Take, not Ana.
“Really?” asked Take’s voice. “What kind of dreams?”
“Um, never mind.” Rory looked around. “Where are we?”
“Who cares?” said Ana. “It’s a dream. Let’s go exploring.”
Take laughed. “It really does have to be an adventure with you, doesn’t it?”
“Bite me, Take,”Ana said. “We seem to be moving, anyway.”
Ana was right: they were moving, accelerating toward a single high tower in the center of the city, which glowed brightly in the soft light of early morning. When they drew closer, Rory was able to make out geometric designs and bizarre symbols intricately carved in the white stone. Wow. My dreams aren’t usually so vivid. He could even see the lines of individual bricks in the tower’s wall—a wall that was approaching rather quickly. Rory tried to will himself to slow down, but his pace only accelerated.
Just when he was sure he was going to crash and wake up, he passed through the stone and found himself inside the tower. From his vantage point, he could see a multitude of people dressed in colored robes. All of them were standing and yelling at a woman who stood calmly at a podium in the center of the room. She wore a loose white dress and her waist-length black hair was interwoven with white ribbons. A slim sword in a white leather scabbard was belted around her waist. Next to the podium was a metal table holding a crystal chalice, which was deeply engraved with more symbols like those on the outside of the tower.
“Freaky,” Take commented.“Town hall meeting?”
“You don’t wear swords to a civics meeting, Take,” said Ana. “Look around. They’re all armed in one way or another. Those guys next to the door are actually wearing armor, for God’s sake.”
An elderly man in a green robe strode forward clutching a long gold walking staff topped with faceted blue crystal. He banged the staff on the floor until the shouting subsided and the people in the stands reluctantly took their seats.
Turning to face the woman in white, he spoke deeply in a language Rory had never heard before; somehow, Rory could understand every word.
“Sister Narissa,”—the man pointed his staff at the chalice—“this artifact is forbidden and must be destroyed. It is the tool of the enemy. We have spent generations eliminating the knowledge of how to perform this ritual. You cannot intend to use it.”
“With respect, Guildmaster, we have no choice. The Children of Darkness will overrun our forces within weeks, and the other nations fare no better. We must take bold action if we are to prevent their corruption from extinguishing the world.” She drew herself up to her full height. “After interrogating the Firstborn we have captured, I have discovered the words to unlock the original ritual, which may be more palatable to us. Instead of enslaving the soul of a proxy, as the Firstborn have done for centuries, I will do as they did in the beginning and use myself as a vessel. My own soul will be the emissary to the higher powers. Only through their intervention can we save ourselves.”
The Guildmaster gazed directly into her eyes. “Very well. But understand this, Narissa: if you return tainted, as they did, then we will kill you ourselves. There can be no second chances.”
“Agreed.” She took a deep breath. “A sacrifice of power will be required to fill the vessel.”
The Guildmaster swept the rest of the assembly with his gaze. “We will all contribute. Let none of our hands be clean.”
Narissa drew a long silver-bladed knife from a sheath on her belt and delicately sliced her wrist.
“Whoa,” Ana said, shocked. “What the hell kind of dream is this?”
As the blood poured forth, Narissa expertly directed it into the chalice. When it was half full, she staunched the blood and spoke a series of words Rory couldn’t understand. The edges of the wound sealed, and after a moment the flesh of her wrist was whole again.
Narissa placed her blade on the table and picked up the chalice in both hands. Chanting softly, she raised it over her head. The runes inscribed in the crystal flared with multicolored light. When the invocation was complete, she put the chalice to her lips and began to drink.
Rory recoiled with disgust. “Okay, this is way too gruesome. I want to wake up now. How the hell do you turn it off?”
“I don’t think any of us are in the driver’s seat,” said Take.“You might as well sit back and enjoy the ride.”
Narissa staggered and braced herself against the table. Quickly, she raised the chalice again with shaking hands and began to chant once more. Then she carefully set the artifact down on the table and collapsed to the floor.
Men and women in the stands raised their hands, and Rory could see they each held a glowing pinpoint of light in their palms. The tiny lights flew up like fireflies, lazily swirling through the air and floating toward the chalice. Eventually, they dropped lightly into the mouth of the chalice until it blazed with light. Stepping forward, the Guildmaster picked up Narissa’s knife and used it to draw a circular symbol in the air. The point of the blade trailed orange flames in its wake, which immediately consumed the chalice and the table in a burst of power, scorching the stone floor. “Creator guide your steps, Narissa,” he said quietly. Then he knelt beside her and plunged the silver dagger three times into her heart before casting it aside.
Rory watched in shock as her lifeblood turned the floor crimson. Silence filled the room. Looking around, Rory saw why: everyone was frozen in place, caught out of time in the act of speaking.
A ghostly image of Narissa rose up from the floor, leaving her body where it lay in a pool of blood. Her dress and body were clean of bloodstains and were so insubstantial that Rory could see right through her. She stood silently, waiting. Then the room was suffused with pure white light, and a voice echoed through the chamber. “Ask and ye shall receive.”
Narissa took a deep breath and lifted her gaze to the light. “Who am I addressing?”
“I am an agent of the White Wind. The Gates of Morning have opened to hear your petition, Narissa of the Order of Light. Ask and ye shall receive.”
“The Children of Darkness have overrun the world, my Lord. I seek the power to combat their forces and drive them back. Can this be done?”
“It can,” said the voice. “But the price will be high.”
Narissa stood proudly, resolved. “I will pay any price you require, my Lord.”
“The price is not for you to pay, Sister Narissa, but for your children and their children, down unto the last generation.”
She swallowed. “What is this price?”
“Consent.”
She blinked in confusion. “I do not understand.”
“We can transform your people into warriors strong enough to stand against the Children of Darkness and their bargain with the Red Wind. They will become masters of combat, divided among the four elements. But in so doing, they will become our soldiers, and we claim their allegiance in every generation until your war is complete. All of them will fight, without choice, without respite, until the Children of Darkness are defeated or your world perishes in fire. You will commit your people, and all of their descendants, to this alliance. And you will do so now, knowing full well that you have stolen their free will.”
“You speak for the Light, my Lord. How can you ask this? Have you no mercy?”
“Every bargain has a price, Sister Narissa. Magic requires sacrifice.”
She hesitated. “You ask too much.”
“Then your world will succumb to darkness. It is of no moment. Choose wisely.”
She closed her eyes and swallowed. “I agree.”
“The pact is made.”
The room was awash with music, and she wept at the beauty of it. Time moved forward again. Rory saw the other people in the room collapse to the floor, unconscious. A burst of light filled the chamber, exploding the walls and ceiling, spearing into the sky above as rubble rained down on the city
The voice spoke again. “You will be the Wind of Earth, the master of that element, and you and your successors will lead your people into the future. You are granted power over steel. You may designate three lieutenants to serve as the masters of the other elements in your service.”
Blinking the tears from her eyes, Narissa pointed out three unconscious spectators. “Guildmaster Kareen, Brother Gadash, and Sister Edarrim.”
“Guildmaster Kareen shall be the Wind of Fire, wielding power of magic equal to any of the Firstborn. Brother Gadash shall be the Wind of Water and have mastery over his form. Sister Edarrim shall be the Wind of Air and have primacy over the realm of the mind. The rest of your people shall answer to them, and through them, to you. Fight well, Sister Narissa of the Order of Light. Your fealty is accepted. Go now, in peace, the way you came.”
The translucent image of Narissa disappeared, and her body on the floor opened its eyes. Rory watched her rise slowly to her feet and probe her injuries with her hand, finding nothing. She looked around at her colleagues lying insensate on the floor, and then faced the sunlight that streamed through the broken stone walls.
“Creator, forgive me,” she said softly, tears falling down her face. Then she looked directly at Rory. “I am sorry.”
 
* * *
 
Rory woke, blinking at the familiar surroundings of his room lit by the streetlights below his window. A dream, he thought. It was just a dream. None of it was real.
“Then why can I still hear your voice?” Takeshi asked.
Rory turned his mind’s eye to Take. He could see the full moon through the Asian man’s senses as Take gazed out the window on the other side of the city.
Not a dream, thought Rory. A nightmare.
“If it is,”said Ana, clearly heard even from across the bay in Sausalito, “I don’t think it’s one we can wake up from.”
Rory threw back the covers and climbed out of bed. He walked to his dresser and rummaged through a small box of jewelry until he found his confirmation cross. Holding it in his palm, he spoke the word of power that came to his lips unbidden. The cross burst into incandescent blue light that cast harsh shadows around the room and made even innocuous childhood mementos seem sinister. Rory closed his fist around the cross and sighed. He spoke a second word of power and the cross faded back to silver. Slipping the chain over his head, Rory walked out of his room and down the stairs to the garage.
He could feel Take and Ana watching through his eyes as he made his way to the set of free weights he kept there. Resting on the steel frame of the bench press was his weight bar, set up with the maximum he could usually lift. Reaching out, he lifted the bar off the frame with one hand. Yesterday, I could barely do a handful of reps with this load. Now it required only the smallest amount of effort. What else has changed, he wondered, now that I’ve become something other than human?
“You’re not alone in this, Rory,” Take’s voice rang in his mind. “We’ll get through it together.”
Rory carefully placed the bar back onto the frame. “I am a Child of the Twilight,” he thought.
“I hold the line against the Darkness, from the setting of the sun to the dawning of a new day,” Ana’s voice came to him.
“I live for the Light,” said Take. “I die for the Light.”
“My eyes are open, and I am not afraid,” thought Rory, finishing the words that echoed in his memory, although he had never heard them before. He unlocked the side door of the garage and walked out into the night, then through the wrought-iron gate onto the street. Looking up at the stars, he spoke out loud. “We’re Sentinels.”
Take, from the other side of the city, followed his gaze heavenward. “And those two guys Antonio killed were vampires.”
“This is what we were born to do,” thought Ana. “We kill them before they kill anyone else. That’s why we inherited the Gift.”
“Bullshit,” Rory snarled. “This isn’t a gift. It’s a fucking curse. It’s an inherited disease like any other. Just because we’re descended from her people doesn’t mean we have to play along with Narissa’s game and become soldiers. There’s no such thing as destiny.”
“What are you doing, Rory?”asked Takeshi, feeling the computational power of Rory’s Gift of Air come fully awake.
“Calculating stellar drift,”answered Rory, his enhanced sight easily identifying the constellations and matching them to the knowledge he had inherited. “I want to know how long our ancestors have been trapped in this cycle of … oh, my God.”
“What is it?” Ana asked.
“Thirty-two thousand years,”Rory said, stunned. “That’s how long it’s been since the Gift was imposed.”
For once, even Ana was speechless.
“We have to find Antonio,” Takeshi said after a pause. “After all that time, for them still to be fighting—”
“It means neither side has been able to gain an advantage,” Ana finally said. “What have we signed up for?”
 



CHAPTER 3
 
In the orange light of early morning, Rory set out at a brisk run, exhilarated momentarily by the speed that accompanied his increased agility and endurance. He seemed to fly down the empty streets of Portrero Hill in a blur, without being the slightest bit winded. A few minutes later, he reached the park. Take sat alone on a swing, feeding the pigeons and silently conversing with Ana over their psychic link. The silence was interrupted only by the warbling birds, which scrabbled for the sunflower seeds he tossed on the ground. Rory pulled open the gate in the chain-link fence and then stopped dead as Take turned at the sound.
Take frowned, concerned by Rory’s shock, which ricocheted through the link. “What? Do I have something on my face?”
Rory swallowed, maintaining eye contact. “Take, what do you see when you look at me?”
Take smiled and rocked slightly on the swing. “Only the Gift of Air can let you pick out an active Sentinel on sight, Rory. Why would I see anything other than you?”
“Humor me. It’s important.”
Take shrugged. Relinquishing his swing, he moved closer to stare deeply into his friend’s eyes. “Oh, my God,” he whispered. “The Wind of Air.”
“Do you know what I see when I look at you?”
Take shook his head wordlessly.
“The Wind of Earth.”
Takeshi’s eyes widened. “That’s impossible. I would have known.”
Rory shook his head. “I can see it in your eyes. You’re the one—first among the Four Winds, the leader of the entire Sentinel Race. That’s why Antonio called you ‘Lord.’ He could see it, too.”
Tired of eavesdropping, Ana triangulated coordinates through their eyes and cast a spell to teleport directly to their location. Appearing in a flash of white light, she swung around and looked critically at Takeshi. “He’s right, Take. You’re the Big Cheese.”
Takeshi’s laugh was tinged with hysteria. “You sound awfully jaded, seeing as you’re the Wind of Fire.”
Ana looked surprised, until Rory nodded wordlessly.
She grinned at them both. “Cool.” She folded her arms in front of her and regarded her two triad brothers. “So how do we find this Antonio guy?”
“We won’t have to,” Take said grimly. “If we just walk down Market Street sooner or later some other Sentinel is going to recognize what we are; they’ll come to us.”
 
* * *
 
Antonio pushed his chair back from the conference table and stood as his people ushered Rory, Ana, and Take into his sunlit office in the Financial District. The other men and women around the table stared at the trio in shock and then all stood as well.
“Welcome, my Lords and Lady,” said Antonio. “I see you have come into your power. May I have the honor of your names?”
“My name is Anaba Nizhoni, and my brothers here are Rory Brennigan and Takeshi Nakamura. You already know what we are.”
“Yes, we do.” He offered his hand to Take. “My Lord, we have been awaiting the Wind of Earth to emerge in this generation since your predecessor died in battle seven years ago in Egypt.”
Take raised an eyebrow but shook Antonio’s hand. “How did that happen?”
“He tried to lead an assault against the Court of Shadows itself.” The older Sentinel sighed. “We told him it was insane, that the defenses of their citadel had held for thousands of years, but he insisted. We had no choice but to obey. A great many of us died next to him. I hope you will not be so foolish.” He scowled at Take, assessing him.
Takeshi met his gaze silently for a long moment before answering. “I never asked to be a general, Antonio.”
Letting his hand drop, Antonio nodded in acknowledgment. “No, you didn’t, any more than any of us chose to be your soldiers. However, that is the way things are. The Gift has kindled, and it chose you. There is no going back until your successor comes into his power.”
Ana blinked. “Just like that? He gets to hold the reins until someone else comes along? That hardly seems fair.”
Antonio chuckled. “Fairness has no place in war, my Lady. Complex moral imperatives are an imposition in combat, a disadvantage that leads invariably to defeat.”
She smiled. “I like a man who thinks in black and white, Antonio. I think we’re going to get along famously.”
“I hope so, my Lady.” He smiled at her. “Until yesterday, I was the Wind of Fire.”
Ana gulped. “Oh. Sorry. I didn’t mean to take your job.”
“As I said, my Lady, there is no place in our lives for fairness.”
She held out her hand for him to shake. “Call me Ana.”
Taking her hand, he turned it flat and bowed, an archaic gesture all three accepted, as intended, as a sign of respect. “I would be honored, Ana.”
“And you can call me Take, instead of Lord,” said Takeshi. “You said you’d answer our questions.”
Antonio let go of Ana’s hand and sat. “I did. Please sit down.” He indicated the seats next to him and his people silently moved aside to make room. “Ask your questions.”
Rory spoke first. “Why us?”
Antonio laughed. “Who can question destiny?” Sobering, he said, “In every generation, the Winds have always found each other. Obviously, a greater design is in play, but the higher powers do not give up their secrets easily.” He paused. “In fact, I am surprised the Wind of Water did not accompany you here today.”
Ana looked at Rory and Take in confusion. “It’s always been the three of us against the world, Antonio. If we have a Fourth out there, we haven’t met him.”
The other Sentinels at the table muttered their disbelief until Antonio silenced them all with a glance before turning back to the Winds. “Strange. Are you sure? The Gift hides from us all until it kindles. Only the Children of Darkness can easily identify those in whom the Gift remains dormant, and then only by direct physical contact. Otherwise, a spell with specific intent is required to separate a latent Sentinel from a human.”
“We’re sure,” said Takeshi. “Maybe destiny has other plans for him.”
“Perhaps,” said Antonio with a thoughtful expression.
“In any case, we need you to fill us in on the current situation,” said Rory, getting back to his feet and pacing nervously. “All we know is what we learned from the race memories encoded in the Gift, but that only covers the first few centuries of the war. What happened afterward? How could it have dragged on this long?”
“The balance of power shifted back and forth, sometimes radically, but neither side succeeded in destroying each other completely,” answered Antonio.
He lifted his hand and an image of the Earth appeared, large enough that the three Winds could see the borders of unfamiliar nations marked out on the political map.
“This simulation was compiled from all our remaining records from that era,” Antonio explained. “Although fragmentary, the progression across the centuries is instructive.”
Most of the map glowed with red light, denoting the territories conquered by the vampires. Then one nation changed color to become white, its borders expanding quickly into the red areas and replacing them. The shifting mosaic of red and white marched across the world, swallowing up the other nations.
Antonio allowed them to watch the simulation for a few minutes before he continued speaking. “After the imposition of the Gift and the rise of the Sentinel Alliance, the other nation-states of the First Age were devastated in the crossfire, caught between the armies of the Red Wind and the White. What little remained of normal humanity was left to its own devices as civilization collapsed. We Sentinels, with our instinctive authority structure, were able to maintain discipline as a separate society while the rest of the world descended into howling barbarism. Conversely, the Court of Shadows imposed a rigid code of honor upon their followers to maintain structure within their society and present a united military front to oppose the Founders.”
Take frowned. “This Court of Shadows, what is it?”
Antonio considered his answer. “There were originally hundreds of the Firstborn—the human sorcerers who used forbidden magic to transform themselves into the first Children of Darkness. They created others, and each of them built an army to contend with the rest. It wasn’t until they destroyed most of the civilized world that the Founders were able to band together and create armies of Sentinels to oppose them, using the same magic.
“Those Nightwalker armies evolved into the vampire houses, each bloodline led by the successors of the original Firstborn. Today, only two of the Firstborn still live: Jiao-long and Luscian. Luscian is the Eldest, the first Nightwalker. When the Sentinel armies rose to oppose him, he forced the other Firstborn to meet in council under his leadership. Over the millennia, that military alliance became the heart of their society. It now rules every major aspect of Nightwalker civilization. That’s what the Court of Shadows is. To the vampires, it is the center of the universe.”
“I can see why the last Wind of Earth would want to destroy it then,” said Ana. “And they’re based in Egypt?”
“It’s impossible.” Antonio scowled. “Don’t even think about it.”
“Idle curiosity.”
He gave her a hard stare. “Alexandria.”
Rory’s brow furrowed. “Why there?”
“Apparently, Luscian was instrumental in the establishment of the Great Library. He relocated the Court there to oversee it personally. Our history states that the Sentinels of the era believed he intended to use its knowledge to manipulate the human race, or alternatively, to gather what little remained of the world’s wisdom and preserve it for posterity. In any case, he set great store by it. Why else do you think we burned it all down?”
Ana rubbed her eyes and her expression grew pained. “Antonio, you’re not exactly painting our race in a positive light here.”
“Welcome to our world, Anaba Nizhoni.” Antonio smiled. “We live by the Four Keys, the basic tenets of Sentinel battle tactics. I trust you know what they are?”
“Identify the enemy,” Take said softly.
“Isolate him from reinforcements,” continued Rory.
“Eliminate the threat.” Ana sat up straight. “Scorch the earth as a warning to others.”
Antonio nodded his approval. “We are the instruments of total war. From the beginning, the Founders were no different. They cared little for the plight of the humans, seeking only to destroy the works of the enemy. Eventually, they might have succeeded, if a greater power than magic had not intervened.”
Ana cocked her head as she studied the image of the Earth. “What kind of power?”
Rory stopped pacing and frowned at the map, the first to notice the change. He pointed it out to Ana and Take. “Look at the poles. The ice caps are expanding.” All three of them watched mutely as the glaciers advanced from above and below.
“Everything changed as the Ice Age descended,” said Antonio. “War on a large scale became impossible, as the natural environment became inimical and the food supply dwindled. Without the advanced magic and technology of the First Age, the mortals of the Second Age, human and Sentinel alike, were forced to withdraw from the affected territories to seek more favorable climates. War for survival became the new objective: fought locally all across the globe as competition for resources escalated.
“The vampires, however, were immune to the ravages of the permafrost and were secure in their citadels, even locked below the ice. They retained enough of the mystical sciences from the First Age to provide for the basic needs of their enslaved human populations, raising them like livestock to sustain the Nightwalker race through centuries of winter.” Antonio snapped his fingers and the image of a world encased in ice disappeared.
“They waited it out,” said Take, softly. “But if they hid behind their walls for all that time, then what happened to the Sentinels?”
“Without the presence of Nightwalkers to kindle their powers, the Gift subsided into dormancy,” answered Antonio. “Only the time capsules left behind by the final generations of Sentinels of that era allowed us to reconstruct this much of our history.”
“From that point on, we can only speculate. The Sentinel Gift was seeded among the Founders’ descendants, and those bloodlines slowly intermingled with the human populations as they migrated across the world. Meanwhile, as the ice receded, the Nightwalkers re-emerged from their fortresses, confident in their ability to reconquer the world.”
“So why didn’t they?” asked Ana.
Rory stood in the center of the room, his eyes unfocused as he tapped the processing power of his Gift to run his own simulations, extrapolating from the information he had already heard. “Contagion.”
Antonio’s head snapped around, and he gazed at Rory with new respect. “Yes, exactly.”
Take frowned. “You mean some kind of disease?”
Antonio shook his head and then faced Ana. “Not contagion in a biological sense, but rather in a mystical sense.”
Ana blinked in surprise, then began to laugh. “Damn. I’ll bet that must have been quite a shock.”
Takeshi crossed his arms and fumed. “Could one of you explain what you’re talking about to those of us with smaller brains? Preferably using short words?”
Ana tried to maintain a straight face. “The Gift has to be inherited from both the mother and father for a child to be born Sentinel latent. Once that child grows up, if it produces offspring with a human mate, then those offspring become carriers of the original Gift, but they aren’t latents themselves. If two carriers produce offspring, then those offspring have a chance of inheriting the full Gift and becoming latents in turn.”
Takeshi shrugged. “Okay, I think I remember that much from Genetics class.”
“Contagion is the principle that once two objects are mystically joined, they remain joined even when physically separated,” said Ana, warming to her subject. “It’s like Christmas lights. Each light socket is connected to two wires, like the two bloodlines required to create a latent Sentinel. Pass electricity through those two wires and the bulb lights up. In this case, the electricity is contact between the power of the White Wind residing in the Gift, and the power of the Red Wind, residing in Nightwalker blood. When the two connect, the light goes on and the Gift kindles. While the Gift was dormant, the spread of the Sentinel bloodlines created lots of latents, all across the world, but because of contagion, they all remained connected. They became a string of lights, all wired together and plugged into the same power source.”
Take’s eyes widened. “And when you plug in a string of lights—”
“They all turn on at the same time,” answered Antonio, with a feral grin. “When the Nightwalkers emerged from hiding and led their first raids on human society, eventually a latent became exposed, and the Gift kindled. Everywhere. Simultaneously.”
Take took a sharp breath as his Gift of Earth explored the strategic implications. “So instead of facing a single adversary, like the Founders back in the First Age, they created a distributed enemy, scattered throughout the entire population.” He whistled in awe. “They went from fighting armies to fighting guerillas.”
“And so it has remained, since the Awakening began the Third Age.” Antonio rose from his seat and walked to the window and looked down at the city. “They raised armies on occasion, and then we gathered to defeat them, but those incidents became more rare as the Nightwalkers learned to turn our own tactics against us, avoiding overt conquest and ruling the daylight through proxies and subterfuge. By not presenting themselves as a unified target, they became as difficult to engage on a large scale as we are.
“Only when they get careless and drunk with power can we finally identify and destroy them in significant numbers. That is the only reason humanity has not been swallowed up by the Children of Darkness. Every time the vampires accumulate a power base strong enough to rule the daylight, they expose themselves to attack by Sentinels or to internal wars within the Court of Shadows.”
Rory began to pace again as his simulations diverged from the analysis Antonio had presented. “I don’t understand. If the Gift kindles worldwide when a latent is exposed, how did we go so long without coming into our powers?”
“When the lights came on, to use your metaphor, the kindling of so many latents appears to have broken the links of contagion that allowed the event to occur. Since then, latents kindle when exposed, but that effect does not spread to other latents.
“In the meantime we have become a territorial people, opposing Nightwalkers primarily at a local level, mounting small but continuous attacks, striking from concealment among the humans. Only when the Winds emerge in each generation do we unite and carry the fight to them.” Antonio turned away from the window to face them expectantly. “And here you are. I hope you enjoyed the last night of your old lives, because they’re over and done with.”
Takeshi took a deep breath. “No.”
Antonio blinked, taken aback. “I beg your pardon?”
“You’re expecting us to throw ourselves into a frontal attack, all guns blazing,” Take said calmly. “That didn’t do the last Wind of Earth any good, and I’m certainly not going to repeat his mistakes.”
The older Sentinel met his gaze with amusement. “And what do you propose instead?”
“We live our lives, and you keep our existence secret while you teach us what you know about the various houses.” Take folded his arms on the table in front of him. “When we know everything there is to know about them, we work together to take them down—house by house—making sure we kill them all before we move on to the next. Anything less and they’ll just rebuild after we turn our attention elsewhere.”
“You wouldn’t be first to try to have it both ways, my friends,” Antonio said sadly. “Fighting a war takes focus, discipline. You can’t do it part-time.”
“Maybe not,” admitted Rory, “but I’ll be damned if I throw away everything we’ve worked for to fight a meaningless holding action for the rest of my life.”
“I agree,” said Ana. “We need to find a way to win, or nothing will change.”
Antonio’s mouth twisted in a faint smile. “Sentinels don’t fight to win, Ana. They fight to kill the enemy. There are always more of them around the corner.” He shrugged. “You’re young. You’ll learn. In the meantime, we’ll play your game. Where would you like to begin?”
Takeshi grinned. “Home is where the heart is.”
Antonio drummed his fingers on the table “The entire western United States is held by House Jiao-long. You want to start by pitting yourself against one of the Firstborn?”
“Identify the enemy,” Take said coldly.
Antonio’s smile widened. “So be it.”
 



CHAPTER 4
 
March 2020; House Jiao-long Stronghold, Hong Kong, China; Five years later
Aleksei Magister Talizered stepped silently over the charred bodies of his enemies as he surveyed the carnage in the skyscraper. Amid heavy fighting, the Jiao-long vampires had attempted to retreat to the ground or the roof, only to find the way barred by House Talizered soldiers advancing from both entry points. The jumper blocks the intruders had cast over the building prevented their prey from teleporting away, while new Talizered soldiers jumped in from their staging areas on neighboring rooftops, using the perceptions of their comrades already on site.
The battle was fierce, but the House Jiao-long forces, already decimated by Sentinel attacks over the preceding months, were outnumbered and cut off from reinforcements. In the end it had all come down to cold numbers. His forces had triumphed, and the enemy commander who had ruled the base was shackled to the floor with chains of magic.
Aleksei regarded the opposition leader with an affectation of disinterest. “Tell me your name and rank,” he said in a heavy Russian accent.
The enemy vampire glared at him, her fangs fully extended as she hissed in reply, “I am Chan-juan Consul Jiao-long, and you will suffer for this insult, my Lord. When my Master—”
Aleksei backhanded her across the face, feeling her jaw break beneath his forceful strike. Ignoring the gruesome crunch of fragmented bone, he grabbed her chin and held her head still. “Your Master is not here, Consul. He has abandoned you to seek bigger game across the sea. You and your people will all die here tonight … unless I allow you to live long enough to swear allegiance to me. What say you?”
The vampire kneeling at his feet grimaced, revealing a mouthful of fractured teeth, and quite deliberately spat in his face.
Aleksei nodded gravely. Placing a hand on either side of her head, he crushed her skull before ripping her head from her body. The severed head clunked to the floor as he walked away without a backward glance. Wiping the bloody spittle from his face, he addressed the strike leader who led the House Talizered forces. “Kill them all,” he said casually. “Burn the bodies and scatter the ashes. Let the name of House Jiao-long be forgotten here.”
The soldier bowed. “Your will, Master.”
Aleksei strode from the room toward his escort of handpicked soldiers. He had numerous House Jiao-long bases to visit this night. He wondered idly what he would do if one of the base commanders accepted his terms and surrendered. Why contemplate the impossible? House Jiao-long was beaten. They would not sacrifice their honor just to live with the knowledge of their defeat. He smiled. If they did prove honorless and attempted to save themselves, he would simply turn the traitors over to Jiao-long in America. It would be a fitting punishment for such a betrayal. Cheered by his thoughts, he teleported himself and his entourage through the jumper block to the next battlefield.
 



CHAPTER 5
 
March 2020, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania
“So you enjoyed yourself, then?” Edgar asked with a smile.
Nick was bouncing in his seat as he waited for them to complete their final descent. “Oh, yeah. This one guy Scott took me aside when he learned I was on tour with Nightfall, and we jammed a little. He offered me a place with his band next year, since their lead guitarist is graduating.”
“Assuming you get in.”
Nick stopped his fidgeting and gave his father an exasperated look. “Well, yes, of course, I’m assuming that. Why wouldn’t they let me in? My grades and SAT scores are top notch, and there are not many applicants who can say they toured the entire country as an opening act for one of the hottest bands in the world.”
“I just think you have to keep your expectations balanced, that’s all.”
Nick rolled his eyes. “Jeez, Dad, way to bring me down. At least Mom believes in me.”
Edgar frowned. He reached out and covered Nick’s hand with his own. “Nicholas, I have always believed in you. If you want to be a musician for the rest of your life, then I am behind you one hundred percent. But I want you to always have the option to choose a different path. That’s why your mother and I wanted you to apply to this school. With an education of this caliber, you’ll be able to follow your dream without closing any doors, in case you change your mind down the road.”
Nick smiled at him. “I’m doing what I love. I won’t change my mind. Rory even offered to shop my demo mix around to some of his contacts.”
Edgar snorted in amusement. “Rory again. Are you sure you should be hanging out with the headliners so much? You never stop talking about him.”
“I like Rory. He’s my friend.”
“Balance, Nicholas. You have a working relationship while you’re on tour with his band. Your friendship might not last beyond the end of the tour. Don’t mistake a tactical alliance for a personal one.”
Nick subsided in his seat, growing sullen. “He’s my friend, not a chess opponent.”
“Just be careful, okay? Trust me.”
“Why are you so down on Rory, anyway? He’s been nothing but nice to me, and you keep telling me to dial it back.” Nick looked up at him, eyes intent. “Seriously. Do you have some kind of problem with him?”
Edgar met his son’s gaze, and chose his words with care. “You’re seventeen years old, and he’s twenty-seven. I’m concerned about the amount of time you’re spending with him.”
Nick looked suddenly uncomfortable. “Um, you’re not accusing him of perving on me, are you? Because Rory’s not like that.”
“I’ve seen you two together, Nick. You flirt with him, and he doesn’t object.”
“We’re just playing, Dad. He’s usually so tightly wound, I just try to lighten the mood a little to relax him. I don’t even know if he likes guys.”
“So, if he ever decided to take you up on one of your invitations, you’d turn him down, right?”
Nick was silent for a second too long. “Of course.”
“I see.”
“Dad, do you trust me?”
“Yes, but—”
“If you trust me, then back off.”
Edgar considered Nick’s defiant expression. “All right, Nicholas. Use your judgment.”
They didn’t say anything more to each other until they arrived at the gate.
 
* * *
 
Edgar dropped Nick off at the trailer he shared with the rest of his band. On his way back to the rental car, he stopped in the security office. “I need to speak to Rory Brennigan.”
The security officer raised his eyebrows. “For what?”
“It’s a personal matter.”
“Sure. Why don’t you leave your name and—”
“My son is a minor and touring with him. I have some concerns. Do I really need to draw you a picture of how ugly this could become?”
The security officer regarded him thoughtfully. “I could let you speak to the band’s executive assistant. He can make a decision as to whether you need to speak to Mr. Brennigan personally.”
“Thank you.”
The officer wrote him a temporary pass and directed him to one of the buses farther down the parking lot. Edgar followed his directions and found the bus with the correct number. He knocked on the door. Then, feeling something strange, he laid his hand flat against the cool metal. What the hell? The damn door was warded!
The door opened, revealing Antonio, who stared at Edgar in shock. “Ed? What are you doing here?”
Edgar shook off his surprise. “I could ask you the same question. I thought you lived in San Francisco?”
“My duties took me in another direction.”
“What are you talking about? The security office said you’re the executive assistant to Nightfall. What does that have to do with your duties? You’re one of the Winds, not a gopher!”
Antonio waved him inside. “We can’t discuss this here. Come in.”
Edgar followed him into the bus. “What’s your involvement with this tour?”
Antonio frowned. “That is Sentinel business, which has no bearing on you.”
“It’s my business as long as my son is a part of it!”
Antonio’s jaw dropped. “Wait. Your son?”
“He’s the lead singer of the opening act, Prussian Blue.”
“Oh, damn. I knew his name was Jameson, but I didn’t make the connection. I’m sorry Edgar. If I had realized, I would have advised the members of Nightfall to reject his application to open for them.”
“Why? What does this band have to do with Sentinel business?”
“I can’t tell you.”
“What is that supposed to mean?”
Edgar felt a ripple of magic as the perimeter ward shut down. He turned around to face the door, just in time to see it open to reveal Rory. For the first time, Edgar got a close look at the musician’s eyes.
AIR.
Rory stepped up into the bus, closing the door behind him. “Are you Mr. Jameson? The Security Office informs me that you have some kind of complaint.”
Edgar shook his head. “No complaint. Your assistant just explained a misunderstanding.”
Rory looked at Antonio. “What kind of misunderstanding?”
Antonio took a deep breath. “It was a personal matter. I have assured Mr. Jameson that his concern is groundless, and he has nothing to fear.”
Rory glanced back and forth between them, then shrugged. “Fine. Let me know if you need my input.” Then he turned around and walked out.
Edgar faced Antonio. “The Wind of Air. Are the others here, too?”
“Earth and Fire. We haven’t identified Water, yet.”
“I’m pulling my son out.”
“You can’t. It will draw attention to the Winds, which they can’t afford.”
“I’m not going to stand by and let Nick get drawn into your damn war.”
“Listen to me, Edgar. I cannot allow you to disrupt the tour. The Winds need to remain anonymous. If I have to get Takeshi down here to order you to back down, I will.”
Edgar stood there fuming. He might be retired, but Sentinel programming wouldn’t allow him to disobey a direct order from one of the Winds. “Swear that you will personally guarantee his safety.”
“He’s Sentinel latent. Just by existing, he’s at risk.”
“Promise me. Give me your word that you’ll keep him from harm, and I won’t bring your camouflage down around your ears.”
“I will do everything in my power to make sure he isn’t exposed.” Antonio sighed. “That’s honestly the best I can do. If you were anyone else, I’d have Rory wipe the knowledge out of your mind.”
“Great. I feel honored.”
“You should. I’m doing this for you.”
Edgar frowned. “What?”
“Takeshi’s strategy is paying off. He might do the enemy some real damage in his tenure, enough that your family might be safe for another generation. Don’t screw it up by exposing him.”
“Fine. Nick can stay. You just hold up your end.”
“I’ll keep him out of trouble.”
Edgar stepped back to the door and paused before turning back to Antonio. “One last thing. If anything happens to him on your watch, there’s nothing on earth that will stop me from killing you. Remember that.” Then he opened the door and walked away.
Antonio watched him go. “I will,” he said to the empty room.
 
March 2020; Denver, Colorado
Liang assessed the seventy-three Nightwalkers before him. “And these are all the soldiers you have left?” he asked the local strike leader.
The strike leader, Native American by birth, from a nation that had long since perished, nodded. “The four local Sentinel teams have been coordinating attacks against us. They have been particularly effective recently, suggesting a deliberate overall strategy.”
Liang smiled grimly. “As it has been throughout our territories. There can be only one explanation: the Winds have reemerged to lead them.”
The strike leader swallowed nervously. “But why concentrate their attacks here? Surely they cannot know of the Master’s Sanctum.”
“It is possible. These new leaders must have been studying us for some time,” Liang replied. “Over the past two months we have suffered tremendous losses at all of our sanctuaries, greater than I have seen at any time since the war with House Curallorn.” He sighed. “What remained of our strength in Asia was so depleted by targeted attacks that the other houses have already begun annexing our territory. The Master anticipates that our people in China will be completely overrun by superior forces within weeks.”
The strike leader stared at him in shock. “Master Liang, are you saying the enemy has singled us out for extermination?”
“It may be. Or perhaps we are only the first step in a wider campaign against us all. In any case, this insult must be answered.” He grinned and his fangs gleamed. “Tell me everything you know about the local Sentinel teams that have been plaguing you.”
 
April 2020; Atlanta, Georgia
Ana’s singing held the audience spellbound, the notes of the descant winging their way across the stage as Takeshi picked out a sparse melody on his guitar. Her voice dropped, and Takeshi slammed out the final chorus, with Rory joining in with a dramatic rumble on the drums. Then they all lined up at the edge of the stage to take their bows. Squinting from the bright lights, Rory leaned over to hold his drumsticks out to a girl who had his face plastered across her T-shirt. Reaching forward, she grabbed the sticks from his hands, clutching them to her chest and staring at him as if he were a risen saint. Rory grinned at her before the three of them headed backstage, still waving at the crowd until they disappeared from view.
As soon as he turned the lock on the performers’ dressing room, Rory rushed to the bathroom and threw up noisily. Ana and Take casually waited for him to rejoin them. Rory had excellent stage presence but the worst case of performance anxiety they’d ever seen. He mostly used his Gift to control it during their shows, but it always hit him hard as soon as he relaxed. Take tried to prevent him from eating much beyond nutritional shakes before a show, knowing most of it was just going to come right back up again afterward.
“Are you okay?”he thought along the link.
“Peachy,” came Rory’s sardonic reply as he washed his mouth out and brushed his teeth.
Ana shook her head. “It amazes me that you’ve been performing since high school and you still haven’t got over this. Maybe you should see a shrink.”
Weak laughter floated from the bathroom before Rory returned and sat down. “And tell him what? That I kill vampires to steady my nerves? That would really go over well.”
A knock sounded at the door. As Take went to answer it, Ana instinctively readied a defensive spell.
“Don’t worry about it, Ana.” Rory dismissed her concern. “It’s Antonio, and he’s alone.”
The Fire Sentinel, wearing an all-access security pass around his neck, brushed past Take as soon as the door opened and sat near Rory. “We’ve had a setback.”
“How bad is it?” Take locked the door and took a seat across from Antonio.
Antonio shrugged. “We lost three of the four teams in Denver.”
Ana blinked. “Three! How the hell did that happen?”
“Apparently, the remaining local vampires rallied around a leader we haven’t seen before. He was strong and powerful. He went up against two Earth Sentinels at once and cut them to pieces. He also broke through another team’s kinetic wards and allowed the vampires to take them all down with machine gun fire.”
Rory frowned. “And we have no idea who he was?”
“That’s the only upside,” Antonio said. “Most of the security footage survived, and our remaining team in Denver has been studying his moves in case he attacks them next. One thing is clear: he’s definitely one of the older vamps to be that tough, and he’s Asian.”
Takeshi raised his eyebrows. “Jiao-long himself?”
“Either him, or one of his lieutenants from before Jiao-long moved his house from China to America more than a thousand years ago. Most of the vamps after that period were sired here and are of Native American descent.”
“Antonio, I want to see that security footage,” Takeshi said, his expression growing fierce. “If this was Jiao-long, then that’s our best evidence of his fighting style. It will be invaluable when we finally track him down.”
“I agree.” Antonio reached into his pocket and handed Take a scrap of paper scribbled with symbols in Arcolin, the iconographic language spoken when the Gift was created. “Here are the jump coordinates for the base where the last team is reviewing the records. I already told them to expect you.”
 
April 2020; Denver, Colorado
The white light of the teleport matrix faded, and the three of them looked around to find four Sentinels guarding them, their machine guns unwavering.
Takeshi raised an eyebrow. “Brothers and sisters, my name is Takeshi Nakamura, and I am the Wind of Earth. My companions are Anaba Nizhoni, the Wind of Fire, and Rory Brennigan, the Wind of Air. I was told you were expecting us.”
A woman with blonde hair tied back in a long braid strode forward and gave them an appraising glance. She looked to be around fifty years old—ancient in their profession. Standing directly in front of Take, she glared at him in challenge for a minute and then gave a silent signal to the rest of her team to lower their weapons.
“Forgive the discourtesy, my Lord,” she said. “We can’t be too careful these days. My name is Marjorie Clemens, element Earth.” She indicated each of the others in turn. “My quad members are Thomas Jackson, Fire; Helena Carinne, Air; and Joseph Harvey, Water.” She turned back to Take and extended her hand. “It is truly a pleasure to finally meet you. Your strategy of watching and waiting was difficult to follow at first, but I can’t deny that it has worked.”
Takeshi shook her hand. “I’m glad we’ve been so successful, Marjorie, but they’re not out of the fight yet. This counterattack proves they’ve still got some cards up their sleeves.”
She nodded. “Yes, my Lord. We’ve been studying this new bloodsucker; he’s a tough one.” Her mouth thinned into a bitter smile. “I knew most of the team members who died. They were well protected and experienced. The footage we’ve recovered from their security setup shows they were overwhelmed in minutes.”
Take grimaced. “Show me.”
The three Winds followed Marjorie to a bank of security monitors where the other members of the quad were waiting. Joseph slipped a DVD into the player and they all watched as the base was attacked, an explosion ripping through the walls of the concrete bunker. The first vampires through the breach were instantly immolated by the Fire Sentinel’s lances of white-hot flame. Meanwhile, the Air Sentinel flung any sharp weapons he could grab telekinetically into the enemy’s ranks, using his limited magic to light consecrated flames on the missiles. The projectiles stuck to the vampires’ bodies like napalm, stopping the Nightwalkers from regenerating.
The first rank of Nightwalkers went down quickly; the second attacked using automatic weapons. Bullets ricocheted harmlessly off the green telekinetic shields each of the Sentinels projected and the energy released from their impact was absorbed to strengthen the shields.
Then the vampires darted aside. An Asian Nightwalker strode forward and pointed his sword at each Sentinel in turn. The green shields of force around each Sentinel flared white and disappeared, and the defenders went down in a hail of gunfire.
“Jesus,” said Take. “How much power does it take to burn out a kinetic shield?”
“A lot,” Ana said grimly. “That’s why no one uses modern firearms in the field. The vampires just regenerate from the damage, and we can shrug off the bullets. They should have won. They would have, if this new vamp hadn’t been there.”
Marjorie’s tone was bitter as she added, “The second and third team recovered the security footage and saw what they were up against. They made their stand together, casting a composite ward over the base to prevent chemical combustion and to neutralize the vamps’ ammunition and explosives. That battle was more conventional in nature.”
One of her team queued up the second recording. This time, when the walls came down, the Sentinels were ready. The Air and Fire Sentinels attacked immediately from range while the Earth and Water Sentinels waded into combat at close quarters. The fight was more evenly matched this time, but again the newcomer focused his attacks on the two Earth Sentinels who were directing the defenders’ efforts. He engaged them both at once, his sword a blur as he struck at each of them in turn.
“Clever,” Take grudgingly admitted. “They’re linked to their teams, but not to each other, so he’s manipulating them to make them interfere with each other’s tactics.”
“I agree,” said Marjorie. “He’s a master swordsman. A regular Earth Sentinel would have no chance against him without linked assistance to coordinate attacks.”
Take watched as the first of the team leaders was dispatched, followed by the other. Then the battle became a slaughter, the attackers inundating the remaining Sentinels.
“Turn it off,” Rory said in disgust. He looked at Take. “Whether or not this guy is Jiao-long, we can’t take him out one on one.”
“Agreed. We need to eliminate him, and I see only one way to do that.” Take turned to Marjorie. “To even have a chance of bringing him down, we need a linked team. I need your quad to keep the rest of them off our backs while we engage the leader.”
“You wish to take the field yourself?” Helena, the Air Sentinel, asked suspiciously.
Takeshi scowled at her. “It’s not my first hunt, despite what you may have heard. Rory and Ana have been acting as my sparring partners for years. They both have enough skill at physical combat to hold their own and support me, while bringing their own Gifts to the table. We have the best chance at taking him out if you can keep us from being overwhelmed.”
“We should get Antonio down here, as well,” said Ana. “He may not be one of the Winds anymore, but his Gift is as strong as mine, and he’s more experienced than any of us.”
Thomas grinned wolfishly. “I like this plan better and better. Now, how do we find the leader?”
“We won’t have to,” said Rory. “We leak the location of this base to one of their proxies and let them come to us.”
Joseph laughed and his eyes changed from blue to gold with slitted pupils. “This is going to be fun. If any of us are alive afterward, drinks are on me.”
 



CHAPTER 6
 
Liang watched from behind a shroud of invisibility as his forces attacked the base. The explosives on the wall failed, just as they had at the second base. This team must have had access to information about the first two assaults and had adopted similar tactics, blocking combustion. No matter. He hardened the air into a battering ram then slammed it repeatedly against the wall until it collapsed inward. His forces poured into the base through the breach to meet … nothing?
Odd, he thought. Casting his mind outward, he found several minds waiting patiently in a large room in the center of the base, surrounded by a jumper block to prevent teleportation.
Curious. Sentinels relied heavily on their programmed instincts in combat. They were seldom able to adapt successfully to new challenges, relying on the strategic subroutines within their own Gifts to respond to new threats, particularly if inexperienced. Those subroutines generally did not allow them the freedom to walk away from combat or fight defensively.
Nightwalkers had exploited that weakness for millennia. Only the Earth and Air Sentinels had any sense of strategy, and the Air Sentinels were limited to tactical simulations. He had been told the Earth Sentinel who led this team was quite experienced, so it was conceivable she had crafted some surprise for him. He shrugged. There is no sense in waiting. “They are in the central room. Kill them all,” he instructed the strike leader beside him.
The strike leader bowed. “Your will, Master.”
The rest of the Nightwalkers entered the building cautiously, fanning out as they moved deeper toward the central chamber. Liang followed, still hidden behind his shroud of refracted light. The strike leader reached the doors to the conference room first. As he touched the door handle, Liang suddenly felt the ward against combustion fail. Instantly, he snapped his strongest shields around himself and as many of the assault force as he could reach.
The entire building exploded around him. Liang shook his head against the ringing in his ears and the screams of the rest of the assault force. The weaker ones were consumed in fire; any survivors were crushed by the rubble of the upper floors collapsing on top of them. Meanwhile, Liang stood untouched within a cocoon of power, along with fewer than thirty of the attacking vampires. He raged at his own foolishness. Then, controlling himself finally, he melted a corridor through the rubble back toward the central room and propped up the tunnel with telekinetic shields. The other survivors followed him, their own shields protecting them from the heat of the molten debris on all sides. Finally, he cut through the last layer of rubble separating him from the untouched inner room and blew the doors inward, destroying the telekinetic shield that had held them closed when the explosives hidden throughout the building erupted.
He strode forward to find eight Sentinels standing calmly in a semi-circle in the center of the room, waiting for him. The remainder of the Nightwalker forces spread out behind Liang, awaiting his signal to attack.
The Asian Sentinel in the center pointed his katana at Liang. “Who are you?”
Liang laughed. “Do the Children of Twilight have such short memories? I am Liang Primogenitor Jiao-long.” He smiled. “An inventive trap. I applaud you for your ingenuity. What name shall I whisper over your grave, Sentinel?”
“Primogenitor,” the Sentinel said in disgust. “I had hoped for Jiao-long himself, but I guess I’ll have to settle for second-in-command.” He drew himself up. “I am Takeshi Nakamura, the Wind of Earth.”
Liang continued to smile, covering his surprise at the revelation. He looked pointedly at each of the Sentinels before him, fixing their features in his awareness. Then he reached out to his Master over their blood-magic link and sent him the full memory of the battle so far. “Father, our enemy has shown himself.”
Jiao-long’s acerbic voice commanded over the bloodline, “Kill the Wind of Earth if you can. If you fail, then I will avenge you, my son. Fight well.”
Without another word, Liang silently ordered his remaining forces to attack. As the vampires leapt forward to strike, Antonio and Thomas launched bolts of white fire to immediately pick them off, one by one, from behind their shields. Helena teleported around the room, clutching two knives sheathed in flames and dealing punishment to any vampires able to raise shields strong enough to block the Fire Sentinels’ attacks. Joseph shifted form, becoming some kind of tentacled horror that hurt to look at but was strong and versatile. He ensnared and immobilized vampires four at a time, allowing Marjorie to kill them with ease.
Meanwhile, Liang launched himself directly at Takeshi, who blocked Liang’s strike with his katana and returned his stroke. Simultaneously, Rory leapt sideways and slashed horizontally with his cutlass, in perfect synchrony with Ana, who lashed out with her staff trailing orange fire. To avoid their coordinated, three-pronged attack, Liang had no choice but to retreat and fight defensively. He knew the combat skills the Gift imparted to the Wind of Earth were superior to anything any Nightwalker could command. He had only minutes to gain an advantage against Takeshi until his own forces were dispatched and the other Sentinels could come to Takeshi’s aid. If he did not win this battle quickly, he would almost certainly die here.
Rory struck high, aiming for Liang’s throat. The Sentinel’s blade was sheathed in holy fire, and it sliced through Liang’s shield and grazed his neck as he twisted to the side. Knowing that Ana would use the opportunity to strike at his exposed flank, Liang steeled himself, but still felt the shock of her staff burning through his shield and then punching into his side, where it seared a trail deep into his flesh. He staggered forward involuntarily, raising his sword to block Takeshi’s stroke, which aimed to take his head off.
Takeshi struck for his head, but simultaneously pulled a wakizashi sword from his belt to nick the inside of the Nightwalker’s exposed wrist. The spellworked steel of the short sword slashed the tendons of Liang’s sword arm, its charmed edge preventing the Nightwalker from regenerating the damage. Liang watched helplessly as his blade tumbled to the floor. He had only seconds left. Sweeping his arms in a wide circle, he forced the Winds to dodge his talons and used the brief respite to gather his power. With the accumulated strength of three thousand years in the dark, he cast one final spell.
All of his energy exploded in a single burst of ferocious light, consuming him utterly. The room was obliterated and the rubble of the building reduced to dust and ash in an instant. Nothing remained to mark the building’s presence but a perfectly spherical, molten-glass-lined crater extending deep into the earth.
 
* * *
 
Shaking off the disorientation of the teleport matrix, Takeshi glanced around the hotel room and then at Rory and Ana—both mirrored his shock. “What happened?”
“Radiant Burn,” Antonio said from behind them.
Rory faced him. “What are you talking about?”
“It’s a spell that allows the caster to convert his body into energy,” Ana explained. “It takes a huge amount of power to cast, so only a master spellcaster can even try. Jesus.” She looked around the room. “We should be dead.”
Takeshi glanced around the hotel room. “How did we get away?”
“When I cast the jumper block over the base, I added a subroutine that would trigger an automatic jump back to safe coordinates if a Radiant Burn was initiated,” Antonio said, drawing himself up. “Your predecessor died that way in Alexandria, along with the other Winds of my generation. I decided I would not be caught unaware again, so I routinely add that spell to any jumper block I cast.”
Takeshi stepped closer, balling his fists. “Antonio,” he growled, “where are the others?”
Antonio sagged with sudden exhaustion. “After you three opened your eyes, I added you to the spell. It was just habit, Takeshi. I never even noticed I cast the spell or I would have added them to the parameters. I swear it.”
“You left them there to die?” Rory whispered.
“I told you, Sentinel, there is little room in our lives for fairness.”
 
April 2020; House Jiao-long Stronghold, Grand Mesa, Colorado
Jiao-long Firstborn put down his brush and studied the eight portraits he had painted. The four Sentinels from the Denver quad he dismissed. Antonio, he knew from Alexandria. He focused his attention on the last three portraits: Rory, Ana, and Take.
Turning to one of his Consuls, who was standing at attention, he pointed to the latter paintings. “The one in the center is named Takeshi Nakamura. Find him, and the other two, if they still live. Learn everything there is to know about them.”
The Consul bowed. “Your will, Father.”
Jiao-long reached out along the bloodline to the remaining vampires of his house. “My Children, we have lost much, but there will be a reckoning. Come to me, all of you, and together we will craft our vengeance.”
 




 
JIAO-LONG FIRSTBORN
 



CHAPTER 7
 
August 2020; Seattle, Washington; Four months later
Rory filled his plate from the dinner buffet and returned to the private room of the hotel restaurant. God, it’s been a long tour, he thought. Between their stage show and their secret coordination of Sentinel activity in Asia and the western United States, it was no wonder he was tired. So far, no one in the vampire community had figured out who they actually were, thanks to Antonio acting as intermediary between Takeshi and most of the other Sentinels. Both the tour and this phase of the war were ending, however. Maybe now our lives might go back to being somewhat normal.
“Mind if I join you?”
Rory’s thoughts were interrupted by a teenager with an infectious grin. Not waiting for an answer, the kid sat down beside him, completely confident of his welcome.
Rory smiled. “Of course.” He liked Nick Jameson, whose band, Prussian Blue, had joined the tour as an opening act. The young musician was a flirt, though, and as the tour had wound to a close, he had become more aggressive in pursuing Rory. Rory didn’t mind. It was harmless. If I can’t have Takeshi, why not play along? I’ll probably never get up the courage to tell Take about my feelings, anyway. Under normal circumstances his relationship with Take would have been resolved years ago, but while his best friend still gave him mixed signals, neither had time—especially not with their double lives—to make commitments. It’s just one more way the Gift screwed up everything. Snapping out of his reverie, he asked, “How are you doing today, Nick?”
“Can’t complain. Tonight’s show went great. I’m looking forward to the end of the tour, though. How about you?” Nick dug into his salad as he waited for an answer.
“It’ll be nice to go home for a while,” admitted Rory. “Less than a month and I can see my family again.”
Nick raised his eyebrows. “You guys are the headliners. You couldn’t bring your families on tour with you?”
“Unlike us, they’ve got ‘real’ jobs. They come out when they have time, but it isn’t often.” Rory took a sip of his beer. “Doing anything to celebrate the end of your first national tour?”
“Not yet.” A sly expression crossed Nick’s face. “Would you care to join me for a private party?”
Okay, enough is enough. “Nick, I like you.” Rory leaned forward. “Really. You’re cool.” He noticed Nick brighten at the unexpected compliment but pressed on. “But you’re seventeen years old, and I’m twenty-seven. Surely you realize nothing’s going to happen between us.”
“I’m not a kid, Rory.” Nick looked away and toyed with his food.
“I never said you were. You’re smart and you’re mature for your age. But I’m not the one for you. Find someone who can see life from your perspective. You deserve someone who can meet your stride, and that isn’t me.”
Nick mulled over Rory’s words for a moment. “It doesn’t have to be that serious.” He grinned again. “Maybe I just need a little one-on-one coaching.”
Rory laughed. “You never give up, do you?”
Nick propped his head on his hands and smirked. “Not when I see something I want.”
“Nick, I’m kind of taken,” Rory said, smiling at Nick’s enthusiasm.
“Oh. Oh, crap. Sorry.”
“No problem.” He waved away Nick’s discomfort. “I should have mentioned it before, but it was fun to watch you try to hit on me.”
Nick reddened. “Fun?”
Rory grinned. “I liked it.”
Nick sat back in his chair, mollified. “So,” he said finally, picking up his glass of ginger ale and taking a sip, “rain check?”
Rory laughed again. “Definitely.”
“I should get to work on my homework, anyway,” Nick said with a grimace. “What good is getting out of going to school if you still have to do all the work?”
“Are you going to tour through your senior year, as well?”
“Nah. Mom thinks I need to experience it for real, so she’s already enrolled me in a prep school in New England. I had to go there for an interview and everything.” He paused. “The student they detailed to show me around was actually pretty cool, though. We really clicked. He’s a musician, too. We jammed a little when we were supposed to be having lunch. His name’s Scott, and he invited me to start a new band with him and some of his buddies once the school year starts. It might not entirely suck after all.”
Rory smiled at him. “I’m happy for you then.”
 
* * *
 
“So you’re sure this is Jiao-long’s stronghold?” asked Takeshi once Rory had rejoined the other Sentinels in their hotel suite. A holographic map was projected across the table in front of them, and although Ana and Antonio had looked up when Rory entered, Take was so intent on studying it he hadn’t even acknowledged Rory’s entrance.
“As sure as we can be,” Antonio said. “We’ve hit all of his bases in Asia and the Western U.S., but we don’t know the exact location of the last fortress. So far, Jiao-long’s spells have prevented us from locating his personal sanctum, but from past experience we think those protections are tied directly to his physical presence. If we find him, we find the base.”
“What makes you think it’s in Colorado?” Ana asked.
Antonio smiled. “Negative space. It has the usual density of vampires in the major cities, but we haven’t yet located any large nests. We think they’re all based at a central location. And then there’s Liang—there must be a reason he surfaced in Denver.”
“He went down like all the rest,” Take said belligerently. “If that’s the best Jiao-long can do, he won’t be as hard to take out as I thought.”
Antonio frowned his disapproval. “Don’t get overconfident, Takeshi. Jiao-long is the only one of the Firstborn left, other than Luscian himself. He didn’t survive for tens of thousands of years by being a pushover. You may be the strongest fighter I’ve met in my career, but your best weapon is that they don’t know you well enough to predict your movements or attacks.” He glanced at the map then tapped the projector on the table to shut it off. “In any case, we’ve got Air and Fire Sentinels canvassing the state remotely to see if we can narrow down our search area. I’ll let you know what we find out.”
Take nodded. “Keep me informed.” He turned to Rory, finally, and smiled.
Over the link, Rory could tell it was an honest smile: just the smile of a friend pushing the war to the back of his mind. Sometimes it seemed like Jiao-long meant more to Takeshi than Rory did, but Rory wasn’t jealous. He knew Take well enough to know his friend worried they would never be safe while the threat of a Nightwalker attack hung over their heads. Rory understood, and he could wait until Take thought it was safe to live their lives. In the meantime, he lived for the stolen moments of normality in their public and secret worlds. In the end, those moments might be all they had.
 



PART II:  THE GAUNTLET
 



CHAPTER 8
 
September 2020, Portland, Oregon
Antonio went over the information provided by the Denver quads. Something was up. Vampire attacks in the past month had dropped to zero everywhere in the western states except for Colorado. Clearly, the remains of House Jiao-long had retreated to their hidden base somewhere in the state. It was the only explanation that made sense. The question was whether they were going to ground long enough for them to rebuild their strength, or if there was a major offensive in the making.
A faint rustle caught his attention, and he looked to the front of his hotel room in time to see a white envelope slide under the door. He got up from his desk and went to the door, extending his senses through the wood to probe the hallway beyond. Nothing.
He picked up the unmarked envelope and opened it. Inside was a single sheet of paper wrapped around a photograph. He unfolded the letter and read the short message in Arcolin pictograms. Ten minutes. Come alone and tell no one, or he dies. Cooperate and he goes free and unharmed. Under the message was a set of teleport parameters. Numbly, he looked at the photograph, and saw an image of Nick on stage, playing his guitar.
Immediately, he tapped the line of the tracking spell he maintained on Nick. It dead-ended, the trace severed. He cast a scrying spell and sent his perceptions flying across the city, stopping within a bar at the last recorded location. Inside, he saw the other members of Nick’s band, laughing and drinking, but Nick wasn’t there. Taken. By the blockade of his tracking spell, he knew he wasn’t dealing with human kidnappers. They could have jumped him anywhere by now.
Antonio weighed his options. The boy is probably still alive, or they wouldn’t have offered to let him go. Vampire honor wouldn’t allow them to lie about killing him. Antonio knew his best course of action was to do nothing. The boy doesn’t matter in the grand scheme of things. The only thing holding me to protect him is my word.
He memorized the jump coordinates, then filled his hands with mystic flames that burned the letter and photograph to ashes. My word is enough.
 
* * *
 
Antonio looked around as the teleport matrix faded. He was in a large open space which looked industrial. Probably a warehouse. There was no one in view but Nick and a tall African woman, but there could be any number of Nightwalkers present if they were shielding their auras and hiding behind shrouds of invisibility. Nick was sitting quietly in a chair, his expression slack and vacant. The woman stood next to him, dressed formally in a dark blue gown. She watched him with casual interest, unconcerned for her own safety.
Antonio, of course, recognized her immediately: Layla Magister Curallorn, leader of the vampires that infested the eastern United States. From what intelligence he’d been able to gather on her over the years, she was known for her skill at Court intrigue. “Why did you take Nick, and not someone else?”
She raised an eyebrow at his bluntness, but answered anyway. “I learned of your debt of honor to Sentinel Edgar Jameson quite some time ago. We were originally going to use him as the bait, but an active Sentinel would be difficult prey under any circumstances. Nicholas was simply an expedient choice.”
Antonio folded his arms. “Well, I’m here, so let him go.”
She tossed a set of charmed restraints on the floor between them. “Put those on.”
“If I do, you’ll kill him anyway.”
“We are not animals, Sentinel. I have given you my word that he will go free and unharmed if you cooperate. Put on the restraints, and my people will return him to his celebration before his friends even notice his absence. He will remember nothing. My people have even maintained their shields around him, so that his Gift would remain dormant. He is a pawn whose part is played out. I see no reason to prevent him from retiring from the board in peace.”
Antonio looked at the restraints on the ground. I’m dead the moment I put them on. A fragment of conversation came back to him, then, from the night before the assault in Alexandria. “Someday, he’ll break his mother’s heart and get himself killed for the cause, just like I will.”
Antonio picked up the restraints and locked them around his wrists. But not today.
 



CHAPTER 9
 
September 2020; Portland, Oregon
Takeshi woke to a pounding at the door. He climbed out of bed and pulled on a pair of track pants before stumbling toward the front door of their suite. As he passed her room, Ana darted into the hall, her crystal staff out and ready. She hid behind a bend in the wall, watching Take extend a psychic probe beyond the door to see who it was.
“Shit!” He immediately unlocked the door and disarmed the perimeter ward. “What happened?” He asked, nodding at Antonio’s disheveled appearance.
Antonio snorted and entered the suite. “Some of the new teams in Denver refused to believe I was acting under your orders when I asked them to send reconnaissance parties into the areas where we believe Jiao-long’s base of operations are situated.” He indicated the fading bruise on his face. “They expressed themselves quite eloquently.”
Takeshi sighed, closed and locked the door, and reactivated the ward. “We need those scouts, Antonio. How do we convince them?”
Ana emerged from behind the wall and took a seat next to Antonio on the couch.
“It’s the price of keeping your identities secret,” Antonio said. “We’ll need to break cover for this to work. All Sentinels can recognize one of the Winds as soon as the Gift is kindled. You’ll have to speak to them in person to secure their cooperation. As soon as they realize who you are, their natural instinct will be to obey.” He looked at Ana. “The two of you are first and third in rank among the Winds. If both of you go, they’ll be sure to fall in line.”
“Tonight was the last show anyway,” Rory said, walking into the room, his sword loose in his hand. “There’s no harm in a road trip, as long as we’re back in time to check out of the hotel with the rest of the crew.”
Antonio frowned. “Actually, I’d prefer if you stayed behind, Rory. You’re fourth in rank, so you won’t add much more weight to Takeshi’s orders. I don’t think they’ll view my presence well, if the warmth of their welcome was anything to go by. But you can pass my advice on to Takeshi over the link while he meets with them.”
Rory opened his mouth to protest, but realized there was nothing to be gained by his going. “Fine. I’ll wait here then.”
Take grabbed a pen and paper from the hall table next to the phone. “We’ll need an address.”
“Here are the coordinates.” Antonio scrawled a series of Arcolin symbols. You should go immediately.”
Rory dropped onto the couch next to Antonio. “Know any good card games?”
 
* * *
 
Within ten minutes, Ana and Take, now dressed in dark, non-descript clothing, were back in the living room and reviewing the coordinates again.
“Okay, I’m ready,” said Take.
Standing next to him, Ana laid her hand on his shoulder and began casting. The soft white haze of the teleport matrix surrounded them and the hotel room disappeared. After a moment, the real world returned. They looked around in bemusement.
“Where the hell is this?” asked Take, seeing nothing but scrub brush and dirt as far as the eye could see.
Anaba shrugged. “No idea. Teleport coordinates don’t match up to the physical map, Take. Space-time is too randomly curved to plot direct coordinates, except by line-of-sight. That’s why you need the Gift of Air to compute a jump to a location you haven’t been before, unless you have eyes on the ground.”
Take looked around at the withered landscape. “Well, see if you can detect where these Sentinels are. Let’s get this over with.”
Ana closed her eyes and chanted the sensory spells necessary to probe the surrounding area. She frowned then opened her eyes. “Take, there isn’t anyone here for miles around. I think Antonio got the coordinates wrong.”
“Great.” Take scowled then reached out along the link to Rory. “Rory, can you check the coordinates? We’re in the middle of nowhere, and there’s no one here.”
 
Portland, Oregon
Rory frowned then abandoned the game of solitaire he was playing and picked up the notepad with the teleport coordinates written on it. Drawing on the computational power of his Gift, he worked out the destination in his head. “Antonio, I thought you were sending them to Colorado. These coordinates are for somewhere in Texas.”
“I know,” Antonio said from behind him.
Rory dropped the notepad and spun around, raising his defenses just as Antonio’s spell wrapped around his mind and knocked him out.
Antonio watched him collapse then immediately cast the spell for a jumper block and approached the door, raising his hand to begin another casting. The hidden tracery of Ana’s security ward flared brightly for a moment and then faded. The Sentinel surveyed his work with satisfaction before crumpling to the floor.
 
Central Texas
Anaba jerked her head up in alarm. “Fuck!”
“What’s wrong?”
“My wards on the hotel room just failed. They’re defenseless!” Ana ground her teeth in frustration.
“Rory, the wards are broken.” Take jolted upright in alarm. You need to jump out of there—now!” He waited for a moment. Hearing no reply, he looked through Rory’s eyes. Nothing. Rory’s senses were silent. “I think he’s unconscious. Can you get us back?”
Ana nodded and cast her teleport spell again, using the coordinates for their room. She winced. “Damn. There’s a jumper block over the room.”
“Where’s your next nearest coordinates?” Take asked, finally beginning to panic. “We have to get back there, now!”
“The only other coordinates I have are for the dressing room at the concert hall.” Ana snarled. “We were only there for two nights. I wasn’t planning to have to jump all over town.”
Take took a deep breath to calm himself. “How long will it take to jump back to the hotel by line of sight?”
“Fifteen, maybe twenty jumps. Fewer if we don’t care about being seen.”
“Make it fewer.”
She began casting the first spell.
 
Portland, Oregon
The hotel door crashed open and five men entered, spreading out warily to check the rooms for occupants. The leader glanced at Antonio and Rory lying on the floor. He pointed to Rory. “He’s the one. Get him contained and we’ll go.”
One of the others kicked Antonio lightly. “This one is dead.” He sniffed the air. “This room stinks of magic. What happened here?”
The leader growled, fangs exposed. “It doesn’t matter. We have what we came for.”
“But surely—”
With a snarl of rage, the leader lashed out and clawed him across the face. “Let the Master worry about what happened. It’s not our place to question our orders.”
A low rumbling growl issued from the second man and his eyes grew red as his wounds closed. Then he and the others turned away from Antonio and began wrapping Rory in a cocoon of containment spells. After picking him up, the five of them walked from the room.
 
* * *
 
Fifteen minutes later, Take and Ana came barreling into the room, almost tripping over Antonio’s body. They surveyed the other rooms before returning to the living room and checking Antonio’s pulse.
“Dead.” Take shook his head.
Laying her palm on Antonio’s chest, Ana took a deep breath and probed his body with her senses. “Oh, God. He’s completely layered in compulsion spells. The last one stopped his heart.” She sat back and scanned the room. “The jumper block has his signature on it. Damn. He probably broke my wards from the inside as well.”
Takeshi slumped, staring at their first ally and mentor. “A Trojan Horse. How could we have been so stupid?”
Ana stood, practically shaking with fury. “We got used to winning and let our guard down. Well, that stops now!” She lifted her staff, which glowed a deep violet as she began casting spells, one after another.
“What are you doing?” Take watched the tracery of magic flicker around the room.
“Detection spells,” Ana said, her eyes closed in concentration. “If there’s any trace of who did this, I’ll find it.”
Take closed Antonio’s eyes. “I’m sorry, brother. We should have been more careful.”
“Yes!” shouted Ana. “Their psychic shields are crap. There’s a faint residual signature.”
“Can you track it to Rory?”
Ana nodded. “Yes, but it’s fading. We have to go now if we want to follow it.”
“By ourselves?” asked Take. “With no backup?”
“No choice,” she said, following the psychic spoor in her mind. “I can’t hold this trace for long.”
Take grimaced. “Lead the way.”
 



CHAPTER 10
 
September 2020; House Jiao-long Stronghold, Grand Mesa, Colorado
“I have waited for this moment with great anticipation, Sentinel.” Jiao-long watched Rory struggle against the vampires who held him. The large underground bunker was illuminated by mystic white flames from torches racked against the carefully mortared stone walls. Next to Jiao-long was a sacrificial altar of white marble, stained with blood. “Your miserable triad and its allies have hunted down and destroyed almost all of my children.” He smoothed down his black robe with the dragon seal of House Jiao-long embroidered on the left breast. “Liang was my Primogenitor, my strong right hand, and second-in-command. Your lover took him from me.”
Rory stopped struggling and stared silently up at the Firstborn vampire.
“Oh, yes,” said Jiao-long, smiling as he ran a bony hand over his close-cropped black hair. “I am aware of your juvenile romantic interest in the Wind of Earth. My agents could read your emotions quite clearly when the two of you appeared in public. From what they could see, the attraction is mutual. That is why I have chosen you for the ritual I am about to perform.” He gestured to the engraved crystal chalice on the altar next to him. “It has taken me ten thousand years to recreate the magic to make this artifact. Now I am finally ready. Watch closely, and you will see history made anew.”
Claws sprang from the vampire’s hands, and he sliced into his own wrist, letting his blood pool in the chalice as he chanted in an unknown language. The symbols on the chalice blazed with flickering multicolored light as he spoke. Eventually, he stopped his spellcasting and set the chalice down on the altar. After healing the gash on his arm, he tore away the tape over the musician’s mouth.
Rory immediately spoke an activating word of power that made the cross around his neck flare bright blue. The vampires holding his arms flinched but didn’t let go.
Jiao-long grasped the chain of the amulet, yanking it firmly down to break the silver links before casting it aside contemptuously. “Sentinel, there is nothing in the Gift of Air that can possibly help you while my containment spells continue to suppress your abilities. If you attempt another casting, I will crush your jaw.”
“So go ahead and kill me,” Rory said defiantly.
“I have no intention of killing you, Sentinel. Your leader took my Primogenitor from me. It is only fitting that you take Liang’s place at my side.” Jiao-long laughed. “Let your triad finally understand what it means to lose their dearest blood.”
“I’m not going to join you!” Rory glared at him without comprehension. “What are you talking about?”
Jiao-long picked up the crystal chalice. Grabbing Rory’s lower jaw in the vice-like grip of his other hand, he levered the Sentinel’s mouth open with cruel force and then tipped the contents of the chalice into his mouth.
Rory choked, his mouth thick with a stream of blood.
“Drink, boy, or you’ll drown.” Only when he was satisfied that Rory had drunk enough did he set the chalice back on the altar.
Rory coughed uncontrollably to clear the taste of blood, and then tried to vomit the vile liquid back up. He couldn’t make himself do it. A deep lassitude spread through his body and he sagged to his knees, held up only by the Nightwalkers gripping his arms. “You’re wasting your time,” he forced himself to say, with great difficulty. “A Sentinel can’t be turned.”
“The Gift’s resistance to vampire blood is not absolute, my young scion. All that is required to defeat it is a properly prepared vessel. You are my vessel now.” Jiao-long picked up the chalice again and began chanting in the same language as before.
As the spell wrapped around him, Rory descended into paralysis.
Jiao-long finished casting and inspected the layers of magic surrounding the Sentinel with satisfaction. Setting down the chalice, he casually grabbed a fistful of Rory’s hair, raising the Sentinel’s head until their eyes met. “You will be the beginning of a new race of Firstborn, Rory Primogenitor Jiao-long. A sacrifice of power is all that is left to close the circle and fill the vessel. Then, I will bind your allegiance to me before I send you out to do my bidding. Your lover’s death will be more than enough to complete the ritual.”
“No,” whispered Rory, forcing the words out. “No, please.”
“Never beg, Rory,” Jiao-long said with amusement. “It’s unseemly.”
Emerging from behind a shroud of invisibility, Take sliced off the heads of the two lesser vampires with a single, well-practiced movement of his katana. Rory sagged against the wall and could only watch as Take stepped in front of him.
“Hello, Takeshi,” Jiao-long said without fear. “I have been waiting for you.”
“Well, here I am.” Take drew the wakizashi from his belt with his left hand and stalked toward Jiao-long, both blades out and ready.
Jiao-long stepped backward as the Wind approached, moving into the open space at the head of the room. “For more than two years, you have masterminded your Sentinel allies in their war of extermination against me. Are you sure you can handle a fair fight?” A bar of green light extended from his hand, coalescing into a long, curved sword.
Take snorted. “Bring it on.”
“It’s a pity you didn’t wait for me to come to you. Too much of my power is entrapped in the spells I have cast on your lover for me to blast you out of existence as you deserve.”
Take blinked at him and scowled. “Rory’s not my lover, you sick fuck. What the hell gave you that idea?”
Jiao-long chuckled. “Because he’s in love with you, Takeshi—as much as you are in love with him. You should have shown more courage and told him sooner.” He raised his sword. “Now it’s too late.”
Takeshi clenched his teeth in rage but did not drop his guard. A deep rumble sounded from the passageway leading out of the central chamber, escalating to a thunderous roar. “And you should have had more brains.” Take grinned maliciously. “It really wasn’t smart to bring all of your scions together in one location. Ana just undermined the other rooms of your fortress and brought it down on them all at once. If any of your children survive the cave-in, she’ll pick them off one by one while they’re trapped. After I kill you, House Jiao-long will be dust—forgotten.”
Jiao-long howled in rage. He leapt forward to strike at Take with the green sword, but Take easily blocked the blade and returned his attack. They circled as they fought—stroke for stroke, faster and faster. The Firstborn’s fury gave him the initial advantage, but as Takeshi adjusted his style to compensate, the vampire’s overriding anger began to work against him. He started to make mistakes. Finally, Take blocked Jiao-long’s sword with his katana and drove it to the side before casually slicing the Firstborn’s throat with his wakizashi. Jiao-long stumbled back, his eyes wide and blood pouring from his neck and mouth.
Take snarled at him then planted his boot in the center of Jiao-long’s chest. Tapping into his Gift for strength, he kicked the vampire off his feet and then drove his katana between Jiao-long’s ribs, into his heart. Jiao-long clawed at the blade feebly as his body tried to regenerate the damage, but the charmed steel held fast, preventing the wound from closing. He struggled for longer than Take expected, but eventually his hands dropped and the light faded from his eyes, still wide open in disbelief. Take grunted in satisfaction then hurried to Rory’s side.
The paralysis lifted from Rory’s limbs and his vision sharpened, but he lay still, watching Takeshi approach. Even from across the room, he could hear Take’s heart beating, and he breathed in the sharp scent of the Sentinel’s sweat, tasting the psychic undercurrent of exhilaration.
Take laid his swords down on the floor and knelt before him, reaching out to touch Rory’s face. “Rory, can you hear me? It’s over. You’re safe.”
Rory smiled, letting his eyes turn red and his fangs extend. “I know.” Using a telekinetic pulse, he calmly threw Takeshi against the side wall.
Take’s eyes widened in shock and his arms flailed as he was thrown back, slamming into the wall. Reaching into his new abilities, Rory cast a containment spell of hardened air over his triad brother before standing. “You’re the one who isn’t safe, Take.”
Take railed silently against the spell that held him against the wall. “No,” he said, his voice choked with denial. “It can’t be. Sentinels are immune!”
Rory shrugged. “Apparently, all it takes is a properly prepared vessel and a sacrifice of power. Sounds fairly simple, although I’m sure it’ll take me a while to process all of his memories and figure out the details.”
Take stopped struggling momentarily. “Memories? What are you talking about?”
“All that he was is now part of me.” Rory said. “And I think I’ll go by the name Sean. Out with the old and in with the new, after all. I never did really give my first name a fair shake.”
Running footsteps sounded behind him and Rory retracted his fangs, letting his eyes fade back to green before he faced Anaba. Easily removing Jiao-long’s block on their link, he decoded the threads of his triad sister’s thoughts with the ease of long practice.
“Rory,” thought Anaba, “are you all right? I cleared the rest of the fortress. They’re all gone except for Jiao-long.”
Take screamed in their minds. “Ana, it’s not Rory!”
Immediately, Rory leapt over the altar, dodging Ana’s bolt of white-hot light, which shot through the space where he had stood. He dodged her attacks easily, drawing on his Gift to teleport around the room. Ana whirled furiously, hurling fire and lightning in his wake. She sacrificed complexity for speed as she drew on the simple spells she had charmed into her staff. All too quickly, the well of magic she had deposited in the staff was depleted, leaving Ana with only her internal power reserves. She dropped the staff and continued to cast, working the spellforms with both hands, but it was slower—too slow—and each spell drained her. Rory laughed as she tired, easily staying one step ahead of her and buoyed by the well of power he had absorbed from Jiao-long.
It couldn’t last. Finally, she found nothing left when she reached for more power. Rory, his fangs out and visible, just grinned at her. He jumped to within arm’s length and closed his hands around her throat. With a smirk at Take, he casually snapped Ana’s neck before dropping her body in a heap. Then he devoted his attention to the other member of his triad and drew back the spell of imprisonment he had cast.
Take fell to the floor, landing lightly on the balls of his feet, and immediately moved toward Rory in a fighting stance. The vampire casually watched him approach then extended his hand; a bar of incandescent light appeared within it, forming the straight cutlass he had always favored.
His voice was quiet as he spoke. “Come and get me.”
 



CHAPTER 11
 
Take focused his power, concentrating it into physical form. A katana manifested in his hand, molded out of pure fire. He felt his vision blur as he blinked back tears. “Rory,” he whispered in a broken voice, “I can’t let you go. You know that, don’t you?”
Rory shrugged. “You can’t stop me, Take.” He grinned, flashing his fangs. “All you can do is die.” He waved his sword at Anaba’s body. “Just like her.”
Take swallowed thickly. “She was your friend, your sister. All these years together, and you killed her like she was nothing.”
Rory frowned at Anaba’s body on the floor. Her eyes were open, staring. “Technically, she’s just paralyzed, not dead. I’ll have to finish her off once I’m done with you.”
Take’s expression hardened. “You won’t get the chance.” He blurred into motion, tapping his Gift to quicken his movements. As fast as he was, Rory’s cutlass turned his blade in a shower of sparks. They struck at each other, their swords creating a filigree of light between them, their steps moving in an ancient dance. The seconds stretched into minutes, with neither gaining an advantage until Take finally broke away and stepped back from combat. “Fight, damn you!” he screamed.
Rory raised an eyebrow quizzically. “Isn’t that what we were doing?”
“All you’re doing is blocking my attacks, not pressing your own.” Take sneered. “You’re just playing with me.”
Rory sighed. “Are you in such a hurry to die? We’ve been sparring partners for years. I know all of your moves, everything about your fighting style, and now I’m fast enough to counter any strike you can make.” He let the tip of his blade dip toward the floor. “You can’t beat me, and you know it.”
“So kill me and be done with it.”
Rory stared at him. “I don’t want to.” His tone became pleading. “Take, I have Jiao-long’s knowledge of the ritual to turn a Sentinel. Come with me. We could spend eternity together, you and I.”
Take shook his head. “I can’t,” he whispered. “I won’t become what you are.” He lowered his sword, the blade shimmering in his hand and fading from sight.
Rory’s eyes widened. “What are you doing?”
“I won’t fight you, Rory.” His eyes never left Rory’s. “If you’re going to kill me, go ahead. Nothing’s stopping you.”
Rory growled, pointing his sword at the door. “Get out.”
Take didn’t move. “No.”
“I’m giving you your life; take it.”
“Why? So I can live in the world you’re going to create in your own image? Knowing that all the people you’re going to kill will die for one reason only—because I wasn’t strong enough to stop you?” He laughed harshly. “I would rather die now.”
The blade faded from Rory’s hand. “Don’t make me do this, Takeshi.”
Take turned his back. “Just do me a favor, Rory.” He put his hands in his pockets and fixed his attention on the wall in front of him. “Don’t try to bring me back. Because if you do, I won’t stay with you: I’ll step into the sunrise the first chance I get.”
Rory wrapped his arms tenderly around Take’s chest. He rested his head on Take’s right shoulder. “I love you.”
“I love you, too.” Take closed his eyes. “Goodbye.”
Rory tightened his right arm around Take’s arms and chest, reaching up with his left hand to turn the Sentinel’s head to the side and expose the line of his neck. “Goodbye,” he whispered. Then he buried his fangs in the pulsing jugular vein. Take gasped at the sharp pain, struggling despite himself, but Rory pinned his arms and fed as Take’s movements grew more feeble.
The moment the taste of Take’s blood wet his tongue, Rory felt the blood magic open between them. Images from his victim’s mind unfurled in his awareness—memories of their shared life, Take’s dreams of their future together, all now crumbled to ashes. Takeshi’s soul was laid bare before him, and Rory was set adrift in his love. Then, all too quickly, it was over. The vampire heard Take’s heart stutter to a stop, and the window into his mind closed forever.
Rory drew his mouth away from Take’s neck and eased his friend’s lifeless body to the floor, never relaxing his grip. Tears of blood streamed from his eyes as he sat on the cold stone with Take’s head in his lap. He didn’t know how long he sat there, staring at Take’s features while the warmth of the Sentinel’s body faded. He stroked the dark hair back from Take’s forehead, feeling a great void open within himself—grief and loss warring with his destructive nature. Finally, Rory slid out from under Take and stood, staring at his two teammates in turn. Ana’s labored heartbeat slowed to a crawl and finally stopped.
He screamed, his voice echoing beyond the registers of human hearing, and his power blazed outward, shaking the walls of the underground chamber. Ropes of pure magic burned from his aura to lick at the walls, leaving scarred stone and black ash in their wake.
“Are you watching, up there?” he wailed. “Is this your will, that the just and the decent fall before me? Am I your vengeance on the world?” The storm of magic faded, and he fell to his knees, weeping blood into his hands. “Let this cup pass from me, Lord,” he whispered in a broken voice. “Let it pass. If this is your will, then I am not strong enough to bear it.”
He lifted his face from his hands, staring fixedly at nothing, shoulders slumped in despair, and he waited. But there was no answer. No wrath from the heavens, no vengeance for his crimes, no sign to mark his own damnation. Rory let his gaze drop, defeated. Then he noticed his glowing silver cross lying on the floor where Jiao-long had discarded it.
Reaching out, Rory pulled his old necklace to him by the chain, careful not to touch the consecrated silver. He stared at it for a long moment. Then, in one quick movement, he let the cross slide from its chain and into his upturned palm. A stabbing pain gripped him as it landed on his skin. He clamped his hands together, holding the glowing cross between his palms, which blackened and blistered with the holy object’s rejection of what he was. Then he lifted his clasped hands in prayer. “Our Father, who art in Heaven, hallowed be thy name.”
Blue fire burst from his hands, but he hung on, continuing to pray with his eyes closed against the pain. The blessed flames raced up his arms and ignited his flesh, consuming it with righteous wrath. As he approached the end of the prayer, his body was fully ablaze. Rory felt final death reach out to claim him at lightning speed.
Then he was filled with a sense of peace, and blinked in confusion as the pain evaporated. The room seemed unchanged, apart from a curious remoteness, as if he were watching the scene from a distance. Rory stood and inspected his hands. The skin was unmarked and whole.
He turned around in bewilderment and found himself looking at the blackened corpse of a man locked in a rictus of prayer and encased in blue flames. Glancing down again, he realized the flagstones were visible through the palms of his hands. He turned back to the burning man in wonder, noticing that the flames were stationary, frozen, as if caught in amber.
The room was suddenly suffused with pure white light, and a voice came from everywhere and nowhere, echoing across all registers of sound simultaneously. “Ask and ye shall receive.”
 



CHAPTER 12
 
Rory tried to find the source of the voice but failed. “Am I dead?” he asked, his voice faltering.
“No.”
Turning, he looked around the light-filled room. “I don’t understand.”
“You are experiencing an akashic event at the cusp between the second life and final death. Your soul has migrated outside of time, but you remain tethered to your body by the spell Jiao-long used to create you.”
“Vampires don’t have souls.”
“They do not. But you are not a common vampire.”
Rory’s eyes widened. “What does that mean?”
“You are one of the Firstborn, the only such to be created since the First Age. You did not enter the first death on your road to the second life. Your soul remains bound to your body. However, Jiao-long’s knowledge of the Pact Arcanum was incomplete. He did not understand the nature of Sentinel magic.”
“Pact Arcanum?”
“A bargain struck between a human magus and an agent of the higher or lower powers. Such bargains with the Red Wind created the Firstborn, who in turn created the creatures you know as vampires, using powers they purchased from the lower planes. A separate bargain with the White Wind created the Sentinel Gift, forging an army of soldiers to combat the darkness, rising to wakefulness only when confronted with a vampire agent of the Red Wind.
“You held the power of the Gift, which bound your fealty to the White Wind. Jiao-long attempted to turn you by opening your spirit to the Red Wind, using the power of the Pact Arcanum. But your fealty to the White Wind is not so easily displaced. It is bound to your soul, even though your body is now animated by the spirit of the Red Wind. You are unique, Sean Rory Brennigan Magister Jiao-long—a child of two allegiances.”
Rory frowned. “I’m no Magister.”
“You were not created in the most common manner, having retained your soul, but you remain the only surviving scion of House Jiao-long; therefore, you have inherited the position of Magister Jiao-long with your Master’s death.”
“I still have my soul.” He hesitated. “Are you saying it was my choice to kill my friends and wasn’t forced on me by the Red Wind?”
“The Red Wind will continue to influence your perceptions and choices, Sean Magister Jiao-long, but you are the arbiter of your own destiny as long as your soul remains with you. You are not bound to good or evil. Your free will remains intact.”
Rory focused on Take’s body, lying next to his own. “My choice,” he whispered to himself.
“As it was your choice to remove yourself from the field of play.”
Rory was silent for a time. “So, I’m having a near-death experience,” he said at last. “What happens next? You said my soul was tethered to my body. Does that mean I’m trapped here? Caught at the moment of my death forever?”
“No. The path before you will depend on the choice you make.”
Rory looked up in suspicion. “What choice?”
“Ask and ye shall receive.”
“You said that before. What exactly does that mean?”
“Jiao-long made you a vessel of his power and invoked the Pact Arcanum, but he was destroyed before he could bind your soul to his bidding. You are therefore free to bargain on your own behalf.”
“Wait, I don’t understand. Bargain for what?”
“The Pact Arcanum has been invoked. You owe first allegiance to the White Wind, so your soul has traveled to seek out an agent of the higher planes and to bargain for power, according to the terms of the ritual. The Gates of Morning have opened to hear your petition. Ask and ye shall receive.”
Rory stood thunderstruck. “An agent of the higher planes? Is that what you are?”
“Yes.”
“An angel?”
“The word does not encompass even the smallest part of what I am, but in such terms as you are capable of comprehending, that is correct.”
The peace that had filled him evaporated in the face of a rising terror. “What can I ask for?”
“The limitations of your petition are governed only by the terms you set and by your willingness to pay the price required.”
“What if I choose not to ask for anything, or I don’t want to pay the price?”
“Then the Gates of Morning will close, and your allegiance to the Red Wind will come into play. The Gates of Midnight will open, and your soul will seek out an agent of the lower planes to hear your petition.”
The terror was fully formed now. “So if I don’t ask you for anything, then a demon will come for me?”
“Yes.”
“What if I don’t ask it for anything either?”
“Then the ritual will be complete. Your soul will be freed from Jiao-long’s spell, the flames will consume your body, and you will die.”
Rory started to sigh in relief then caught himself. “Wait. What happens after that?”
“When your soul is released from your body, you will ascend to face judgment for your actions in the first and second lives.”
“So if I die now, I’ll be judged for killing Take and Ana?”
“Yes.”
Rory let himself feel a faint hope for salvation. “Can I ask to turn back the clock—so that I don’t become a vampire or kill the others?”
“Yes. However, the price for that service would be the knowledge of the future you are attempting to avoid, and no person may invoke the Pact Arcanum on his own behalf more than once. Events would unfold similarly, but the second time, the flames would consume your body without pause and you would join your friends in death.”
Anger began to replace terror. “So much for no limitations.”
“Every bargain has a price, Sean Magister Jiao-long. Magic requires sacrifice.”
“All I want is to undo what I did. I want to give them back their lives!” Rory was shouting now, practically screaming in frustration and guilt. “Can you give me that? Can you let me raise the dead?”
The voice was silent for a long moment. Then it returned louder and stronger than before, along with a music that Rory could almost, but not quite, make out. “YES.”
He was driven to his knees by the power and triumph of that single word. The silent music flowed through him, making his soul vibrate in harmony with notes he could almost hear, but immediately forgot.
“We have waited long for you, Sean Magister Jiao-long, waited for the one who would ask the right question, the question that would remake the world.”
The music faded, and Rory tasted his tears, falling in response to the indescribable beauty that his mind had touched but could not hold. His tears were salt water, not blood—his traveling soul uncorrupted by his new physical nature. He couldn’t speak.
The voice continued. “The human sorceress who created the Sentinel Gift asked for the means to fight the vampire threat. That was the wrong question. You have asked the right question—the question that will allow you to drive the Red Wind from your world.”
Rory forced the words from his lips. “I don’t understand.”
“You have asked to raise the dead. We can give you the power to call the soul back to the body and instill a new spirit.”
“What does that have to do with fighting vampires?”
“When used on a lifeless mortal body, this power will restore the soul and replace the lost breath of life with the spirit of the White Wind. When used on the immortal body of a vampire, the power will return the soul to the body. If the soul is welcomed back, the White Wind will displace the Red.”
“A cure.” Rory finally understood. “A cure for vampirism.”
“Yes.”
“Will this power make a vampire human again?”
“No. The physical changes generated by the Red Wind will remain. But the bloodlust, the need to kill, the desire for destruction, will be partially sated. The soul will be restored, returning the ability of free choice between good and evil. You will be able to give the Children of Darkness a new beginning, an opportunity to reclaim their own destinies and walk in the Light, if they so choose.”
Rory paused. “What if the soul isn’t welcomed back?”
“If the soul’s return is resisted, the White Wind will lack the strength to defeat the Red. The two spiritual principles will war with each other until both are destroyed. The body will die, and the soul will be free to ascend and face judgment.”
“So any vampire touched by this power will either be saved or die.”
“Yes.”
Rory took a deep breath while he ordered his thoughts. “Will it work on me? Can I be saved?”
“You have retained your soul, Sean Magister Jiao-long. Your salvation remains in your hands alone.”
“You said magic requires sacrifice. What is the price for this power?”
“Service.”
“What kind of service?”
“For you to wield this power, the strength of the White Wind instilled by the Sentinel Gift must be increased. This will bind your soul more tightly to your body in response to the power of the Red Wind, for which your body has been made a vessel. As a result, while you will be vulnerable to the same weaknesses as a common vampire, you will always regenerate from such damage. Your body will survive any injury inflicted upon you until we withdraw the power, or your soul is severed from your body. Your work will be to redeem the Children of Darkness. When the last vampire has either been killed or purged of the Red Wind, only then will you be released from the power and be able to die.”
“How long will that take? Decades? Centuries?”
“That will depend on how you choose to apply this power. If you accept the bargain, you will serve until the Red Wind is defeated, or until the Sun expands to consume the Earth. That is the price of this power. Say ‘yes,’ and you will become our instrument in your world. Say ‘no,’ and you may bargain with the lower planes or allow yourself to die.”
Rory closed his eyes and concentrated on his breathing. “I need to know something before I make my decision.”
“Ask.”
“You said the Sentinel Gift awakens in response to being confronted by a vampire agent of the Red Wind. Will the Gift be awakened by a vampire who has been saved?”
“No.”
“So, if I succeed in this task, then the Gift will remain dormant in every successive generation.”
“Yes.”
“Swear it!” Rory shouted. “On the Light! Swear that if I do this, if I win, that none of us will be forced to fight in your war again. That our descendants will not inherit the duty to die protecting the world, as we did. The legacy of the Gift will end, forever!”
“I swear it on the Light.”
Rory took a deep breath and opened his eyes. “Yes.”
 



CHAPTER 13
 
“The pact is made.”The light flared, and Rory was drowning in music again, the echo of the voice thundering in his ears.
Time moved forward again, though he remained a phantom in the room. From his astral viewpoint, Rory saw the underground chamber explode in pure white light—a power exceeding anything he understood of magic. He felt the psychic shockwave that smashed the stone walls to rubble and blew the roof of the underground chamber all the way up to the surface, the fragments of the ceiling raining down upon the mesa above them. A column of argent fire burst upward from the detonation into the starry sky and burned away the overhanging clouds. Through his soul’s connection to the vampire senses of his new body, he shuddered at the sensation of the sunrise in the middle of the night.
Anaba stood gingerly and assessed her injuries, finding herself to be completely healed.
Rory saw himself kneeling in the center of the room with his hands clasped in the same position as before—the flames extinguished as if they had never been. His skin and clothing were whole and unmarked, his eyes closed in a silent fugue.
By the time Take had crawled to his hands and knees, Ana had already walked forward to stand in front of Rory, retrieving her staff as she went. She knelt in front of the vampire and touched his shoulder. “Rory? Can you hear me?”
“Ana,” said Take, his voice strained as he grabbed his swords. “Get back. You don’t know how dangerous he is.”
“How’s your neck, Take?” Ana asked, not turning around.
Silence.
Ana gently pried Rory’s hands apart.
Take gasped at the blazing white cross branded into each of Rory’s palms.
Ana held her free hand over the harsh radiance, trying to understand the magic she could feel locked within them. Then she let her hand fall to her side and stared at Rory in wonder. “It’s consecrated silver, tattooed through all the tissue layers of his palms and embedded in the bones of his hands, charged with a Pure Draw of holy power. But it’s remaining contained, and it’s not burning him like an activated holy object should.”
Take whispered, “Is he still a vampire?”
Anaba murmured the words to a spell, her strength having returned with her life. Immediately, each of them was surrounded by a colored aura. Ana’s and Take’s were white, and Rory’s glowed red. “He’s still a vampire,” Ana said. “The red light marks the Red Wind that keeps the vampires alive.” She looked at Take, and then stopped, staring at the white light that gleamed from the other Sentinel and from herself. “That shouldn’t happen.” She banished the spell. “I don’t get it. Living creatures are supposed to be blue. There are only two spirit principles.”
Take touched his triad sister’s shoulder. “Did you see what happened, Ana?”
She nodded, passing on the memories of what she had seen while she lay paralyzed. “From the residue of power all around us, I’d say the entire room has been bathed in a Pure Draw, raw magic from beyond the Gates. It was an extra-planar incursion, Takeshi.” Noticing his blank look, she tried to explain. “Something intervened. Something so powerful that it shouldn’t even be able to exist in our universe. I could still feel echoes of the shockwave when I woke up, the intrusion of another level of reality into this dimension.”
Take knelt beside her in front Rory. “From above or below?” he asked.
Ana shrugged. “No idea. But I’m betting Rory will have the answers when he wakes up.” She climbed to her feet and walked away, sitting next to the altar to wait.
Rory looked up into the light that still surrounded the room. “Thank you,” he said.
“Your fealty has been accepted, Sean Magister Jiao-long. You are our instrument on Earth. Go now in peace, the way you came.”
Rory found himself suddenly cast back into his body. With a silent breath, he opened his eyes, taking his time adjusting to his new senses. It seemed like it had been hours, but only a minute or two must have passed in this world. Anaba sat back against the altar and hummed to herself while Take paced in the open space next to Jiao-long’s body. Rory looked around tiredly and watched as the other two realized he was awake.
Ana stopped humming and stood again.
Take moved in front of Rory, both swords drawn. “Don’t try anything, Rory.”
Rory stood and glanced at each of them in turn. “I’m sorry.”
“Is that supposed to matter?” snarled Ana. She visibly seethed to Rory’s new senses. “You tried to kill us!”
“And I pulled it off, too,” Rory said sadly.
Ana frowned. “Are you saying we were dead? For real?”
“Yes.” Rory sighed. “If I could have stopped myself, I would have. But it was too late. All I could do was fix it.”
“Fix it, how?” asked Take, his brow furrowing in confusion.
“I'll tell you how,” Anaba said, still furious. “He cut a deal.”
Rory’s eyes narrowed. “How did you know?”
Ana pointed to the chalice on the altar, still a third full of Jiao-long’s blood. “I know what that is for, though it shouldn’t exist, and I don’t know the spell to use it.” She shook her head. “Pact Arcanum. Christ, Rory, what have you done?”
“What’s Pact Arcanum?” asked Take.
“Remember the vision we all had when the Gift kindled? It’s a ritual that allows a magician to send an enslaved soul to bargain for favors with beings from other planes. That’s how vampires and Sentinels were first created.” Anaba’s voice was tight with disgust. “The knowledge of the ritual and the tools to perform it were systematically destroyed in the early stages of the war, after those who invoked it became so powerful that they wiped out their entire civilization fighting among themselves. The Sentinel Gift and the Nightwalker Firstborn were the only relics of their society that survived anywhere in recorded history.”
“You said it yourself, Ana,” said Rory. “I cut a deal.”
Anaba stalked toward him, stopping just inches away. “With what?”
“It said it was an angel.”
She threw up her hands. “Are you insane? You can’t make bargains with either side like that! They don’t see us as people, only pawns. As far as they’re concerned, we’re just instruments.”
Rory chuckled. “That’s the same word it used.”
“So you made a bargain with an angel. What did you ask for?”
“Power.”
Take raised his eyebrows. “What kind of power? To do what?”
“To raise the dead.” Rory folded his arms in front of him.
The other two stared at him, aghast.
“Rory…” Ana started to say, then faltered, trying to find words to express her thoughts. “I’m truly happy to be walking around again, but you shouldn’t have done that.”
Rory’s gaze dropped. “I had to make it right.”
Take sheathed his swords and put a hand on Rory’s shoulder. “Rory, what did you have to pay?”
“I have to serve.”
“For how long?” asked Anaba, still hostile.
Rory gazed into the distance, his eyes unfocused. “Until the end of the war, or the end of the world, whichever comes first.”
Anaba stared at him. “You’re crazy.”
“Those were the terms.”
Take took a deep breath. “What kind of service?”
Rory looked up at the stars glimmering through the rent in the cloud cover. “Maybe we should discuss this elsewhere? There’s no telling who saw the light or felt the shockwave.” He knew Take and Ana recognized his evasion, but over the link he could feel their need to get away from this place, steeped in Nightwalker power. He watched as their Sentinel instincts warred with their discipline, demanding they attack the vampire before them and stretching their control to the limits.
Finally, Take nodded curtly. “Fine. We’ll figure this out when we get home.”
“First things first,” said Anaba, stepping up to the altar and closing her eyes.
“Ana,” said Take, “what are you doing?”
She didn’t answer, just lifted her staff to draw a sigil in the air in a trail of orange fire.
The others recognized the symbol just before it was complete. Rory threw Take to the floor, shielding the Sentinel with his body as the room erupted in multicolored fire. When the storm cleared, Rory stood. The burns on his skin faded almost immediately and he reached down to Take, who hesitated before taking his hand. Rory tried not to take it personally. After helping Take to his feet, he confronted Anaba. She was standing, unharmed, next to a six-foot circle of molten glass where the altar once stood.
“A Rune of Unbinding?” Rory’s voice was edged with disbelief. “What are you trying to do, setting one of those off in close quarters?”
“I am closing a door that should never have been reopened,” Ana answered coldly. She glared at Rory, her eyes hard and unyielding. “There will be no more bargains.” She tapped her staff against the floor and the world turned white as she cast another spell. Then the three were standing back on the mesa, next to the new crater above Jiao-long’s underground fortress. Surrounding them was a large clearing where the trees had been blown down by the violence of the incursion.
“All right,” Ana said over the link. “We need to get away from here then we’ll decide what to do next. Rory, get us coordinates.”
Rory extended his senses to orient himself and calculate a bearing to teleport them away. Then he stiffened. “Oh, my God.”
“What’s wrong?”asked Take.
Wordlessly, Rory showed them exactly what he had detected: hundreds upon hundreds of vampires standing quietly around them, watching their every move.
They were surrounded.
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CHAPTER 14
 
Take felt Ana try to teleport them to safety, but she stopped when a jumper block went up all around them.
“Peace, Sentinels,” said a voice from the darkness in front of them. “We have no quarrel with you. We only wish to talk.”
“Ana,” whispered Take, “make a light.”
Anaba raised her hands slowly and spoke into the darkness. “I am going to cast a light spell. It has no offensive potential.”
“Proceed,” said the voice.
Ana mumbled under her breath. Immediately, a soft white light illuminated their surroundings. The vampires were arranged around them in carefully regimented concentric circles, layered deeply into the darkness beyond her light and encircling them completely. Before them, watching them with an unreadable expression, stood a single dark-skinned Nightwalker about six feet tall, with braided black hair hanging to her waist. She wore a formal black cape over her deep sapphire evening gown. “Takeshi Nakamura, called the Wind of Earth.” When she spoke, it became clear it was she who had addressed them from the darkness.
Take looked at her. “Do I know you?”
“You do not, though I know you. I am Layla Magister Curallorn, called Nemesis, the Prince of Wrath.” She moved closer, examining him as if he were an insect under a microscope. “I have been tracking your movements since the day you first opened your eyes, hoping you would lead me to victory.”
“I don’t have a clue what you’re talking about,” said Take irritably. “It’s been a long night. If you’re not going to attack, stand aside and let us go.”
“You will not leave, Sentinel,” she said fiercely. “Not until you give us your news. Where is Jiao-long?”
Take tensed. “He got in my way, and now he’s dead. Are you going to get in my way, Nemesis?”
A psychic sigh spread through the crowd, but the vampires didn’t budge from their positions. Nemesis laughed at him. “You are the first Sentinel in more than a millennium to have slain one of the Firstborn, Takeshi Nakamura. Shadowhunter, I name you.” She dropped the veneer of civility and her eyes glowed red. “For five hundred years, I have waited for a Sentinel strong enough to eliminate my greatest enemy. Jiao-long forced me to divide North America into two territories, one on each side of the Great River, but neither of us was satisfied. I have used various proxies to feed you and your predecessors intelligence on House Jiao-long for centuries, thinking one day you might annihilate my opponent for me.”
Takeshi stared at her, speechless.
She flashed her fangs in a wide grin. “Did you think your string of successes was due purely to your own devices?” she asked in amusement. “Your tactical skill has brought about the endgame much faster than I anticipated, but surely you realize there was a greater game at work. You are to be commended for playing your part so well, Shadowhunter. A lesser strategist would have surely failed me.”
Anaba’s eyes flashed. “You broke my wards to let Jiao-long’s scions capture Rory, didn’t you? And you weakened their psychic shields to allow me to follow them here.” Her knuckles showed white on her crystal staff. “I thought it was just a lucky break that led us to Jiao-long’s base, but it was a set-up. All of it.”
Take ground his teeth in frustration, remembering Antonio’s forced betrayal. She had made them all dance to her tune like the conductor of an orchestra. “Is that what you think this was? A game for your amusement?”
Nemesis gauged his outrage with amusement. “That is exactly what this was, mortal. And in any game, there comes a time to separate the players from the pawns. I am a player. Jiao-long was a player. You could have been a player, but you were not motivated enough to deal with Jiao-long.” She glanced behind Take to where Rory stood. “I merely arranged the proper incentive by allowing your lover to be taken.”
Take felt Anaba mask her fear with casual disinterest as the Nightwalkers took a single step forward, tightening the ring around them.
Why does she think the two of you are sleeping together?” Ana thought over the link. “Did you guys hook up when I wasn’t looking?”
“No,” Take and Rory thought simultaneously.
 Nemesis turned her head slightly to stare at the crater behind them. “And now, at the end of centuries of planning and manipulation, when all of my stratagems have finally come to fruition, it seems a greater power has taken an interest.” She refocused her attention on Take. “We felt the sunrise and the release of great magic. We saw the light of the incursion. We were watching when you entered Jiao-long’s fortress, and we know it originated there.” Her voice deepened in fury. “Tell me what transpired. What has Jiao-long done to draw the attention of another plane?”
 
* * *
 
Rory stood mute, his mind frozen in terror as the road to his destiny yawned before him. Through the link, Take felt his fear but not the reason for it. The Sentinel subconsciously stepped to the side to cover Rory’s body with his own.
Seeing the movement, Nemesis turned her full senses on Rory. “What is this?” she demanded. “A Sentinel cannot be turned!”
Take raised his swords. “You can’t have him,” he said menacingly.
Nemesis scowled. “If he is the threat, then you will not keep us from him, Shadowhunter. Do you think a single triad can hold us all at bay, no matter how powerful?”
The Nightwalkers took another single step forward, closing the noose even tighter.
Rory felt the others readying themselves to fight, knowing that they had no chance, none at all. He pushed his fear to the back of his mind and placed his hand on Take’s shoulder. “It’s all right, Take.”
“I won’t let them take you,” growled Take without turning around.
“Takeshi,” Rory said, “this was the price.”
Take lowered his swords and whirled around in disbelief.
“I love you. Please forgive me someday,” Rory whispered. He kissed Take on the cheek and walked past him toward Nemesis. Stopping just a few feet away, he held his clenched fists straight out to the sides and opened his hands, allowing the glare of the cruciform brands on his palms to spill out into the darkness.
The Nightwalkers staggered from the power of the Pure Draw, their control breaking for the first time in the face of the holy light emanating from his hands. Nemesis held her ground, her brow creased in suspicion. “You are not what you were, Sentinel. How did Jiao-long make you a scion?”
“He didn’t,” said Rory. “He made me a vessel to travel the planes.”
Nemesis hissed. “Pact Arcanum!” The other Nightwalkers backed away in terror. “Jiao-long is a fool! How could he dare to bring such magic back into the world?”
“He paid the price for it,” Rory said.
“Not enough,” growled Nemesis, exposing her fangs. Her eyes blazed red. “The Court would have ordered his entire house expunged for this crime!” She glared at him. “Did you bargain on his behalf, Traveler?”
“No. I bargained on my own, with an agent of the Light.”
“And what power did you receive?”
“The power to call the soul back to the physical body and fill it with the White Wind.” Noticing Nemesis’s eyes widen, he plunged ahead. “If the soul is welcomed back, the White Wind will displace the Red.”
“This cannot be,” Nemesis said softly, her emotions clearly in turmoil. “Our damnation is eternal. We are lost forever. The Creator could not possibly seek to reclaim us now.”
“Yes,” Rory said quietly. “I think maybe He could.”
“You would offer us redemption, Traveler?” Nemesis drew herself up to her full height. “I am too old to believe in miracles.” For an instant, she regarded him hungrily before she reasserted her facade of arrogance.
“You underestimate yourself, Nemesis,” Rory said softly. “What price would you pay to step into the sunrise again without fear?”
Nemesis studied him critically. “If you would have us take refuge in this fantasy of forgiveness, I ask that you touch me with your power first, so that I may testify that your claims are true.”
“I’d like to, but I’m not sure exactly how.” Rory chewed his lower lip, suddenly embarrassed as she raised her eyebrows in disbelief. “Honestly, Nemesis. They didn’t give me an instruction manual.”
Nemesis smiled. “My experience with the higher powers is similar. They are not fond of sharing details.” Her eyes drifted to the glowing white brands on Rory’s hands. “Perhaps touch?” She held out her hand.
Rory grasped it. Nothing happened.
“It seems forgiveness will take some time.” She let her arm drop back to her side.
Rory nodded, feeling the heavy regard of his triad through the link. “Redemption can be a hard thing to wait for.” He put a hand on her shoulder. “For what it’s worth, I forgive you.”
The moment he said the words, a flash of light spread out in a spherical shockwave from his hand. The Nightwalker’s memories exploded in his mind, and he saw everything she had done—all the people she had killed, the suffering she had caused, thousands of years compressed into a single instant of fractured time. Lurching backward, he collapsed.
Nemesis stood frozen, her eyes white and shining. A hole was burned in the shoulder of her cape, exposing a glowing white cross emblazoned on her skin. Her skin and hair burned from within as the power spread through her body, blinding the surrounding Nightwalkers with brilliant light. Then, all at once, it ended. The light faded abruptly and Nemesis fell to the ground with a shudder, her hair now completely white.
Take ran to Rory and dropped to his knees, cradling his friend’s head in his lap as the Nightwalkers watched dumbly. “Rory! Rory, can you hear me?”
Rory shivered in his arms, tears of blood escaping his eyes as he stared at Nemesis.
Anaba, her thoughts masked from her triad brothers, walked forward to stand before Nemesis. She detached the cross pendant she wore from the chain around her neck to hold it loose in her hand. She spoke an activating word of power and the cross flared with cobalt light. Nemesis flinched, raising her right hand to ward it off.
“Layla Magister Curallorn,” said Ana, her voice measured and deliberate. “I am Sentinel Anaba Nizhoni, called the Wind of Fire, and my words are true. By virtue of the Sentinel Gift of Fire, I can detect no trace of the Red Wind upon you. You are clean.” She paused as Nemesis lowered her hand and gazed into Ana’s eyes over the blue light of the glowing cross. “If you wish to prove your fealty to the Light, reach out and take this holy symbol from my hand.”
Nemesis swallowed and hesitantly raised her hand to the cross. An expression of wonder crossed her face as she grasped the cross fully and drew it slowly out of Anaba’s hand. Rising quickly to her feet, she faced the assembled Nightwalkers and raised the glowing cross over her head for all to see.
“The Long Night is ended!” she screamed in a voice like thunder. “The Dawn has come at last!”
The Nightwalkers dropped to their knees, and one by one began to sing. Rory hadn’t heard the words before, but he understood music; the harmonies he heard in those minutes transcended the capabilities of the human voice and the song burned itself into his memories forever. Rory knew they would never hear anything to match it on this side of the Gates.
Rory reached weakly to grasp Take’s hand. Not caring who heard, he said, “Take, I can’t do this. I’m not strong enough.”
“Then we’ll do it together. I’ll be beside you every step of the way.”
“You said you wouldn’t stay with me if I brought you back. You said you’d walk into the sunrise the first chance you got.”
Take pulled Rory closer and wrapped his arms around his triad brother. “I lied.”
Rory huddled against him, saying nothing. They watched as Nemesis turned away from the singing Nightwalkers and knelt before them. “Redeemer,” she said in awe. “We are yours forever.”
Rory gathered his thoughts and breathed deeply. He had only one chance to get this right, to make a difference with his words. “I have conditions, Nemesis.”
“Name them, Lord.”
“The angel told me that the bloodlust and thirst for violence would only be partially sated by this power, and that choice would be restored. You must consciously choose to bind yourself to the Light to be worthy of redemption.”
“What must we do to receive this touch of Grace, Lord?”
Rory thought for a moment. “You will all swear to take no human life.”
Nemesis did not even blink. “Agreed.”
“You will not kill, except in self-defense or defense of another.”
Nemesis hesitated. “My Lord, if I may, only one thing has held our natures at bay since the First Age when the Court of Shadows first imposed structure on our society. For thirty thousand years, our civilization has held to the strictures of honor to keep the demands of the Red Wind in check. I fear for the future if you strip us of honor’s restraint.”
“If I allow you to defend your honor, will that be sufficient?” asked Rory, after considering her words.
“Yes, Lord.” Nemesis seemed relieved. “Would you have us swear allegiance to you, as well?”
“No. I need no followers. You may continue to lead your people as you have before, as long as you hold to my conditions.”
“As you wish, my Lord. Is there anything else you require?”
“No.”
“Then we must speak of more practical matters.” Her voice lost its air of deference as she continued. “Traveler, we will defend you with our last drop of blood, but I fear the Court of Shadows will move quickly to destroy you. My house and your triad will not be sufficient to keep you secure.”
“What do you suggest?” Take asked in suspicion as he helped Rory to his feet.
“You must recruit others of your kind to the Redeemer’s defense, and we must do the same. Only then can we keep him safe.”
“An alliance? Between vampires and Sentinels? Are you nuts?” Ana snorted contemptuously.
Nemesis focused on Rory. “My Lord, you have opened the door to a new age. We have agreed to your conditions. Others of our kind will as well, for the chance to touch the Light.” She turned her attention to Take. “Sentinel, your kind fight to defend the humans from us.”
“We fight because we are forced to by the Gift.” Anaba’s voice was bitter. “The safety of humanity is merely a convenient justification for killing you.”
“Then what if that justification were removed?” Nemesis waved her hand to indicate the kneeling vampires. “If we all agree to the Redeemer’s demands and refrain from hunting you or the humans, there is no need for us to battle unless you attack us directly. Would your people not be willing to take the risk of trusting our honor for the chance to give up the sword?”
“A truce.” Rory looked at the encircling Nightwalkers, who gazed back at him hopefully. “That might be possible. If it holds, an alliance might actually be something they would consider eventually.”
“This is madness,” said Take. “No Sentinel would ever be willing to turn his back on a Nightwalker. It just won’t work.”
“It will,” Nemesis insisted, “if you yourself support it.”
Take froze, surprised. “Me?”
“You are first among the Four Winds, Shadowhunter,” Nemesis said with inexorable logic. “Your authority is written into the very being of the Children of Twilight. They have bowed to the leadership of the Wind of Earth for more than thirty thousand years. You must step forward to command your race as a people. If you agree to a truce, your words will carry weight and credibility.”
Take was silent, considering it. Rory was almost shocked that he was giving the idea serious thought. The other Sentinel groupings deferred to them, it was true, but a course of action this radical—it was impossible to predict their reaction. He glanced at Ana, who shrugged. Finally, Take answered with grudging respect. “If I agree to this, how do you think we should go about it?”
Nemesis was quick to respond, her words clipped. “Seek out your allies and get them to listen. We will do the same. Bring them here, to this place, in manageable groups, and we will show them that the Children of the Dawn are no threat to them—that the possibility of peace exists. We will give them hope for the future … something they have all forgotten.”
Take nodded, and Rory could feel the Sentinel’s mind falling into familiar patterns as his Gift of Earth mapped out the strategic implications, considering which teams to approach first. “Hope has been a rare commodity so far.” He looked from Nemesis to Rory. “So we’re agreed? We try to recruit others to join us and bring them here so the two sides can work out their differences.”
“Agreed,” answered Nemesis. “This place will be our anchorpoint, the lynchpin of the new alliance. If we act swiftly, we may yet have a chance to marshal a defense before the Court of Shadows moves to obliterate us.” She held out her hand to Rory and Take.
Take reached out to grasp it, and Rory laid his palms over their clasped hands, the light from the cross brands shining between their fingers.
“God help us if we screw this up,” Rory told her. “Because if your people don’t kill us all, then ours certainly will.” Letting go of their support, he walked alone into the surrounding crowd of Nightwalkers, palms outstretched, and began his work.
 



PART III:  CASUALTIES
 



CHAPTER 15
 
October 2020, Los Angeles, California
Edgar answered the door to find Takeshi standing on his front porch. Neither of them seemed surprised to see the other. Edgar stepped outside his house and closed the door behind him. “Yes?”
“Do you know who I am?”
“I know who you were, Mr. Nakamura. My son toured with your band for the better part of a year. As for who you are, any Sentinel can recognize the Wind of Earth as soon as the Gift kindles. What can I do for you, my Lord?”
“I wanted to talk to you about Antonio Martinez.”
“I thought as much. Nick told me that he died of a heart attack right at the end of your last tour. I assumed that was just a plausible lie.”
“He was taken prisoner and sent back to us under a compulsion spell. The spellcaster forced him to betray us, and then stopped his heart when he was of no further use to her.”
Edgar took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “He was a dedicated Sentinel. He deserved better than to die a traitor.” His gaze sharpened. “I trust you dealt with the spellcaster?”
“Not exactly. She’s one of our strongest allies at the moment.”
Edgar stared at him in disbelief. Then he quickly recovered. “I’m sure there’s a lot more to that story, but I don’t want to know. I’m out. If you’re here to try and recruit me back into service—”
Takeshi shook his head. “No, I came to give you this.” He held out a small leather-bound book.
Edgar took the book, and read the first page. “A journal?”
“I found it in his room after he died. I haven’t shown it to the other Winds. I thought he deserved some privacy.”
“Then why give it to me?”
“The last entry is addressed to you, by first name. I only recently figured out who he was referring to. It’s dated the night he died.”
Edgar flipped to the end of the book, and translated the dense Arcolin script.
 
Edgar,
 
I’m probably dead by now. I hope I didn’t do the cause too much damage with my passing, but that’s just wishful thinking. They took your son. I only have a few minutes before they kill him, so I have to be quick. I promised you I would protect him, and I keep my promises. If he makes it out of this unscathed, then I can die content that I kept my word.
I want you to know that I have the greatest respect for you and your choice to do your duty to your family rather than to the cause. I wish I could do the same, but circumstances have made that impossible. I was the last of the Winds. Honor compelled me to lead our people, and I could never escape the duty that my Gift demanded.
Then that burden was taken from me, and I met the Winds of the next generation, still young and full of hope. I couldn’t send them into battle unprepared, so I remained to guide them. If circumstances were kinder, I might someday have had the chance to make your choice, but that won’t happen now.
Take good care of your family, Edgar, and live a long life, free of the cause. If I can keep that dream alive by saving your son, then I will do what is necessary. My eyes are open, and I am not afraid.
 
Your friend,
Antonio Martinez
 
Edgar closed the book. “I thought of him as a superior officer and a mentor. I would never have presumed to call him my friend.”
“He thought differently.” Takeshi hesitated. “How is Nick?”
“He’s still latent, if that’s what you mean.”
Takeshi raised his eyebrows in surprise. “I was asking whether he was unharmed. I wasn’t aware he was latent.”
Edgar sighed. “I know my son. They must have wiped his memory, because there’s no way he would have been able to hide this from me.”
“Good. Then Antonio didn’t die for nothing.” Takeshi turned to go. “You can keep the book. I think he would have wanted you to have it. As far as I know, he didn’t have anyone else.”
“Mr. Nakamura.”
Takeshi paused at the front steps. “Yes?”
“He wanted his death not to harm the cause. Did he succeed?”
Takeshi stared at him for a long moment before answering. “His actions while he was controlled resulted in the destruction of a man I loved more than anyone else in the world, but they may have given us the key to our eventual victory and freedom from the Gift.”
Edgar resisted the urge to ask the questions which came to his lips. “Good luck, my Lord.”
Takeshi didn’t answer. He just turned his back and walked away.
 
 



CHAPTER 16
 
January 2021; Court of Shadows Council Chamber Complex, Alexandria, Egypt; Four months later
Layla paced angrily in the receiving chamber of the House Curallorn embassy. Where is he? She had invited one of her strongest allies to join her here, to sound out whether he would support her against the Court. It was now an hour past the time she had specified in her coded letters, and the Magister Kashalas had yet to arrive. What does he gain by keeping me waiting? She tried to puzzle out the meaning behind the slight as she kept one eye on the antique grandfather clock standing next to her desk.
One of her Praetors entered. “Master, the Magister Talizered has requested an audience.”
Layla froze. Talizered. Luscian’s other blade, and just as deadly. She ruthlessly controlled her emotions. If I show weakness, I will most likely die. Composed, she stood calmly in the center of the room. “Send him in.”
The Praetor bowed and withdrew. A few moments later, Aleksei entered. A tall man with straw-colored hair and a ruddy complexion, he wore a charcoal-gray suit that matched his eyes—when they weren’t red, as they were now.
“Prince Layla.”
Layla inclined her head. “Prince Aleksei. To what do I owe the pleasure of your company?”
Aleksei smiled. “I have come to convey the regrets of Leif Magister Kashalas. I’m afraid he will not be joining you tonight, or indeed any night, ever again.”
She nodded, already planning strategy in the wake of the new tactical information. “I see.” With Leif dead, there would still be one other whose support she could call upon. It would not be the same caliber as that of her old friend, but it would serve the same purpose. “How did he die?”
Aleksei’s fangs extended as he smiled wider. “Imperator Luscian took offense to his words in Council and challenged him to a duel before the Assembly.”
Her thoughts ground abruptly to a halt, her eyes widening in involuntary horror. Oh, Creator, no. Not like that.
Aleksei laughed at her dismay. “Yes, Lady. Your former ally now serves the Eldest in the Crown of Souls. Would you care to join him?”
Layla forced herself to stand upright against her terror. Luscian would not have sent Aleksei if he intended to come for her. This was a trap of a different sort. “Speak plainly, my Lord.”
Aleksei stopped smiling and regarded her with a thoughtful expression. “We have heard tales from America of secret alliances, of old enemies setting aside their differences in the wake of a new prophet. The Eldest believed that the Magister Kashalas was one of their number—that Leif could lead him to this Redeemer.”
Layla mastered her fear. “The Redeemer is a myth, my Lord,” she said, her voice unwavering. “A story to amuse the newly turned. The Magister Kashalas was too old to be swayed by such fantasies. Why would the Eldest have singled him out?”
Aleksei reached into his suit jacket and drew out a folded sheet of paper, tossing it carelessly to the floor between them. Using telekinesis, Layla lifted the letter to her hand. She opened it to find one of her coded messages; only the signature had been altered, now reading ‘Salkiara.’ She raised her eyes to Aleksei’s. “And what of the Magister Salkiara?” Salkiara—who had been next on her list of allies to recruit.
Aleksei shrugged. “She screams beneath the ministrations of the Eldest’s inquisitors. No doubt she will not live beyond the sunrise.”
She crumpled the letter in her hand. “Why are you here, my Lord?”
Aleksei examined the bright tapestries that adorned the walls. “Your rebellion interests me, Layla. Whether or not you succeed in drawing more followers to your side, this Redeemer is useful for keeping the Eldest distracted.”
Layla raised an eyebrow, the pieces of the puzzle falling into place like tumblers in a lock, opening upon a vista of new possibilities. “You are Luscian’s strong left hand, Aleksei. Have you turned on him at last?”
Aleksei chuckled and continued to follow the woven lines of color with his gaze. “No alliance lasts forever among the Children of Darkness, my Lady. If I wished it, your name would appear at the bottom of that letter. That it does not is a gift from me.” He turned finally to face her. “You may plot your treason as you wish and draw the Eldest’s attention. When the time is right, he will come for you and your Redeemer. I will be there to pick up the pieces, no matter the victor. Until then, take your life, with my blessing—but do not get in my way.”
Then he turned and strode out, leaving her alone, the sharp ticking of the grandfather clock the only sound.
 



CHAPTER 17
 
October 2021, Los Angeles, California
Edgar answered his door, and his first thought on seeing the young couple on the front porch was that they had stopped for directions. Then he felt the psychic aura of the man, and immediately raised his defenses. He was about to cast his first attack spell, when the woman grabbed his wrist and stepped between them. “Brother, what the hell are you doing?”
Edgar snarled. “He’s one of—” Then he faltered, realizing it was barely six o’clock, and the sun was still very much above the horizon. He turned to the Sentinel woman. “How?”
She frowned. “He’s a Daywalker. Don’t you know about the treaty?”
Edgar just stared at her with a blank expression.
The vampire whistled softly. “I thought he was a rebel at first, but his emotions are only showing confusion. I’ll bet he has no idea what I am.”
Edgar was completely at a loss. “What treaty? What the hell is a Daywalker? Who are you people?”
“Oh, Christ,” muttered the woman. “This is going to be a ton of paperwork.”
“Maybe we should go inside and sit down,” suggested the man.
Edgar pulled the door of his house closed behind him. “My family is in there, you freak. You’re not getting anywhere near them except over my dead body.”
The man sighed, then reached into his shirt and drew out a silver cross on a chain. As Edgar watched, he spoke an activating word of power, and the cross glowed with a soft blue light. “As you can see, I’m not a Nightwalker,” said the man. He held the cross cupped in his hand so the light wouldn’t be seen by the nearby trickle of pedestrians, chatting away on their sat phones. “I am a Child of the Dawn, a soldier of darkness redeemed, and I am not your enemy. My name is Richard Tribunus Curallorn, Armistice Security, and my words are true.”
The woman sighed. “Brother, I know this must be very confusing, but he isn’t a threat. I swear it on the Light. My name is Elena Diannis, Armistice Security, and my words are true.”
Edgar was hardly reassured, but he had calmed down from his initial reaction. The vampire’s aura was subtly different than a Nightwalker, less hostile to his senses. Obviously, I missed a day of school. “I’m listening.”
“Last year, one of the Winds cut a deal with the higher powers for the ability to cure vampirism,” Elena said.
Edgar shook his head. “That’s ridiculous. Even if vampirism were just a disease you could cure, the higher powers don’t intervene on our plane without an invitation. The Gates of Morning are sealed. There’s no way he could have communicated with them.”
“The seal was broken,” said Richard in a soft voice. “Jiao-long Firstborn recreated the Pact Arcanum.”
Merciful God. They’re serious. Then he remembered Takeshi’s words from the year before. “The key to our eventual victory and freedom from the Gift,” he whispered. “That’s what Nakamura meant.”
The other Sentinel quirked her eyebrows. “You know Takeshi Nakamura?”
“He came by last year to tell me about the death of a friend. Antonio Martinez.”
Richard stared at him. “Are you kidding me?”
In answer, Edgar pulled out his wallet and showed him the writ of free passage that Antonio had given him. Richard studied the Arcolin pictograms for a moment before handing it back. “Elena, I think we need to refer this up the line.”
“I agree,” Elena said.
“Mr. Jameson, will you come with us?”
“Of course not!”
“We’ll only be gone for about twenty minutes,” said Elena. “Either you come quietly, or we’ll have to restrain you. I’m sorry, but until you accept the terms of the Armistice Declaration, we don’t have any choice about letting you go.”
Edgar scowled at her, but she was obviously not backing down, so he opened the door and called to his wife. “Claire, I’m going down to the store for a second, okay?” He didn’t wait for an answer before he closed the door behind him, then locked it. He turned to the two interlopers. “Let’s go.”
Richard laid his hand on Edgar’s and Elena’s shoulders, then teleported them away.
 



CHAPTER 18
 
October 2021, Armistice Security Regional Chapterhouse, San Francisco, California
Edgar got to his feet when Ana stepped into the room. “Hello, Ms. Nizhoni. It’s been a long time.”
Ana tilted her head as she regarded him with narrowed eyes. “Have we met?”
FIRE.“Yes. My son opened for you on the final Nightfall concert tour.”
“Jameson…wait, you’re Nick’s father?”
“Yes.”
“How is he doing?”
“He just graduated from high school, and is already trying to make a name for himself in the music business, along with one of his schoolmates, Scott Phillips.”
“Good for him.” She sat down at the table across from him. “But we’re here to talk about you.”
“What about me?”
“Mr. Jameson, I know this is a lot to take in, but I’m here to verify your acceptance of the terms of the Armistice Declaration of 2021, which was signed last month.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“I’m sure you don’t. Essentially, the treaty boils down to five laws, which grew out of the truce across North America that has held more or less for the last seven months. Everything else is just details.”
“I’m listening.”
“You will take no human life. You will not kill, except in self-defense, defense of another, or in defense of your honor. You will not use magic on human beings with hostile intent without their consent. You also can’t feed except on what is freely offered, though that doesn’t really apply to you. And finally, you must accept the authority of the Triumvirate as the legitimate rulers of the Armistice Zone.”
“The Triumvirate?”
“A council made up of one representative from each of the Sentinel, Daywalker, and Nightwalker populations. Currently, the Triumvirate consists of Layla Magister Curallorn, who speaks for the Daywalkers; Takeshi Nakamura, the Wind of Earth, who speaks for the Sentinels; and Rory Brennigan, who is in charge of the Nightwalkers.”
Edgar blinked. “Rory Brennigan is a Sentinel. Hell, he’s the Wind of Air.”
“He’s also a Nightwalker.” She sighed. “It’s complicated. Suffice it to say, he’s something between Sentinel and Nightwalker, and it’s because of him that the Armistice became possible.”
“Pact Arcanum.”
“Yes.”
“What did he ask for?”
“The ability to raise the dead. What he got instead was the power to restore the soul, which coincidentally will cleanse a Nightwalker of the Red Wind and allow him to walk in the sunlight again.”
“I imagine that changed him,” whispered Edgar.
Ana’s expression darkened. “Yes, it did. He’s not the same man he was a year ago. Now they call him Sean Magister Jiao-long, the Redeemer, and that’s who he’s become. We don’t talk much anymore.”
His actions while controlled resulted in the destruction of a man I loved more than anyone else in the world. Edgar wondered if this was what Takeshi was referring to. He could ask, but that would mean stepping back into their world. “So if I agree to your terms, then you’ll let me go back to my family and leave me alone. Is that correct?”
She nodded. “Well, there’s the Test of Reason, but I’m told you had a civilized conversation with a Daywalker, on your doorstep, before you even figured out what he was. That counts, as far as I’m concerned. So, the answer is yes. As long as you hold to the five laws, then you won’t hear from us again.”
“And if I refuse to answer?”
“That would be unfortunate. Compliance is mandatory within the Armistice Zone. We can’t make exceptions, or the entire truce will crumble. Technically, we’d have to either imprison or deport you immediately. It would rest on my judgment whether to allow you to take your family with you.”
“Then ask your questions, and let’s get this over with.”
Afterward, she teleported him home personally.
At the door he turned to face her one last time. “I have three children. One son I know is latent, and the others I can’t bear to test. Will they be hearing from you as well?”
 “Mr. Jameson, you should know that one of the lesser requirements of the treaty is that Nightwalkers continuously shield their auras when in public. If your son remains within the Armistice Zone, his Gift might never kindle. He could live out his life as a human.”
Edgar straightened. He nodded once. “I guess everything has a price.”
“Magic requires sacrifice.”
“That’s catchy.”
“It’s what the angel said to Rory during the Pact Arcanum.”
He stared at her for another moment, then turned away. “Good night, Lady. I hope you’ll understand if I don’t invite you in.”
 



CHAPTER 19
 
May 2024; Los Angeles, California
Edgar was tucking his younger son, Toby, into bed when he heard the voice in his mind.
“Brothers and sisters, I am Sean Magister Jiao-long, the Wind of Air. I am broadcasting this message to all Sentinels currently resident within the Armistice Zone. So far, we have avoided major skirmishes with the Court of Shadows over the disputed territory of North America, but all simulations indicate that a major offensive is imminent. We believe that we may be able to forestall this outcome, using a series of artifacts that have been manufactured at strategic sites throughout the Zone. These artifacts, when activated and linked to a central power source, will project a linked series of shield wards that we hope will be sufficient to surround our entire territory and secure our home from attack for the foreseeable future. The Armistice would then become unassailable, and the current state of peace could be maintained indefinitely.
“We must act quickly, however. Our sources in the Court hierarchy indicate that they are now aware of our plan and intend to move against us immediately. There may be sufficient Fire Sentinels and vampire spellcasters currently within the Zone to emplace the shield grid in one night, before the Court can marshal its forces. The Triumvirate therefore requires that all spellcasters above second rank assist in this endeavor. All other combat-capable citizens are required to assist in defense of the spellcasters, in case the Court attempts to eliminate them. I regret the necessity of your compliance, but there can be no exceptions to this requirement if we are to succeed. All Sentinels within the sound of my voice are hereby ordered to comply with the deployment instructions you will momentarily receive, on my authority as Wind of Air. Brothers and sisters, come and see.”
Edgar shuddered as the compulsion slammed into him. God damn him for sheer arrogance. Who does he think he is? His Gift gave him the silent and unalterable answer. He’s Air, the lowest-ranked of the Four Winds, but still my master, like it or not.
A new voice spoke in his mind. “Edgar Jameson, Los Angeles. I am Falchion, a second generation artificial intelligence in contractual service to Armistice Security. Signify your acceptance of the orders you have received. Verbal speech is not required.”
Yes, I agree, you bastards. Do I have a choice?
“No, Mr. Jameson, you have no choice at all, if the Armistice is to survive. State your level of power.”
Third rank.
“You are hereby ordered to report to Armistice Security Regional Headquarters in San Francisco, California. Your unit is tasked with stabilization of the energy flows that will power the shield grid of the western seaboard of the United States. Be advised that this group of spellcasters is of critical importance, and is therefore considered a primary target.”
Great. So I might not be coming back? How will you explain that to my family? Who will take care of them if I die tonight?
“The Triumvirate is not unsympathetic to your concerns. I have electronically issued a life insurance policy in your name in the amount of five hundred thousand US dollars, with the proceeds to be allocated to your dependents should you be killed or disabled during this operation.”
Thanks, you’re all heart.
“Your vital signature has been acquired. You will be teleported to the power facility in fifteen minutes. If you have any specific preparations or religious observances to perform, you must do so now. Once you have arrived at the power facility, you will not be allowed to leave until the shield grid is stable.”
Toby stirred in his bed. “Daddy?”
Edgar kissed his son’s forehead. “Go back to sleep, Toby. I love you.” He watched as the boy burrowed further into his blankets and stilled except for his breathing. Then he laid his hand on Toby’s head and executed the spell he had held back from casting for the entire eight years since his second son had been born.
Sentinel.
He got to his feet and walked silently to his daughter’s room. Easing the door open, he saw she was fast asleep. He stole up to her bed and repeated the spell.
Human.
He brushed the hair from her face and contemplated her features, so like her mother’s in miniature. Then he walked out of the room, closing the door behind him and made his way immediately to his study. Logging into his computer, he pulled up his Will and added a very specific bequest. After he had saved and transmitted it to his lawyer, he grabbed paper and pen, and wrote out a letter in neat Arcolin ideograms. He sealed the letter in an envelope, and cast a minor defensive ward on the outside that would prevent it from being opened without a specific counterspell. He slipped the letter into the wall safe and checked his watch. Two minutes left.
He left the study and made his way down the hall to the master bedroom. He sat on the bed next to his wife, who was reading a book. “Have I told you lately how much you mean to me?”
She grinned at him. “No, not lately.”
“You and the kids are my whole life. You know that, right?”
She frowned slightly. “Of course. Is something wrong?”
“No, nothing. I just wanted to make sure it was something you knew.” Then he released the sedative cantrip he had cast in the back of his mind.
She yawned and put the book down on the nightstand. “Good night, Edgar. We can talk about it in the morning.”
“Sleep well, Claire. I love you.”
He watched her subside into slumber, then stood. He checked his watch. Time’s up. A few moments later he was surrounded by the white glow of a teleport matrix, and found himself standing next to a dozen angry Sentinels on an eight-pointed star design on the floor, at one end of a large indoor open space. In front of them, a large assembly of steel and crystal dominated the center of the room. A moment later, he felt the tingle of a jumper block go up throughout the building.
Rory Brennigan stood before the machine, surrounded by a crowd of armed Sentinels. “Brothers and sisters, I apologize for bringing you here, but we had no other option. I am here to demonstrate the spellforms you will be operating. You must maintain them in perfect balance while the coastal defense grid is established. Once the grid stabilizes, the power handler behind me can be automated, but until then, you will be the first line of control in keeping our defenses intact. No matter what happens, keep your energy flows balanced until the power handler takes over.”
Edgar said nothing as Rory ran through the spell mechanics he would be responsible for. The time immediately after the grid went up would be the most critical, as the energy would fluctuate wildly before finding its own baseline. It would be difficult, but well within the processing power of his Gift. He could see why they only wanted casters higher than second rank on it. One wrong move and the whole spell would explode in their faces. Given the amount of mystical strength involved, he wouldn’t be surprised if the collapsing waveform of a failed attempt leveled half the city. Or all of it.
He looked around at the other Sentinels. They all had the same mixture of apprehension and determination. True believers, the lot of them. I don’t belong here.
But he took his position at one corner of the machine without comment. Rory passed him on the way to the teleport gateway, but the Wind didn’t recognize him. Edgar chose not to draw attention to himself as the Wind, and his guards, teleported away. The other guards spread out around the perimeter of the room and waited.
Then it began. Edgar didn’t have any time to think when the energy flows poured through him. Despite his lack of familiarity with the spellforms, the magic came naturally to him, and he realized how much of himself he had given up when he renounced his place as a spellcaster. But I’d do it again in a heartbeat.
The Sentinel guards snapped to attention and drew their weapons. In the back of his mind, Edgar felt the jumper block shiver, then fail entirely.
Nightwalkers teleported into the room from all sides and immediately tried to attack the spellcasters surrounding the power station in the center of the room. But the Sentinels that were guarding them were prepared for that, and they held the vampires back with steel and magic.
Edgar continued to work until he felt the power flows stabilize, and he was able to gently release the spell to the central machine that now blazed with green light. The sounds of battle crashed into his awareness, and he turned to face their attackers. As the other spellcasters completed their tasks and joined the fray, however, the tide began to turn against the Court soldiers. Edgar held back, watching as the Nightwalkers were dispatched, one by one. His lack of involvement was the only thing that allowed him to pick up on the subtle weaving of magic the others were too busy to notice. He tracked the weave to its source, a Nightwalker standing alone in the back of the fighting, dressed in the black and red uniform of the Inquisition, the Court’s elite intelligence service and the fanatical followers of the Night’s Herald. Edgar called up his mystical sight and saw the spell the vampire was already halfway through.
Radiant Burn.
Edgar looked around in desperation for someone to stop the casting, but everyone was busy fighting. The Nightwalker wore his anonymity like a cloak, not attacking or defending, and therefore off the other Sentinels’ radar. No one realized what was happening but him.
I can run. The jumper block was down. He could teleport away ahead of the blast. But the Burn would destroy the power handler, and the collapsing spell would wipe out the city, not to mention leave the entire western seaboard open to attack.
He didn’t hesitate any longer than that and ran toward the Nightwalker, tapping his Gift for speed as he began his own, much simpler casting. The inquisitor didn’t see him coming, so intent was he on his work. The vampire’s body began to glow with a diamond hard white light, and he completed the spell just as Edgar reached him and teleported the two of them away.
Fifteen thousand feet, straight up.
Edgar kicked away from the Nightwalker, falling in a crazed tumble into the open air. Behind him, the vampire blazed like a comet as he dropped toward the ground. A fragment of memory drifted into Edgar’s mind from years before. Someday, he’ll break his mother’s heart and get himself killed for the cause, just like I will.
Claire, I’m sorry.
Then another memory surfaced, the words of an angel, and the world went pure white.
Magic requires sacrifice.
 



CHAPTER 20
 
December 2032; Albuquerque, New Mexico; Eight years later
Ana slammed the car door, already in a foul mood. The traffic jam had delayed her meeting with the silversmith until after sunset, and she couldn’t afford to reschedule if she wanted to wear her new necklace to her televised interview in two days. She walked briskly up to the door of Mr. Kayani’s shop and hesitated, hearing a crash within, followed by raucous laughter. She extended a psychic probe through the door and immediately determined there were at least three Nightwalkers inside, as well as a single human mind.
The human mind suddenly latched onto her probe, forging a telepathic link. “Help!” said the silversmith’s desperate inner voice, suffused with pain. “Please help! They’re going to kill me!”
Shocked at the psychic contact, she sent her voice back along the link. “I count three of them. Are there any more?”
“No. Just three. I thought they were street thugs—but they’re not human; I can feel it. Wait! Are you alone? Oh, my God. Stay away! They’ll kill you, too. They’re all some kind of monster!”
“So am I.”She casually opened the door and entered.
The three Nightwalkers rounded on her, for a moment ignoring the silversmith who had dragged himself under his desk and was cradling his left arm against his body.
“Well, well, what do we have here?” asked one of them, his fangs gleaming as he leered at her.
Appalled by his lack of control, she lightly probed the Nightwalkers’ mystical defenses, noting the slipshod construction of their shields.
“Fledglings,” she said in disgust. “Who the hell are your sponsors? They’re supposed to keep you under guard until you have better control than this.”
The three Nightwalkers recoiled. The one who had spoken scowled at her. “The sponsors were just holding us back. Who cares about the treaty? We’re Nightwalkers. We take what we want. We don’t need to bow before the Triumvirate for the scraps they send our way.”
Ana sighed. Just great. “I am Special Agent Anaba Nizhoni, Armistice Security. By your own admission, you stand in class-three breach of Armistice. I arrest you on charges of assault on a non-combatant and unauthorized public disclosure of protected information. Your unconditional surrender is required under Article One of the Rules of Engagement.”
One of the vampires, who had been silent, snorted loudly. “There’s three of us, Sentinel. Do you think you can take us in all by your lonesome?”
The third vampire looked decidedly nervous. “Guys, she said she was a Special Agent. She’s one of the Winds. Maybe we should think about this.”
The first vampire growled, his eyes turning red. “If we turn ourselves in, the others will just kill us. I’m not dying again.”
Unsheathing their claws and fangs, the three of them spread out and stalked toward her.
“Failure to surrender and attempted murder of a Triumvirate representative.” Anaba rolled her eyes. “Summary judgment is rendered against you.” She raised her hand and casually released the spell she had been silently casting since she entered the room. A burst of ruby fire leapt from her palm, forking into three tongues of flame that tracked the vampires as they tried to dodge. Each was quickly engulfed in flames and consumed. Ana watched the ashes settle with satisfaction. “Sentence is immediate and final death.”
Sike Kayani wriggled out from under his desk with difficulty, his face pale and in sharp contrast with his shoulder-length black hair. He said nothing out loud, but his amazement and gratitude swept over the link. Then he accidentally banged his injured arm against the desk and gasped in pain.
“Let me see your arm.” Ana walked through the pall of ashes and helped him to his feet
“I think it’s broken.” He held his left arm out for her to inspect. “I tried to throw them out when they started tearing up my shop—that’s when they showed their true colors.”
Ana ran her fingers over his arm, identifying the broken bone in his forearm. “This is going to hurt for a moment.”
He cried out as she straightened the bone with her limited telekinesis. Then she cast a healing spell, fusing the edges of the bone together and encouraging natural healing to accelerate the repair. “You should keep it in a sling for a few days, but you should be fine by the end of the week.”
Sike nodded and flexed his fingers. “Thank you.” He stared at the piles of ash staining the floor. “They really were vampires, weren’t they?”
Ana sighed. “Yes, they were. I don’t suggest you tell anybody, however, or you’ll probably be seeing a whole lot more of them.”
Sike turned his attention to her. “I’ve always been able to read most people’s surface thoughts, but I never met anyone who could answer back, let alone shoot fire out of their hands. Would it be impolite to ask exactly what’s going on?”
“Since those idiots have already let the cat out of the bag, I suppose there’s no harm in telling you the rest, if you agree to keep it to yourself.” She raised an eyebrow delicately. “Otherwise I can arrange for someone to come by and wipe your memory of this event, if you’d rather not know. I’d do it myself, but the fact that you’re an active telepath complicates matters. If your mind resists, there could be permanent damage.”
Sike swallowed. “No. That’s not necessary. I’ll keep my mouth shut.”
Ana smiled slightly. “You’re certainly taking this well.”
“I can be hysterical later. For now, I’m just curious. Can you tell me the truth?” He shrugged. “Maybe over dinner? My treat.”
Ana blinked in surprise. “I suppose that would work.”
“First though, we need to make those final adjustments to the necklace.” Sike’s tone turned back to business.
“You can still think about that?”
“As near as I can tell, that final fitting just saved my life. It would be an insult to my rescuer not to give the best service possible in return.”
Ana grinned. “You could always give me a discount.”
He snorted. “Gratitude only goes so far, Ms. Nizhoni.”
“Call me Ana.”
“Ana, my name is Sike. Feel free to use it.”
 
* * *
 
The two of them sat quietly in the corner booth of the Chinese restaurant as Sike mulled over Ana’s words. “So these Sentinels are genetically programmed soldiers, and they’ve been fighting vampires for millennia, but for the moment there’s a truce.”
“Basically. The treaty was signed just over ten years ago, after the truce spread throughout North America. Since we stopped fighting and started working together, we have made huge advances, starting with the creation of true artificial intelligences modeled after the Gift of Air. Once the AIs started forming their own research teams, progress accelerated in all directions. General-use teleportation, space travel, temporal manipulation—they all became possible with a combination of magic and technology. We’ve even built entire cities in hidden locations, using accelerated time.”
“Space travel? Seriously?” Sike crooked one eyebrow in disbelief.
Ana laughed. “Oh, yeah. Vampires are immune to hard vacuum, which really gives us an advantage in space construction. Sometime, maybe I’ll show you the view from the Citadel, our major spaceport. The Colonies can wait for another day.”
Sike watched her uncertainly. “I can’t tell whether you’re joking or I’m being incredibly gullible.”
“Trust me, Sike, the success we’ve had took us all by surprise. We’ve been waiting for the Court of Shadows to attack us for years. We didn’t breathe easy until we completed the perimeter ward around the entire coast of North America. Now, no one with even a hint of magic can cross into our territory unless we allow it. In the meantime, all major disputes are settled by the Triumvirate: the leaders of each race. Any breach of the Armistice is met with extreme force from our police force—Armistice Security. It’s not usually necessary to kill each other anymore, although there is the odd bad apple, as you saw tonight. The younger vamps and new Sentinels are supposed to be kept on a tight leash until they master control.”
Sike sipped at his tea as he watched her. “So you’re a policewoman in addition to being a solo singer. That doesn’t seem like it leaves you a lot of free time.”
She smiled. “Not much, no, but enough to get by. Being a soloist is my dream come true, but my work at Armistice Security is making a difference to millions of people, who otherwise have no idea their lives are in danger. I can live with the demands on my life to have that kind of impact, even if no one ever hears about it.”
“It sounds lonely.” Sike poured himself another cup of tea and studiously avoided her gaze.
“I suppose it is.” Ana frowned. “Like you said, I don’t have a lot of free time.”
Putting down the spoon he was using to stir his tea, Sike took a deep breath and looked directly into her eyes. “Ana, I was wondering … if you can fit it in … I have an exhibition of some of my artistic work in Santa Fe two weeks from now.” He reached into his shirt pocket and slid a printed slip of paper across the table to her. “I would be honored if you’d be able to stop by as my guest.” He swallowed nervously. “I’d understand if your schedule is too tight.”
Ana looked at the ticket. It specifically listed Sike Kayani as the headliner of the exhibition. “Is this a professional courtesy for saving your life, or are you asking me on a date?”
Sike picked up the teaspoon and fiddled with his tea, avoiding eye contact again. “I was going to invite you tonight anyway. Saving my life was just an added bonus.”
She extended a tendril of thought to him. “I suppose I could make time.”
He smiled as he answered silently. “Then I hope I’ll see you there.”
 



CHAPTER 21
 
December 2032; New York City
Nick worked the crowd at the Christmas party, shaking hands and giving shout-outs to everyone he knew. The Journeymen were on top of the world; everyone wanted to be his friend. Scott had already left, but Nick was still searching for someone to take home for the night. The perks of fame, he thought with a smile. Out of the corner of his eye, he picked out a flash of red hair and grinned. He’d always liked redheads, ever since Rory had turned him down way back on his first tour.
The One That Got Away had become an enjoyable obsession with him. He’d followed Nightfall’s meteoric rise to fame and had been shocked by their sudden disappearance from the music scene. The others had stayed in the business, but Rory had largely disappeared from the public eye, only showing up at some of the late-night awards shows. Nick scanned the crowd, trying to pick out the person who had reminded him of … Holy shit. It can’t be.
It was definitely him. Nick took in Rory’s tailored black suit over a black silk shirt with a band collar, and the simple silver cross that hung around his neck. He tracked the familiar face through the party, noting the older man’s apparent boredom. Damn, Rory, you still aren’t any good at keeping your thoughts hidden. What are you doing here?
Suddenly, a plan leapt into his head, fully formed. Time to land the One That Got Away. I’m not seventeen this time. This time, you’re mine.
He pushed through the crowd to the musician’s side and tapped Rory on the shoulder.
“Rory?” he said loudly, feigning surprise. “I thought that was you!” He laughed at Rory’s obvious shock. “It’s been ages. How are you doing?”
“Hey, Nick,” answered Rory, off balance. “I’m doing all right. You?”
God, his voice is just as I remembered it, thought Nick. Why the hell did he get out of the business with a voice like that? Mine. He has to be mine tonight. Nick made small talk—musical projects he’d been involved in since the last time they met. Rory met Nick’s eyes gravely, acknowledging his every word without any of the false enthusiasm or hidden disdain Nick had come to expect from fellow performers. Everyone wants a piece of me, these days. But not you. You’ve been where I am, and you don’t want anything more from me than a pleasant conversation. Nick could tell Rory was speaking to him only because he wanted to, not because of some hidden agenda. Well, I’m going to make you want something more. Still talking, he allowed his fingertips to brush against Rory’s wrist for a moment, touching him above the black leather gloves that the other man always wore in public these days.
Rory’s gaze locked on Nick’s, and Nick swore he could see the other man’s eyes darken as they bored into his own. Taken aback at the change in Rory’s demeanor, Nick was too elated to question it, especially when Rory’s bare fingertips squeezed his hand back. Okay, enough foreplay. Time to close the deal.
“Well, it looks like the party’s winding down. I have a room in the hotel upstairs. You want to come up and chat?” Nick asked, for a moment certain that Rory was going to turn him down again.
Rory shrugged. “Sure, that would be great.”
Nick couldn’t believe his luck and quickly led Rory upstairs. Thank God I turned down Scott’s offer to go for a two-bedroom suite. No way am I going to get laid with my bandmate right next door. Nick let them into his room and gestured to the two facing couches. Rory took a seat while the younger musician grabbed a bottle of Scotch and a couple of glasses from the small kitchen. Pouring two generous shots, Nick then placed the drinks on the coffee table and settled into the couch across from Rory. “So, Rory, are you still taken?”
Rory considered the question, his gaze fixed on Nick. “No.”
“His loss.” Nick smirked. “Or was it her loss?”
“His.” Rory took a sip of whiskey. “I let him go.”
“Really?” One of Nick’s eyebrows shot upward. “Why?”
“He deserved better.” Rory swirled the amber fluid in his glass. “It was the right thing to do. There is absolutely no doubt in my mind. I just didn’t expect it to hurt so much.”
The absurdity of what he was attempting suddenly crashed into Nick’s thoughts, reminding him how pointless, how tawdry his life had become since he’d consciously given up on Scott. He hunched forward over his drink. “Yeah, you never do,” he said bitterly.
Rory put down his glass and clasped Nick’s hands. “You, too?”
Nick felt the warm, soft leather of Rory’s gloves against his skin. For a long moment, he debated internally, wondering whether to answer. Finally, he decided to be honest. Fuck it. If Rory wanted to run off to the newspapers, then let him. Maybe it would solve a few problems. “I have no right to feel like this. He was never mine. I always knew he was straight, that he wanted the wife and kids, the whole white picket fence. So I never told him.”
Nick slumped in his seat, unable to face the understanding in the other man’s eyes. “I hid it from him every second of every day. I didn’t want him to feel guilty about not loving me back.” Drawing his hands away from Rory’s, he continued, “It was the right decision. I know it was. But when I see him with her, when I see how happy he is, I just want to die.” He blinked back tears. “I never thought it would hurt this much either.”
Rory met his gaze, his sympathy so intense Nick could feel it in his soul. “Who was it?” he whispered.
Nick smiled crookedly. “You first.”
“Take.”
Nick paused. “Scott.” He looked at Rory uncertainly. “I never told anyone before.”
“I’m honored.” He took Nick’s hand again and gently stroked it with his thumb. “It can be our secret, if you like. A confidence between friends.”
Sighing, Nick hung his head. “We’re not going to fuck, are we?”
“Do you still want to?”
He shook his head. “Not right now.” Pulling his hands free, he picked up his glass again and took a sip of whiskey. “If we’re not going to have sex, you might as well tell me about Take and why you think he’s better off without you.”
“Are you going to tell me about Scott?”
Nick considered it for a moment. “A secret between friends?”
“Of course.”
Nick smiled, the despair that haunted him lifting slightly. “All right.”
Rory relaxed into the couch and sipped his drink. “I loved Takeshi for as long as I can remember, but I never had the courage to tell him how I felt.”
“That’s why you said you were ‘kind of’ taken, isn’t it?” Nick gave him a rueful half-smile. “He didn’t know, but you didn’t want me because you were all about him.”
Rory’s cheeks reddened. “You were too young anyway, Nick.”
“Are you sure?”
Rory sighed. “No, of course not. I have no idea how much experience you had at that age, but—”
“You would have been my first.” Nick stared down at his glass.
Rory blinked. “You put forward that whole campaign of seduction, and you’re telling me you were a virgin the whole time?”
Nick brought the glass to his lips and drained it. “I had already met Scott by then, and I had a vague idea he was the one I wanted to be with, but I didn’t want to be a complete klutz in bed. I thought maybe if I gave it up for you, I could get some experience.” He shrugged. “Besides, you were hot, and you listened to me when I talked. Not many people did that back then. I was grateful. Maybe we could both have come away happy.”
Rory gave him a level stare then shook his head in disbelief. “Anyway, someone told Takeshi I was interested in him. It turns out he wanted me too, but things got complicated and I decided not to risk it.”
Nick tilted his head to examine Rory more closely. “Why not?”
“I’m damaged goods, Nick.” Rory couldn’t meet his eyes. “He’s better off without me.”
“Does he know that?”
Rory took a deep breath. “He’ll get the message eventually.”
“People see what they want to see, Rory.”
Ignoring Nick’s last comment, Rory drank the rest of his whiskey, letting his eyes drift to the blocky lines of the cheap, mass-produced watercolor hanging on the wall. “So what happened with you and Scott? Are you going to tell him?”
“No.”
Rory looked knowingly at Nick. “You think he wouldn’t understand.”
Nick poured them both another drink before answering. “Scott has a fairly … traditional mindset when it comes to homosexuality. He’s a lot less open-minded than he thinks he is, but I have no intention of proving that to him.”
“He might surprise you.”
Nick shrugged and returned his gaze to his liquor. “He might not.”
“So you planned to seduce me tonight instead. Would I still have been your first?”
Nick stood and walked to the window, pulling the drapes aside to look down on the city lights. “No. Not even close.”
Rory got to his feet and followed him, laying his hands gently on Nick’s shoulders. “You gave up on him, didn’t you?” Rory asked. “He’s out of reach, so nothing else matters.”
Nick swallowed. “You must think I’m a complete slut.”
“You’re hurt, and you’re trying to find relief where you can.” Rory slipped his arms around Nick’s waist and pulled him close. “But is it really helping, or are you just taking your pain out on yourself?”
Nick leaned into his embrace. “I sometimes wish you hadn’t turned me down. I would have liked you to be first.”
“We don’t have to sleep together to be friends, Nicholas,” Rory whispered in his ear.
Nick sighed. “Rain check again?”
Rory released him. “Why don’t we talk about something else?”
Nick turned around and folded his arms as he propped his body against the window frame. “We’ve already talked about music. What do you do for fun?”
Rory dropped back onto the couch. “I paint.”
Nick cocked his head. “You never mentioned that before.”
“I learned … kind of unexpectedly. I picked it up from someone, and I turned out to be good at it.”
Nick grinned. “You have all kinds of secrets, don’t you?”
“Doesn’t everyone?”
Nick hesitated. “I kind of like to take pictures. Just as a hobby.”
“It seems we have more in common than I thought.”
They talked until the sky beyond the windows began to lighten; then Rory scowled at the fading stars. “I ought to get going.”
Nick winced as he checked his watch. “Shit. I’m supposed to meet Scott and our backup band for breakfast in an hour.” He rose from the couch and picked up a pen and a pad of hotel stationery from the desk. Scribbling quickly on the top sheet, he tore the page out, folded it in half, and held the note out to Rory. “My private cell number,” he said. “Give me a call sometime. Maybe we can do this again.”
Rory took the note without reading it and then slipped it into his pocket before standing up. He glanced out the window again. “I’d like that, Nick. Sorry I have to leave so suddenly.”
“Early flight?”
Rory smiled. “Something like that.”
“Where do you live now, anyway?” Nick asked, unable to contain his curiosity. “There’s been almost no news coverage about you since Nightfall broke up.”
Rory’s eyes narrowed. “How do you know that?”
“I keep abreast of the industry,” Nick answered, feeling his cheeks burn with embarrassment. He hadn’t meant to admit to following Rory’s career so closely. “You guys were on top, and then you were gone. The gossip rags say you’re all barely on speaking terms now.”
Rory sighed. “Unfortunately, that’s almost true. Take and I are civil to each other, but Ana can’t stand me, except on professional terms.”
“What happened? You guys seemed so tight when I toured with you.”
Rory’s expression darkened. “Why don’t we leave that for another time,” he said, as he turned away and walked to the door.
Nick watched him go, trying to think of something to say, afraid he had pissed the older man off. “Rory, wait.”
Pausing with one hand on the open door, Rory turned back. “What?”
Nick licked his lips in hesitation. “Is there going to be another time?”
Rory’s expression grew stony. “We’ll just have to see,” he said. Then he pulled the door open and walked out.
Nick wondered if he’d just ruined something precious. He could only watch silently as the door closed behind Rory’s retreating back just as the first light of the rising sun lit up the room.
 
* * *
 
After a quick mental probe of his surroundings confirmed there was no one watching, Rory subvocalized into the microphone implanted beneath the skin of his larynx. “Cutlass.”
The AI resident in his personal electronics answered silently, its voice sounding in Rory’s ears by bone conduction. “Rory.”
“Transit me back to the council chamber.”
“Certainly.”
The world flashed white momentarily, and then Rory found himself standing on the teleport gateway at the apex of the central spire of Anchorpoint. He strode to the wraparound window that ran the circumference of the room and looked down at the lesser towers of the city spread out beneath him. “It was fun while it lasted,” he said out loud as he released the disguise spell that had aged his features in public.
“Do you intend to accept Nicholas’ invitation?” asked the AI.
“I would like to.” Regret softened his tone. “But it’s more complicated than that.”
“How so?”
“He’s a Sentinel, Cutlass. I could feel it the moment he touched my hand.” Rory raised his gaze to the forest beyond the perimeter ward that concealed the city. “He’s still latent, but if I spend time with him there’s always a risk I might let my shields slip and kindle his Gift. I wouldn’t inflict that on anyone.”
“Forgive me for saying so, but that sounds like a rationalization rather than a reason.”
Rory scowled. “Excuse me?”
“I have observed you since the day my program was uploaded into your implants, Rory. You never allow anyone to get close to you, never let yourself be anything but the Redeemer.” The AI’s voice was pleasantly neutral, but Rory heard the reproof. “Tell me, why did you decide to go to the Christmas party?”
Rory moved away from the window and took his seat at the head of the trapezoidal conference table, Takeshi and Layla’s empty seats on either side of him. His eyes traced out the seal of the Triumvirate that was inlaid in the sandalwood table—a triangular design of three interlocked spirals representing the three metahuman races. “Because there’s nothing here for me,” he said softly. “I wanted a change of scene, and I thought it would be harmless to live in their world for one night.”
“And now that night is over. Are you going to turn back into a pumpkin?”
Rory laughed at the AI’s loose interpretation of popular culture. “That’s not exactly how the story goes, Cutlass.”
“Indeed. Cinderella left a slipper behind, rather than taking a token with her. ”
Reaching into his pocket, Rory drew out Nick’s note. “I should just throw it away. There’s no point keeping it.”
“That would certainly be true to form.”
“Meaning what, exactly?”
“In the four years I have known you, I have never seen you take any personal risks. You choose the safe path, the most reasonable option. Always. Until tonight.”
Rory said nothing. Slowly, he unfolded the note. Above the phone number, Nick had written a short message.
 
To The One That Got Away,
I enjoyed our talk. Thanks for the Christmas cheer. I really needed it, and I think you did, too. Don’t sell us short this time, Rory.
Call me.
Your friend, Nick.
 
Rory was transfixed by the simple sentiment. It was true; he had needed it. In fact, he was actually in an unexpectedly good mood. For one night, he had stepped offstage and mingled with the audience. He hadn’t realized, until that moment, how much he missed the sense of connection he had lost when Ana threw him out of her life and he had pushed Takeshi away.
Is it worth the risk?He’d have to be careful, obscure any hint that he wasn’t human. And he’d have to fabricate a reason why he didn’t go out in the daylight. It could work; I just have to put in the effort to be disciplined. As he started making tentative plans, Rory realized he had already made his decision. Smiling to himself, he read the note again. Then he carefully folded it up and slipped it back into his shirt pocket.
“Cutlass, do me a favor. Tell me everything you can find out about Nicholas Jameson.”
 



CHAPTER 22
 
June 2033; Los Angeles, California; Six months later
Rory leaned awkwardly against the back wall of the nightclub, feeling his bones vibrate from the thumping bass line of the loud music, unsure of what to do next. When Nick had invited him to the birthday party, he’d been a little apprehensive, but he hadn’t expected to be the only person in the room who didn’t know anyone. He sipped at the whiskey and soda in his hand, surveying the sea of strangers around him. The heady emotions of the crowd overwhelmed his vampire senses, forcing him to withdraw behind his mental shields and leaving him as psychically blind as a human. The numbing of his mystical senses left him uneasy, his predatory instincts urging him to flee to more familiar ground.
“You look lonely,” said a voice to his left.
Rory discovered a teenager standing beside him and watching him with amusement. “Sorry, what?”
The boy held a glass of soda in each hand. Raising them, he leaned closer and spoke a little louder. “You aren’t enjoying the party. Did Nick forget to introduce you to anyone?”
Rory shrugged. “Something like that.”
The teenager laughed. “He gets kind of scatterbrained at these things. Don’t worry; he’ll remember you eventually. I’m Toby.” He waved his drinks vaguely. “I’d shake your hand, but I’m kind of fully loaded right now.”
Rory made the connection, realizing why the young man looked so familiar. Toby’s resemblance to his brother Nick at the same age was remarkable. He had the same air of cockiness Nick had shown on their tour together, and he obviously wasn’t shy, striking up a conversation with a total stranger.
“Rory Brennigan. Pleased to meet you.”
“Really? Nick’s new best friend? He talks about you all the time.”
Rory sipped his drink to mask his sudden nervousness. “What does he say?”
“Don’t worry,” Toby said with a wink. “It’s nothing bad. He thinks you’re the coolest guy ever.” He leaned against the wall next to Rory. “You used to be in the business, right? What did you play?”
Rory smiled. “Drums. Not exactly the most glamorous instrument.”
“Who cares? If you’re anything like me, you play for fun, not recognition.”
Rory tilted his head and looked at Toby again. “So you’re a musician, too?”
Toby grinned. “Violinist. Started out classical, but I’m getting into jazz and folk more these days. A few of my friends from school are putting together a group, and they want me to round out their sound.”
“Very musical family,” said Rory. “Does your sister perform, as well?”
“Nah.” Toby shook his head. “Faith couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket. She’s totally focused on medical school. More power to her.” He glanced over Rory’s shoulder. “Looks like Nick finally remembered you.”
Rory followed his gaze to see Nick weaving through the crowd. “Better late than never.”
Toby snorted and took a big gulp from the glass in his left hand. “Well, it was nice meeting you, Rory, but there’s a young lady out there who’s wondering when I’m going to bring her the drink I promised. See you around.”
“Bye, Toby.” Rory looked at the approaching birthday boy.
“Rory, I’m sorry.” Nick blushed, embarrassed. “I didn’t mean to ditch you when you don’t know anyone else.”
“I met your brother.”
Nick smiled. “If you’d been a girl, he’d have been all over you. He’s a total flirt.”
Rory laughed. “So are you. I guess you have something in common.”
“You have no idea.” Nick turned serious. “I’d do anything for him, and he knows it.”
“I envy you.” Rory nodded towards Toby’s retreating back. “I don’t have any family left.”
They stood there for a moment, uncertain of what to say. Finally, Nick broke the ice. “Why don’t I introduce you to a few people?”
Rory nodded. “Sure.” He followed Nick back into the press of bodies. Everyone around them was dancing, making it almost impossible to keep track of Nick, even though he was only a few steps ahead. Exasperated, Rory opened up his senses a little, picking out the musician’s mind near the far wall of the club. He followed the trace to discover Nick in conversation with another man, a year or two older. He was shorter than Nick, with dark brown hair and eyes, and wore a green T-shirt and blue jeans. The riotous celebration seemed to leave him untouched, and his face was serene—an eddy of calm amid the chaos.
“Rory!” Nick waved him over. “This is my bandmate, Scott Phillips.” He turned back to Scott. “Scotty, this is Rory, my friend from when I was touring with my old band. He played the drums back then, but he’s dropped out of the scene. Now he’s a painter.”
Scott smiled, revealing a flash of white teeth that contrasted with his tanned skin. He extended his hand. “Pleased to meet you, Rory.”
Rory shook Scott’s hand, and swallowed the bland pleasantry he’d been about to utter. Reaching out with his enhanced senses, he verified what he had learned from the direct physical contact. Sentinel. Scott was Water latent, and a strong one, stronger than any other Water Sentinel Rory had ever met. “It’s an honor, Scott,” he said finally.
Scott laughed, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “I don’t think anyone’s ever been honored to meet me before.”
Rory tried to process what he had detected: the sense of connection he had felt the instant he touched Scott’s hand. How did Nick wind up with … Crap. Rory looked at Nick again, suddenly afraid. Latents aggregated subconsciously when their talents were compatible enough to form a psychic link. They’re a dyad. Their futures were set; they just didn’t know it yet. Oh, Nicholas, he thought. I’m so sorry.
Nick frowned at his friend’s expression. “Is something wrong?”
Rory shook his head. Any interest he’d had in celebration had just turned sour. “No, I’m just a little tired. Would you be offended if I hit the road early?”
“No, that’s fine.” Nick said, his disappointed expression belying his words. “It’s too bad. We’ve got the place booked for another hour. You want to give me call tomorrow? Maybe we can meet for dinner.”
“Absolutely.” Rory hugged him. “Happy birthday, Nicholas.”
“See you tomorrow.”
Rory turned and made his way back to the door. Stepping into the open air, he walked down a nearby alley to teleport without being observed. Just before he jumped home, however, he felt Takeshi reach out to him over the link.
“Rory, I need you, right now. We’ve got a situation.”
“What’s wrong?”
“The Huntmaster of the Court of Shadows just showed up on the border of Mexico, and he wants to talk to you.”
 
Armistice Coastal Defense Perimeter, Cancun, Mexico; Ten minutes later
As the white light of the teleport matrix faded, Rory looked around him. His senses were sharp in the dusk, and the jump from Los Angeles to Mexico in high summer felt like stepping into an oven. Although his vampire physiology was immune to the climate, he didn’t relish spending any more time here than he had to. The sooner we get this settled, the better.
Sentinels wearing the gray uniform of Armistice Security formed carefully regimented half-circles before him, all the way up to the invisible perimeter shield that stretched the length of the coast. The soft lapping of the water against the docks was all but drowned out by the screaming of gulls overhead. Walking forward between the ranks of Sentinels, he made his way to Take’s side at the base of the gangplank. A short, fair-skinned Nightwalker with nondescript brown hair and eyes stood on the deck of the large yacht just offshore. Rory opened his vampire senses to look more closely and was stunned by the radiant aura of power that surrounded the man. “Imperator Luscian,” Rory said, pitching his voice to carry across the short expanse of water between them, “you asked for this meeting. What are your intentions?”
Luscian smiled at him. “My Lord Traveler. It is an honor to finally meet you in person after reading so many reports about your activities.” He folded his arms across his red polo shirt and leaned forward casually against the deck rail. “I wish to offer you the opportunity for a negotiated settlement over the disputed territories of North America.”
Rory regarded him with narrowed eyes. “That is a fairly significant concession, my Lord. I was under the impression the Court had sworn never to yield their claims to the lands the Triumvirate currently control, nor to the vampires who choose to reside within the Armistice Zone.”
“I am Huntmaster of the Court of Shadows, Prince Sean. I created the Court. It belongs to me. If I choose to negotiate, they will follow my lead or I will reduce them to dust and ashes.” He laughed. “It wouldn’t be the first time I have needed to resort to such measures.”
“Charming,” Rory said. “What is your proposal, my Lord?”
“I will cede to House Jiao-long and House Curallorn the territory of North America as a whole, to administer as you see fit. You may retain the allegiance of those Nightwalkers and Daywalkers who have chosen to reside in your lands, as long as they make no attempt to leave the Zone.”
“A tempting offer.” Rory chewed his lip thoughtfully. “And what do you desire from us in return for your largesse?”
“For a permanent cessation of hostilities between us, I would require you to cease your efforts to expand the Armistice Zone beyond the territory you already hold. You may continue to offer the Grace to those Nightwalkers who come to reside within your borders, but you will refrain from applying your power to any Nightwalker whose allegiance is claimed by the Court of Shadows.”
“Those are heavy conditions, Imperator. I will have to consider your words carefully.”
Luscian stood straight. “I am perfectly willing to entertain a reasonable counter-offer. However, I have no intention of bandying words with you across your defense barriers. You may join me on my yacht so we can speak as civilized individuals, or invite me into your lands until our negotiations are complete.”
“He’s after something,”Take thought over the link. “He has no intention of negotiating. This is all a smokescreen to cover his real agenda.”
“Of course it is,”thought Rory. “But if we get him to swear to his concessions before witnesses, he will lose the respect of the other houses when he breaks his word. We might be able to generate some new allies if we play along for a while.”
“It’s dangerous,” thought Take. “He can’t be trusted. Either way, you’re not stepping onto that boat except over my dead body.”
“No kidding, Take,”Rory thought, his inner voice shaded with amusement. “I’m not completely stupid, you know.”
“You’re not?”asked Take. “Then why are you even considering this? We should just send him packing.”
“We’ll keep him under guard at all times,” thought Rory. “And as soon as he crosses through the defense grid, we tie a jumper block to him to keep him grounded. He’ll be neutralized.”
Take’s thoughts were grim. “You’re trying to cross wits with the Prince of Nightmares, Rory. Even Nemesis is seriously outclassed when it comes to predicting his movements. He’s probably three moves ahead of us.”
“If we never take any risks, we’ll never get anywhere. This is an opportunity we shouldn’t ignore.”
Take sighed mentally. “This is going to end badly, Rory. I feel it in my gut. But I won’t stop you if you decide to make the attempt.”
“We’ll just have to do the best we can to keep him contained.”
Rory turned to Anaba, who stood just behind them, her thoughts masked. “We need a jumper block, Ana, all the way up to the barrier.”
Ana nodded, and her lips moved quietly as she cast the spell.
Rory turned back to Luscian. “I will let you through the defense grid if you swear on the honor of your house to respect the terms of the Armistice Declaration while on our soil. You will also be required to remain under the close supervision of Armistice Security for the duration of your visit. Do you agree to these terms?”
Luscian chuckled. “So cautious, Sean? Am I such a terrible threat?”
Rory faced him squarely. “Yes, you are. Do I have your word to abide by these conditions?”
Luscian nodded. “You do. I swear on my honor and the honor of my house to abide by the terms of the Armistice Declaration until such time as I am ready to leave the Armistice Zone. I will submit to the supervision of Armistice Security from the moment they take me into custody.”
“Cutlass,” Rory said to his AI, “signal Armistice Security Headquarters to open a hole in the defense barrier as soon as Imperator Luscian reaches the perimeter shield.”
Luscian strode down the metal walkway until the green light of the defense barrier flared into visibility. A gap opened, stretching the width of the gangplank, and Luscian walked through the hole and made his way to stand before Rory and Take.
Take waved his Sentinels forward. “Will you come with me, Imperator?”
Luscian smiled. “No.”
They watched in disbelief as his form shattered like glass, falling into insubstantial crystalline shards that evaporated when they hit the ground.
“Simulacrum!” Ana shouted.
Rory’s eyes snapped back to the yacht. Luscian reappeared from behind a shroud of invisibility, standing on the gangplank just on the other side of the barrier.
Beyond the jumper block.
With a triumphant smile, Luscian teleported through the open barrier before Rory could draw breath to order it sealed. Rory stood there numbly as Take yelled orders to the other Sentinels. Oh, my God, he thought. What did I just do?
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CHAPTER 23
 
Los Angeles, California; One hour later
Nick fished for his keys as he left the birthday party. The others were calling it a night, but he was still restless. Thirty years old. It was a milestone, but what did it mean in a practical sense? Not much, in the grand scheme of things. He was still the same old Nick, guitarist and lead singer of the Journeymen. They’d finally conquered the national music scene and were ready to turn their eyes on the wider world. The international tour they had lined up would take them all over the world over the next year, and Nick couldn’t wait. So much to do; so much to see.
He pulled out his key ring and touched his thumb to the sensitized pad on the fob. The security system read his thumbprint and unlocked the door to his car: a sleek, Italian roadster that oozed power. Sliding behind the wheel, he contemplated whether he should just return home as he had planned, or try to extend the evening. I should probably call security if I’m going out on the town. Then again, it would probably be all right if I stick to the VIP areas of the local clubs. He’d still get a lecture from his bodyguard in the morning, but it wouldn’t be as bad as if he just went bar-hopping at random.
He smiled. Maybe it’s time to go hunting again. It had been at least a week since he’d last gotten laid. Everyone at the birthday party had been a close friend, and he never slept with friends. But damn, Rory looked hot tonight. He didn’t know what it was about the older man that still captivated him, but he found it hard sometimes to keep to his rules about mixing pleasure with friendship. Rory never gave him any signals that he was interested in trying for something more, however, and Nick wasn’t really boyfriend material.
He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. So what’s on the menu for tonight? Men or women? He shrugged mentally. Might as well keep my options open and see what happens. A mixed club would probably be better for my image, anyway. He’d never specifically hidden his preferences, but he didn’t advertise either, and he tried to be discreet for the most part. Not that he cared what people thought of him, but it might perturb Scott to find out that his best friend and bandmate played for both teams. I should tell him the truth. It would be more honest. But Nick stepped back from that thought, imagining what a disaster it might be if Scott finally realized how Nick felt about him. No, thanks. Maybe someday. He started the engine and felt a thrill at its deep purring. Then he pulled out of the parking lot and headed further into town.
Luscian watched from the shadows of the parking lot as the black sports car dwindled into traffic. Then he leapt into the air and flew across the night sky in pursuit.
 
Rudolph’s Nightclub, Los Angeles, California; Thirty minutes later
Nick dropped heavily into the soft leather embrace of the corner booth after walking off the dance floor of the private upper level of the club. He breathed a sigh of contentment as he relaxed. Dancing at his birthday party had been fun, but now he was dancing to impress, to size up potential partners to take home for the night. As usual, the chase exhilarated him, filled him with a sense of power as they came courting, men and women both. Flushed with excitement, he was about to order a drink, when the waitress placed a martini in front of him. He raised an eyebrow in question, not bothering to speak over the loud music. She pointed to a man at the bar and smiled before going on her way.
Nick looked closely at his benefactor as he sipped at the martini. He was relatively short, with fair skin and brown hair, and wore a red shirt and black slacks. All in all, he looked fairly ordinary, except for the air of confidence and self-possession he radiated, as if he were the most important person in the room. He gave Nick a lazy smile when he saw the musician watching him, then casually turned away to watch the press of bodies on the dance floor.
Nick was stunned at the dismissal, recognizing the gesture for exactly what it was, a sign of dominance. Cocky bastard. He was simultaneously amused and insulted. Still, the guy had to have something going for him. Access to the upper floor of Rudolph’s was restricted to members only. Only the elite of the city and the most dogged social climbers made it upstairs.
Setting the martini aside, he sauntered over to the bar and sat on the stool next to his opponent. “Thanks for the drink.” He held his hand out. “I’m Nick.”
The stranger looked him over nonchalantly, then took his hand and shook it briefly. “A pleasure to meet you, Nick. I am Lucas.”
“I don’t think I’ve seen you here before.”
The newcomer shrugged. “I haven’t been here before. I purchased a membership at the door.”
Purchased
a membership? “I thought you could only get in here by invitation.”
“They made an exception.”
Interesting. “How much? If you don’t mind me asking.”
“One hundred thousand dollars.”
Nick gaped at him, then recovered. “Was it worth it?”
“That remains to be seen.” He stood and held out his hand. “Dance with me.”
Nick stared at the proffered hand, shocked at the brazen invitation. Am I hunting tonight, or am I being hunted? Then he took Luscian’s hand and followed him onto the dance floor.
 



CHAPTER 24
 
Hollywood Hills, Los Angeles, California; Three hours later
Nick screamed, and shuddered violently before collapsing onto the bed. Luscian drank deeply of his prey’s ecstasy, the psychic feeding enough to push the vampire over the edge. He gave a few more thrusts before he allowed himself to climax. Nick jerked in response, caught in the aftermath of his orgasm. Unable to find the words to say anything coherent, the younger man just lay there enjoying the sensation.
Luscian stretched out behind him, still deeply sheathed in Nick’s flesh, and wrapped his arm around the musician. “I’m impressed, Nicholas. Not many have the stamina to keep up with me.”
“Well, we’re at my limit for now,” mumbled Nick.
Luscian chuckled and pulled free of Nick’s body, and the younger man whimpered. “Go get cleaned up. We’ll save round five for later.”
Nick climbed to his feet and stumbled toward the shower.
With his hands behind his head, Luscian settled back into Nick’s bed. Four hours and still nothing. Are those fools at Armistice Security so incompetent that they actually can’t find me? How am I supposed to make an example of this miserable human if they can’t track me down to bear witness?
Miserable Sentinel,he corrected himself. That had been a surprise. Nowhere in any of his intelligence reports had it been stated that Nick was a latent Sentinel. It had required some adjustment of his original plans. Latents were uncommon, and valuable enough that the opportunity to corrupt one simply couldn’t be passed up. Timed correctly, he would gain a new lieutenant from this operation and humiliate the Traveler to a much greater degree than if he had simply killed Nick. He smiled as he glanced at the clock. Plus, the boy was attractive and relatively skilled in the bedroom. It would be enjoyable to train him properly. He made a mental note to add some personal lessons to his new lieutenant’s future duties.
Nick’s Sentinel inheritance had kindled early in their sexual escapades, but he was still another three hours from reaching the third stage mutation, when he would become immune to vampire blood and impossible to turn. Ideally, the younger man would have to be killed just before that point, to carry the bulk of his Sentinel Gift into the second life. He had bitten Nick’s shoulder during sex, surreptitiously cutting his own tongue on his fangs so that his vampire blood mixed with the musician’s—sufficient to prime the conversion. Ordinarily, he would have just let his seed initiate the change, but the younger man was apparently a believer in sexual practices that would protect himself from more mundane diseases, so blood would have to do.
Luscian climbed out of bed and reached for his clothes as he heard the shower stop running.
A minute later, Nick walked out of the bathroom, toweling off his blond hair. Dressed in white sweatpants and a white T-shirt with the Journeymen logo on it, he raised an eyebrow at Luscian. “You didn’t have to get dressed, yet. There’s plenty of hot water for you to take a shower as well.”
This child’s naïveté was precious. It was truly a shame to have to dispose of it.“As tempting as that sounds, I’m afraid I have other business to attend to.”
Nick nodded. “All right. Would you like me to call you a taxi?”
“That won’t be necessary. I’m not going anywhere.”
“Excuse me?” Nick frowned in confusion.
“I still have some time before I must kill you. Perhaps a little pain would be enjoyable while we wait?” Luscian grinned, displaying his fangs.
Nick stared at him for all of a second then ran for the door.
Luscian snorted and moved in a blur to block the exit before realizing Nick hadn’t been trying to escape at all. The musician jerked a decorative sword from where it hung on the wall and brandished the blade, unconsciously changing his stance to redistribute his weight evenly.
So he’s already begun to access his Gift. Excellent. “You don’t seriously think you can fight me off with that, do you?”
Nick glared at him over the point of his sword. “I don’t know what the deal is with the fake fangs, but you can just get the hell out of my house.”
Fake fangs?Luscian rolled his eyes in disbelief. Fire and Darkness!
He doesn’t know.
The vampire lord crossed the distance between them in two steps, faster than the human eye could see, and knocked the sword from Nick’s hand. Then he kicked the musician in the shin, hearing the sharp crack of splintering bone. Nick collapsed, screaming, and Luscian immediately forced the musician’s neck into a headlock. Nick struggled for less than a minute before passing out.
 
* * *
 
When he snapped back to consciousness, Nick looked around to find himself in his living room. His arms and legs were tied to a captain’s chair from the dining table, and a sharp pain in his right leg felt like a dagger stabbing into his flesh. Sitting across from him was Luscian, casually sharpening a hunting knife that had belonged to Nick’s father.
Luscian’s eyes flicked from the blade to Nick’s face and then back again, plainly aware that Nick had awakened.
Nick swallowed, his mouth dry as he listened to the soft whisper of the whetstone against the blade. “What are you going to do with that?”
“I thought I would cut you a little, to get started.”
Nick blanched. “Why?”
“Why not?”
“No, why are you doing this? Any of it?”
Luscian regarded him appraisingly. “Are you asking about my motives in general, or why you have to die specifically?”
Nick took a deep breath, feeling faint. “Both.”
Luscian chuckled. “Very good. You’ve accepted that you can’t escape, so you think you can somehow talk me out of it if you make a personal connection.”
“It was worth a shot,” said Nick, softly.
“It was, and it shows you have cunning as well as courage. You’ll make an excellent scion.” Luscian set the whetstone aside and tested the edge of the blade with his thumb, seeing it draw blood immediately. “I like you, Nick. So, I will let you choose: I can tell you nothing and make your death quick and relatively painless, or I can draw it out with the maximum of agony but tell you everything.”
Nick couldn’t take his eyes off the bright steel of the blade in Luscian’s hand. “You’re going to kill me anyway. Why would I want to draw it out?”
Luscian grinned. “It would buy you time to persuade me to spare you.”
“That doesn’t seem very likely,” Nick whispered.
Luscian shrugged. “I didn’t say it was. The question is whether you’re willing to fight for your life, or whether you’ve already given up?”
Nick closed his eyes against the panic that threatened to choke off his reason. He’s playing with me. He’s going to kill me no matter what. Why give him permission to torture me as well? But he hesitated. If he said no, he would die immediately. If he said yes, there was still the faint hope of rescue. He’s right about one thing at least. Am I willing to fight?
He opened his eyes and glared at Luscian. “I’m listening.”
Luscian smiled again and Nick saw his canine teeth extrude to become long, wicked fangs. Oh, God. They’re not fake.
The vampire lord’s eyes burned a deep, impossible crimson. “Then let’s get started.”
 



CHAPTER 25
 
Hollywood Hills, Los Angeles, California; Three hours later
Nick screamed out loud and shuddered violently before collapsing forward into his bonds.
Luscian lifted his knife from the deep furrow he had slashed in Nick’s back, following the lines of the decorative wood carving in the back of the chair. He was actually impressed with the carpenter’s skill. Not many modern craftsmen took pride in their work. The chair must have cost a fortune. No reason to damage it just to better expose Nick’s pale skin. If I run out of room, I could always move back to the bed and strip the remains of his clothes before starting on the areas I haven’t gotten to yet.
He smiled at the thought of Nick’s bed, still rumpled from their earlier activities. The boy probably wouldn’t be in the mood for another round at this point. Still, it wouldn’t be up to him. He gauged the amount of blood that soaked the musician’s tattered clothes and saturated the carpet below the chair. He’d probably exsanguinate before providing any real entertainment value. Pity. Still, time enough for that later, when he rises to the second life.
Luscian glanced at the clock. Almost seven hours had passed since he’d entered the Armistice Zone. Not much time left before the boy’s Gift awakens completely. I’ll have to cut this short, so to speak. He chuckled at his own wit. I have the communications codes to contact Armistice Security. If they can’t be bothered to track me down, I’ll just have to call the Traveler myself.
He walked back around in front of Nick, noticing that his victim had passed out again. Frowning, he touched his finger to the center of Nick’s forehead. Burn.
Nick jerked awake, shrinking away from the vampire’s touch, and howled in anguish.
“Am I boring you?”
“I’m sorry,” Nick whimpered, his voice hoarse from screaming. “I—”
“I warned you what would happen if you dozed off.”
“No, please…”
Luscian touched his fingers to either side of Nick’s head. Burn.
Nick convulsed as the neural feedback arced through his synapses.
Luscian let him dance for another couple of seconds before releasing him. “I think we’re about done here, Nicholas.”
Nick slumped against the chair, heedless of the wounds on his back. “Are you going to kill me, finally?” he panted through the pain.
Luscian snorted. “Yes, I am.”
“Then you lied,” Nick whispered, giving Luscian a sickly smile.
Luscian cocked an eyebrow at the spark of defiance remaining in the boy’s eyes. I thought I crushed his spirit. Maybe he has some depth to him after all. “How did I lie?”
“You said you would tell me everything.”
“And I have. The war, the Armistice, the Traveler.” Luscian frowned. “What do you think I left out?”
Nick took a shallow breath, grimacing as it stretched the crusted wounds on his sides. “You.”
“What about me?”
“Were you always like this? What made you into a monster?”
The Nightwalker stared at him, taken aback. Then he laughed. “You want my life’s story? Now? Have the last three hours not been adequately entertaining?” His expression grew thoughtful. “Or do you think that if I stop to tell you my story, it will delay your death long enough for Armistice Security to come to your rescue?”
Luscian watched Nick with his senses alert and saw the musician’s hope fade, the fire dying in his eyes. “Clever. I told you about Nightwalker honor. Your scheme might even have worked.” The vampire lord grinned. “I think that deserves something. I respect strength of will. And I keep my promises.”
Luscian leaned forward and drove his fangs into the musician’s neck. As he fed, the blood magic bridged the gap between their minds and the Nightwalker shared the memories of his first life—his ostracism from his magical peers over his research into forbidden magic, his desperate attempt to prove his theories, the first contact with the Red Wind. Then, finally, his perfection of the Pact Arcanum ritual and his triumphant bargain, followed by his mission to convert the peoples of the world to his new race, under the banner of his own mastery. Luscian drew back, retracting his fangs, while Nick collapsed in his seat, shivering and unresponsive.
Luscian chuckled. Then he turned away and began casting the spell to create a communications nexus. When it was fully formed, he configured it to transmit on the frequencies Armistice Security was known to monitor. “Connect me to the Traveler.”
 
Armistice Security Headquarters, Anchorpoint City, Colorado
“I am such a moron.” Rory paced next to the sandalwood conference table in the center of the council chamber. “You both warned me he couldn’t be trusted.”
“House Luscian is the strongest, most influential vampire house in the world, and Luscian has dominated the Court of Shadows since its inception,” said Nemesis, gazing out of the wraparound windows that encircled the room. The apices of the city’s lesser spires were lit by mystic flames that cast a cool white light over the room. “You would have been a fool to turn down his offer to negotiate.”
“I could have found neutral ground. Hell, we could have just stood at the border and shouted back and forth, if that’s what it took.” Rory ground his teeth in rage. “I should never have allowed him across the defense grid. Now he could be anywhere in the Zone.”
“We’ll find him, Rory,” Take said. “We’re already narrowing down the false trails. He won’t stay hidden for long.”
“That’s what I’m afraid of. The Prince of Nightmares, running around loose for almost seven hours. Who knows what he’s been up to in that time?”
The pleasant tones of an artificial voice spoke into the silence. “Rory, Armistice Security is receiving a priority communication addressed to you, point of origin unknown.”
Rory stopped pacing and straightened up. “Let’s see it, Cutlass.”
A large virtual screen appeared over the conference table, showing Luscian standing at relaxed attention, his hands clasped behind him. He smiled at Rory. “Prince Sean, thank you for taking my call.”
“Imperator Luscian,” Rory answered, his voice cold and implacable as an advancing glacier. “I am disappointed you chose not to avail yourself of my hospitality.”
Luscian shrugged. “While I admit I would be most impressed to see this marvelous city you have built, I decided Anchorpoint would offer little in the way of entertainment.”
“I’d have been happy to show you the sights if you had not evaded your escort.”
“I think our tastes differ substantially in regard to the diversions we prefer.” Luscian drew his arms from behind his back, revealing the long, wicked knife he held in his right hand. Both the blade and his hands were crimson, sticky with bloodstains. “I’m afraid I’ve had to amuse myself.”
Take and Nemesis leapt to their feet as Rory yelled at Luscian. “You killed someone? You gave your word to respect the terms of the Armistice Declaration while you were here. You swore it on your honor!”
Luscian smirked. “I am no slave to honor, Traveler. However, I have killed no one as of yet. I find it strange that your precious treaty is so focused on murder, rather than torture.” He moved aside, revealing a human figure tied to a chair in the middle of the room behind him. Dressed in what remained of a white T-shirt and sweatpants, the captive sat with his head slumped on his chest. The shirt was sliced to ribbons and soaked in red, the skin underneath disfigured with blood-encrusted wounds. “There are so many more possibilities while the victim still lives.”
“Shuriken,” Take commanded his AI, “trace this call back to the source—absolute maximum priority.”
“God damn you to hell!” screamed Rory. “How dare you? This is my territory! The humans here are under my protection!”
Luscian laughed. “Then your protection is sadly lacking, Sean.” He ran the blade casually over his victim’s shoulder, slitting one of the few remaining white patches of cloth. A scarlet stain bloomed on the fabric as the underlying flesh parted. The man in the chair moaned weakly and struggled.
“But this is not a human, as I had expected. Imagine my surprise when I found a latent Sentinel instead. Such a rare, unexpected bonus.” The vampire lord glanced up calmly in the face of Rory’s impotent rage. “How you must have restrained yourself.”
Rory stared at Luscian without comprehension, his anger derailed for a second. “What?”
Luscian grabbed a fistful of the bound man’s hair, lifting his victim’s head so Rory could see his face though the blood and bruises. The vampire ran his blade across Nick’s cheek, a line of red blossoming in its wake. “Wake up, boy,” he said sternly. “Look who’s come to see you.”
Nick opened his eyes slowly. “Rory…” he croaked. “Help!”
Rory met his gaze, the blue of the younger man’s irises almost lost in the splotchy, vermilion stain of burst capillaries. “Nick?” he whispered.
Luscian snorted derisively. “I think that’s enough sharing.” He dropped the knife and casually grabbed both sides of Nick’s head, rotating it beyond the limits of human anatomy. With a crunch of breaking bone, Nick slumped limply against his bonds as Luscian released him.
Rory staggered back and fell to his knees, shrieking.
“Now I have broken your treaty, Sean Magister Jiao-long.” Luscian smirked in satisfaction
Rory gazed with dead eyes at the other vampire. “Luscian Firstborn,” he said in a hollow voice. “You have no honor.”
Luscian smiled, fangs extended. “I accept your challenge, Traveler. As the challenged party, I assert my right to set the time and place. I will await you at Castle Night after sunset. Bring whatever forces you like. It will make no difference.”
The video feed cut off and the virtual screen blinked out.
“Shuriken!” yelled Take. “Do you have a location?”
“No, Takeshi. The point of origin was masked.”
“It was Nick’s house in L.A.,” Rory said woodenly. “I saw the painting I gave him in the background.”
Take looked at Rory. “Do you have coordinates?”
“Yes.” He passed the coordinates to his triad brother over the link. Tears of blood streamed from his eyes. “Take, please hurry. There might still be time.”
“Shuriken!” roared Take. “Tell the Los Angeles chapterhouse I need a first response team dispatched immediately to a residence at coordinates I am linking to Special Agent Nizhoni now. Have the team ready for combat, and make sure it has Fire Sentinels on hand to assist with a major healing!”
 
Hollywood Hills, Los Angeles, California; Seven minutes later
Luscian pounded the last railroad spike into the wall and then considered the scene for best artistic effect. He nodded once in satisfaction. Unfortunate that I don’t have more time. It would have been a stronger message if I had scattered his internal organs across the room and hung his fingers from the chandelier. Still, he wanted the boy to survive this ordeal relatively intact. Even if Nick failed to prove a useful asset to House Luscian, he could still prove a distraction to inflame the Traveler into making tactical errors.
Then he accessed the Armistice teleport relay system using the stolen codes his spies had acquired, and jumped back across the ocean just as the first Armistice Security agents barreled into the room.
 
* * *
 
Two Sentinels, one carrying a sword and the other a pair of daggers, ran through the open doorway in front of her, taking up positions inside the door as more Sentinels fanned out into the dark interior. Anaba, her staff at the ready, followed them cautiously. The agents advanced down the dimly lit front hallway, splitting up to sweep the adjoining rooms. Scanning the living room in semi-darkness, Ana flipped on the overhead lights, revealing a charnel house. Wet and dried blood soaked into the carpet, and numerous cut lengths of stained rope were draped over an overturned dining chair.
“Oh, my God!” One of the Sentinels glanced over Ana’s shoulder, his eyes bulging. As Ana spun around, she saw another Sentinel cross himself. Nick’s body was hanging halfway up the wall, his arms stretched out above his head, wrists and ankles nailed to the wall by heavy metal pitons. His chest and abdomen were bare and his sweatpants were deeply stained with blood. An extensive pattern of slash wounds scored his body, and incised into the flesh above his sternum was the branching Arcolin rune for ‘death’ enclosed in a seven-pointed star—the seal of House Luscian.
Anaba leapt over the couch to Nick’s side. She laid her hand flat on his chest, a green glow already forming around her fingers. The light spread out across Nick’s skin and then faded with no visible effect. Slowly, she withdrew her hand from his lacerated chest and reached up to feel his pulse. Then she dropped her hand, hesitating as she saw the wet blood that stained her skin. She regarded it for a second and then turned to the other Sentinels.
“Are you all right, Stanton?” she asked the one who was puking in a corner.
Wiping his mouth and breathing hard, he faced Ana. “Yes, ma’am. I’m sorry. I knew it would be bad, but I wasn’t ready.”
“You don’t have anything to apologize for.”
“Yes, I do,” he said in a haunted voice. “We all do. We let ourselves get lazy.” He looked past Anaba to the body on the wall and his face twisted in remorse. “We forgot what we were dealing with.”
The other Sentinels, who had been searching the house, returned to the living room. With grim expressions, they absorbed the gruesome tableau before them.
“The rest of the house is clear, ma’am. He’s long gone,” one of them told Anaba.
Ana turned again to look at Nick. “You’re right, Stanton,” she said quietly. “We should have been here.” Her voice strengthened. “Inform the Triumvirate that we were too late.”
One of the Sentinels behind her spoke quietly to his AI, making his report. After a moment, Take’s voice answered curtly. The first Sentinel acknowledged his orders and signed off. “Special Agent Nizhoni,” he said, “the Director has ordered us to leave the scene intact until the Triumvirate arrives to make their inspection.”
Ana turned back to the rest of the first response team. “They’re coming here? All of them?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“All right. Spread out and secure the house. No one else enters this room until the Council departs.”
The Sentinels dispersed, leaving Anaba alone in the room. After a moment, a white haze blazed in the room’s center, and Take, Rory, and Nemesis appeared. Take’s eyes widened at the scene, but Rory and Nemesis only looked impassively at the body on the wall.
“Ana,” said Take, “are you sure there’s nothing you can do?”
“No. He’s gone.” She glanced at Rory. “The Grace is the only thing that can help him now, if you want to try to bring him back.”
“No,” said Rory. “Not yet.”
“What do you mean ‘not yet’?” asked Take in surprise.
Rory’s expression was unreadable. “Not until he rises.”
“What?” Ana spun to face Nick’s body again. “Are you sure? I didn’t feel anything.”
Nemesis’ voice was filled with cold fury. “Sean is correct, Anaba. You can’t feel it because the taint is being masked as his Gift struggles to fight off the conversion, but it is only a matter of time now.”
Ana turned back to Rory. “But you’re going to give it to him, right?”
Rory walked forward to stand before Nick. “Not until he’s ready to ask for it.” Reaching up, he ran his fingers lightly through Nick’s stained, blood-stiffened hair. “I’m so sorry, Nicholas,” he said softly. “I should have warned you.”
Rory leaned forward until his forehead rested on Nick’s chest. When he spoke again, his voice reverberated with wrath. “They will all burn for this. I swear to God. With my last drop of strength, I will make them pay for what they did to you.”
“Rory…” Ana hesitated. “Are you going to be all right?”
Rory pulled away from Nick. “No.” His eyes ablaze and his cheeks bloody with tears, he muttered, “Not ever again.” Rory strode back to the other Speakers. “Layla.”
Nemesis looked at him stoically. “Sean.”
“At the beginning, you asked if I wanted you and the Children of the Dawn to swear allegiance to me. I said I needed no followers.”
“I remember,” Nemesis answered, her voice neutral.
“Castle Night will be heavily defended. I have no chance of reaching Luscian alone. His scions will bury me in a sea of bodies. Even if they can’t kill me, I’ll eventually be captured and imprisoned.”
She nodded. “I agree.”
“To avenge my honor, I will need an army.”
Nemesis looked him straight in the eyes. “Then you shall have one.” She knelt before him. “On behalf of myself and all the Children of the Dawn, we yield to your will, Redeemer. Command us. Our lives are yours. We are your blades to wield.”
Rory completed the ritual vow of allegiance. “I accept your honor, and the honor of the Children of the Dawn, to defend as if it were my own.”
Nemesis stood. “What are your orders, Master?”
“Tell our best weather manipulators to generate heavy storm clouds and block out the sun over the Grand Mesa. Then gather your people outside Anchorpoint—all of them—and as many of the Children of Darkness as will join us against House Luscian. Make sure they all have communications units if they haven’t got AI implants. We leave for Castle Night as soon as the sun sets in France.”
“I shall see to it, my Lord.”
He turned away from Nemesis and faced Ana. “Ana, can I ask you for a favor?”
Ana blinked. “You can ask,” she said.
Rory’s gaze flew to Nick, and his fangs retracted. “Please, Anaba,” he begged, his voice breaking. “Get him down from there. He didn’t deserve any of this. Clean him up and take him somewhere safe, someplace where he can rise to the second life in peace. Then come back to Anchorpoint.” Rory’s voice sharpened. “This will be one party you don’t want to miss.”
“Rory—” said Ana. She fell silent, searching for something to say. “I’ll take care of him for you.”
“Thank you,” he whispered, his gaze fixed on Nick’s face. “Takeshi, I need you to get a message to every member of Armistice Security and every unaffiliated Sentinel you can reach.”
Take frowned behind Rory’s back. “What message?”
Rory’s fangs extended and he growled deeply. “Come and see.” Then he teleported away.
Take looked at Layla. “This is a trap. You know that.”
Layla gave him a speculative glance. “No, Shadowhunter. This is war. Luscian breached the Armistice, publicly and despicably. Our honor is irretrievably compromised. There can be no going back from this point. Either the Armistice survives this day, or Luscian does. Justice allows no other alternative. Are you up to the task?” Then she jumped away as well.
Take looked at Nick’s body for a long while. “Shuriken,” he finally said to his AI, “stand by to upload a maximum priority message to the communications center at Anchorpoint for relay to Icehaven and the Citadel. The message is to be distributed system-wide, from all three transmission hubs to all members of Armistice Security, as well as all unaffiliated Sentinels linked into the planetary communications envelope.”
“Ready to record,” said the AI.
“Message begins. This is the Speaker for the Watch. The Armistice has sustained a class-one breach, subspecification: murder and forcible conversion of a non-combatant. The offense was witnessed by myself and the other members of the Triumvirate, as was the offender’s confession. The offender in question is Imperator Luscian Firstborn, called Soulkiller, the Eldest, the Prince of Nightmares. Summary judgment is entered against him on my authority, and a directed trial order of execution is now rendered.
“All combat-capable agents of Armistice Security are ordered to report immediately to Anchorpoint for military deployment to Castle Night, on my authority as Director of Armistice Security. All other combat-capable Sentinels are requested to fight beside me in battle, on my authority as the Wind of Earth.” Take took a deep breath. “Brothers and sisters, come and see. Message ends.”
“Message processed and ready for transmission.”
“Execute.”
“Transmission complete.”
He turned to Ana. “Sunset in Western Europe is only a couple of hours away. Get Nick settled and meet me back at Armistice Security Headquarters.”
“Where should I take him?”
“Use your judgment. I have to get moving on the tactical AIs to keep track of the incoming Sentinels and organize them into strategic formations with the vampires before we invade.”
“I’ll be there, Take.”
Take subvocalized to his AI and disappeared in a flash of light.
Anaba reached up to remove the metal spikes holding up Nick’s dead body, one at a time. As she touched them, they glowed orange and slid out of the wall. She caught him as he fell heavily into her arms.
“Come on, Nick. I’ll give you a room with a view for when you wake up,” she said, cradling him against her chest. “Morningstar, I need a priority transit for two, relayed through the Anchorpoint master gateway directly to the Citadel.”
“Teleport ready,” answered her AI.
“Execute.”
A white light enshrouded them and they vanished.
 



PART IV:  THE BURNING
 



CHAPTER 26
 
June 2033; Castle Night, French Alps; Early evening
The Triumvirate regarded the massive bulk of Castle Night before them from a wide staging ground beyond the outer walls—the only part of the complex not covered by layer upon layer of jumper blocks. The castle was nestled in a mountain valley, the immense structure cut directly into the granite of the mountain. The crenellated battlements speared into the violet sky, dominated by the central spire of the High Tower.
Rory, Nemesis, and Takeshi walked up the road and stood before the great steel doors in the curtain wall, illuminated by halogen spotlights. After a moment, a small postern gate opened and a single Nightwalker bowed before them.
“My Lords and Lady, I am Gastineau Praetor Luscian, and I welcome you to Castle Night.”
Rory scowled, showing his fangs. “Stand aside, Praetor. I have business with your Master.”
“So I have been informed, Prince Sean,” Gastineau said calmly. “My Master awaits you atop the High Tower—if you can reach him.”
“Meaning what, exactly?” asked Take.
The Nightwalker studied him with distaste. “House Luscian stands ready to oppose you, Shadowhunter. You will have to kill us all before we will allow you to reach our Master.”
“Then we will kill you all,” Nemesis said coldly.
Gastineau smiled, clearly amused. “Forgive me for saying so, Prince Layla, but you have no chance whatsoever.”
Rory stepped forward. “That’s all right, Praetor.” He laid his hand companionably on Gastineau’s shoulder. “I forgive you.”
Gastineau jerked away, realizing the danger too late. The light of the Grace flared from Rory’s touch. With a choked cry, the Nightwalker staggered back and then collapsed on the ground before them.
From above the wall, Nightwalkers opened up on them with machine guns and combat magic. Rory looked up at the enemy, whose attacks glanced off the bright green shield that had become visible around them. He held his arms out to his sides and Nemesis and Takeshi took his hands, the three of them pooling their strength. Focusing their power in front of the main gate, they drew a Rune of Unbinding in the air in orange fire.
The Nightwalkers standing on the stone arch above the doors ceased their attacks and leapt off the wall into the shelter of the courtyard. The vampires on either side of the doors continued to attack. Then the Rune of Unbinding before them doubled and redoubled. Duplicate sigils spread out from the master rune and lined up in the air all along the curtain wall. The attacking Nightwalkers stared at them in shock, then tried to escape as they realized their peril, too late. The runes flared a blinding white. The entire fortification imploded, instantaneously reduced to dust and gravel, exposing the enormous courtyard of Castle Night to view.
Rory, Nemesis, and Take calmly regarded the legions of massed Nightwalkers before them. The Luscian forces advanced cautiously. Behind the Triumvirate, the air rippled as the great shroud of invisibility dropped, revealing rank upon rank of Armistice forces. The two armies hesitated, awaiting the order to attack.
Rory spoke, his AI amplifying his voice so everyone present could hear it. “My friend is dead, murdered before my eyes for Luscian’s amusement. Who will come forward to avenge my honor?” Behind him, the assembled vampires roared their challenge, Nightwalker and Daywalker alike.
“Brothers and sisters,” said Take, his voice echoing across the two armies as he drew his katana and raised it over his head. “The last of the Firstborn awaits us. Who will help me smite him down?” The Sentinels screamed in support.
Nemesis raised her own sword and pointed it forward at the Nightwalkers who blocked their way. “No mercy,” she said. “Let us begin.”
The Fire Sentinels struck first, their magic lashing out at the front rank of the Luscian army as the vampire sorcerers attempted to block their spells and counterattack. The air shivered with magic as the spellcasters continued to destroy each other from range while the rest engaged in close combat. A small block of elite Armistice forces surrounded Rory, Nemesis, and Take, holding their attackers at bay while the Triumvirate followed their advancing army. They focused their combined magical attacks on the enemy officers, striking at anyone seen giving orders.
Luscian’s troops were forced back under the assault and the Triumvirate forces pursued them into the castle. Room by room, the Armistice soldiers fought their way forward, down the wide halls toward the base of the central spire.
Take held his swords at the ready, waiting impatiently and occasionally supplying Rory and Nemesis with targets to eliminate as he analyzed the defenders’ strategy and pinpointed enemy commanders. Finally, he heard his AI speak to him over his com implants, its voice sounding in his ears by bone conduction.
“Takeshi, the linked AIs have decoded the jumper blocks surrounding the High Tower.”
“Group transit, Shuriken.”
In seconds, the Triumvirate and their defenders appeared atop the battlements of the High Tower. Luscian’s vampires surrounded them in ranks three deep, but they held their line, awaiting the order to attack. Luscian stood in a cleared space before them. He had discarded his casual clothing in favor of a midnight blue suit, his black sword Reaper in his right hand. The Eldest’s eyes shone lividly in the light of the azure flames enshrouding the blade, making him look every inch the denizen of hell who had masterminded the war from its inception, the architect of all their misery.
“The jumper block frequencies have rotated,” said Take’s AI. “We will require a significant amount of time to recalculate the new codes.”
“Keep working on it, Shuriken,” Take subvocalized.
Rory strode forward to confront the other vampire lord. “Luscian Firstborn,” he commanded, “raise your circle, and we will finish this.”
Luscian smiled. “Patience, Traveler. I wish to savor this moment: the day I finally put your pathetic Armistice to rest for good.” He raised Reaper and the blue flames hissed angrily as he leered at Rory. “Your boy Nicholas was a tasty morsel, although neither my spies nor his own memories were able to tell me exactly what your relationship was. Tell me, what were your plans for him? Were you going to turn him yourself? Or did you plan to take him as your lover first?”
Rory screamed in rage and leapt forward to strike, forgetting the ritual combat circle to prevent outside interference.
Luscian laughed as he blocked Rory’s attack. “You should have waited for the circle, Sean.” Then he triggered the spell that lay waiting around them.
Feeling the tangle of magic close around the two duelists, Take tried desperately to reach Rory, but he had barely taken two steps forward before Rory and Luscian vanished in a flare of light. Then he was too busy to do anything but fight as Luscian’s scions attacked.
 
Elsewhere
His sword still poised for battle, Rory searched the empty white mist that surrounded him for his enemy until he eventually made out the other vampire watching him calmly. A soft red aura surrounded Luscian’s body and a bright white light shone from his chest. Rory looked down to find a similar glow surrounding him, the same light shining from his chest.
“Okay, I’ll bite.” He gestured to the light. “What did you do?”
Luscian chuckled. “I brought us to another plane, slightly removed from our own.”
Rory gaped at him. “That’s impossible. All knowledge of planar travel was lost, wiped out along with the Pact Arcanum.”
“And who do you think designed the Pact Arcanum?” Luscian sneered at him. “Your Founders may have destroyed the knowledge of the artifacts I used to create the ritual, but I have not forgotten the secrets I discovered to form its basis.” He pointed his sword at the light emanating from Rory’s chest. “So you still have your soul. A true Firstborn. Who knew Jiao-long could be so ambitious?”
Rory shook himself mentally and then raised his sword. “It changes nothing. I’m still going to kill you.”
Luscian laughed out loud. “You were beaten the moment I brought you here, Sean. This plane is astrally contiguous with our own, so I can still summon all of my children forth through the bloodline to serve me.” The white light in his chest flared red, and a network of filaments branched from it in all directions, creating a spiderweb of brilliant vermilion energy around them both. At each intersection, a semi-transparent figure outlined in ruby light appeared. In an instant, Rory was surrounded on all sides by the vampires of House Luscian.
“You see?” Luscian said in triumph. “They are all here with me, but you have no scions to call to your aid because of your precious moral choice to create no new servants. If I wish it, they will tear you apart, over and over again, even as your body repairs itself.”
Rory swallowed, his mouth dry. “So why don’t you?”
“You have lost, Traveler.” Luscian glared at him. “The only question is whether you will submit gracefully to your fate.” He strode forward to stand directly in front of Rory. “I have analyzed the nature of your power. It will not work on me because I have retained my soul. But I see that you cannot be physically harmed or killed while your soul remains to you. My victory will not be complete until you are removed from the field of play. So, I offer you a choice, Redeemer. You may resist, and I will have my scions torment you forever in this place, bound to life until the end of time by your bargain with the White Wind.”
“Or?” asked Rory.
Luscian raised Reaper before him. “Or kneel before me, and I will strike you down. My sword will sever your soul from your body and bind it into my Crown of Souls, where you will serve me for eternity.”
Rory laughed. “Those are my choices? Eternal torture or eternal slavery?”
Luscian gave him a predatory smile. “Welcome to hell, Sean. Choose your resting place.”
Rory contemplated the waiting vampires around him and then silently knelt at Luscian’s feet.
Luscian grinned as he raised Reaper high above his head. Then he brought the sword down in a blur of blue flames toward Rory’s outstretched neck.
Rory rolled to the side, leaping to his feet in a single smooth movement as Luscian’s sword hacked into the misty ground where he had knelt only a moment before. The younger Firstborn slammed his hand forward, talons extended to rend, and buried his fingers in the Eldest’s chest. Clenching his fist around the crimson light of Luscian’s soul, which was still flush with the power of the bloodline, he raised his gaze to meet the other Nightwalker’s before Luscian could recover his balance and pull away. Rory’s voice reverberated deafeningly in the silence as the scions of House Luscian watched in shock.
“I FORGIVE YOU ALL!”
The red glow of the bloodline was obscured by the actinic white light of the Grace, which blasted out along the scarlet web of Luscian’s power, consuming scion after scion as it passed. Rory staggered backward, ripping his hand from the other vampire’s chest. He clutched his fists to his head and fell to his knees, surrounded on all sides by the wailing of the bloodline in the grip of the Pure Draw. Their lives exploded into his mind, one after the other, all their sins laid bare before him. Behind him, Luscian screamed and desperately cast a spell to escape the carnage as the world dissolved in white fire.
 



CHAPTER 27
 
Castle Night, French Alps
Take struck at Luscian’s Primogenitor with his katana then followed with his wakizashi, but the Nightwalker dodged easily to the side, avoiding both attacks. Lining up to block the vampire’s counterstrike, Take was taken aback as his opponent shuddered and collapsed to the stone floor. As he watched, the rest of the enemy combatants toppled, the Armistice forces peering around in confusion.
“What the hell?” Take asked in the sudden silence.
Nemesis staggered next to him, her eyes unfocused. “So many…”
Take shook her arm. “Layla, what happened?”
“Death is come,” she whispered, her expression a mask of terror. “The angels have unleashed their wrath.”
“What are you talking about?” demanded Anaba.
“The Grace has descended to strike them down,” one of the other Daywalkers answered, his voice choked with horror. “We can feel them dying. All of them.”
Take swallowed. “All of them?”
Nemesis stared straight ahead at nothing. “All of them. Everywhere. All across the world, House Luscian is burning.” She finally focused her gaze on Take. “I was wrong, Takeshi. This is not war. Not justice. This is genocide.”
Behind them, a flash of white lit up the battlements as Luscian and Rory reappeared. Luscian climbed to his knees, brandishing his sword as he glared at Rory’s still form on the stone floor before him. “Devil Child!” he screamed. “I will rend your soul!” He swung Reaper in an arc of blue flame toward Rory’s head. A mere foot away from his target it jarred to a halt, stopped by a sharp length of spellworked steel. Luscian glowered down Takeshi’s katana to meet the eyes of the Wind of Earth. “Will you defend him even now, Shadowhunter?” he growled.
“Always,” Take said grimly. “No matter what.” He slapped Luscian’s sword to the side with his katana and struck out at Luscian with his other sword.
In a single fluid movement, Luscian rolled away from the wakizashi and regained his footing. “This is honor combat, Sentinel,” he sneered. “You have no place coming between me and the Traveler.”
Take smiled at him. “If you wanted to keep me out of it, you should have waited for the circle, too.” He raised his swords. “Shall we begin?”
Luscian snarled, showing his fangs. “By all means, let us dance.”
 
Elsewhere
Rory lay huddled on the ground, his eyes closed against the screams and the visions until they mercifully trickled to a stop. Eventually, he tried to collect his thoughts, wondering how many deaths he had just been responsible for. Tens of thousands? Hundreds? A million? No one was sure exactly how many vampires Luscian had under his command, but the cold numbers meant nothing next to the reality of each life that had flared and burned as he watched, helpless to break the chain of events he had set in motion.
Slowly, carefully, he pulled himself to his hands and knees. Looking around, he was unsurprised to see only empty white mist, devoid of survivors. Glancing down at the white light of the cross brands on his hands, quiescent now that their terrible work was complete, he realized that he had become as insubstantial as Luscian’s scions had been.
“I think your body is back in the real world, with Luscian.”
Rory spun toward the voice then froze in shock at the spectre standing before him. “Nick?”
Nick smiled at him, the light of his soul shining from his chest, his body sheathed in a white glow. He wore white sweatpants and a T-shirt with the Journeymen logo, just as he had in death, but now they were intact and he was clean of the wounds that had marred his flesh in the physical world. “Hi, Rory.” He waved vaguely into the distance. “I was kind of way out in the cheap seats, or I would have been down here sooner.”
Rory wordlessly wrapped Nick in his embrace. “Nick,” he breathed, unable to say anything else as he clutched his friend to him. He felt Nick’s arms come up to hold him and they stood there silently in each other’s arms.
Finally, Nick pulled away. He regarded the Nightwalker with a crooked grin. “So,” he said, “you’re a vampire.”
Rory swallowed. “I wanted to tell you so many times.”
Nick shrugged. “So tell me now. I heard the story from Luscian as he was having his fun, but I want to hear your side of it. I guess we have plenty of time.” His eyes unfocused. “At least until Take finishes kicking his ass.”
Rory blinked. “What?”
“I can see through Luscian’s eyes if I concentrate. He’s fighting Take, who is wickedly cool with those swords, by the way.” Nick smiled. “I’m no judge, but I think he’s winning.”
“Oh, God, no.” Rory whirled around, searching the empty white mists surrounding them before turning to Nick again. “Nick,” he said urgently, “did any of the others survive?”
Nick raised an eyebrow. “I don’t think so. Why?”
Rory, his eyes wide, put his hands on Nick’s shoulders. “They call him Soulkiller for a reason. When his body dies, he can download his soul into another member of his bloodline, destroying the scion’s soul in the process as he binds the new body to his own soul.”
Nick swallowed in fear. “But there aren’t any other scions. There’s just me.”
“Take must not know that or he’d have just taken Luscian prisoner. He probably thinks all the scions are dead, so if he kills Luscian’s host, he will die for real.” Rory squeezed his shoulders tightly. “I won’t let him take you, Nick. I swear I will find a way to stop him.”
“What if Take kills him first?” Nick said in terror.
Rory bit his lip, trying to think. “You’re a Daywalker now,” he said, gesturing to the light of Nick’s soul shining from his chest, “Your soul is bound to your body again. He can’t just walk in and set up shop like he could with a Nightwalker. He’ll probably have to fight you for ownership of your body.”
“Fight?” Nick shuddered. “I tried to fight him already. He broke my leg to keep me from running away afterward.”
Rory held back tears as he held Nick tightly. “You can’t fight him as a human,” he whispered. “You have to let that part of your existence go if you want to survive.”
“I don’t want to die, Rory.” Nick’s voice was fragile. “Not again.”
“Then you have to learn to fight like a vampire.” Rory stepped back, out of Nick’s embrace. “And you need to learn now, while there’s still time.”
“How?”
Rory pulled down his collar, exposing the side of his neck. “You have to feed on me and arm yourself with my knowledge and my power.”
“I don’t understand.”
“There’s no time to explain. You’ll have to trust your instincts.” He steeled himself. “Let me make it easy for you, fledgling.” Reaching up and extending the claws of his right hand, he slashed open his exposed neck, spilling a gout of scarlet blood.
 
* * *
 
Nick’s eyes flamed and his fangs extended as he leapt forward involuntarily and clamped his mouth down on the gaping wound, drinking hungrily. As the bridge opened between them, Rory shared his knowledge of how to use blood magic to draw power from a victim. With a rush of bloodlust as his new nature overwhelmed him, Nick ruthlessly turned that magic on his friend, draining his power and knowledge, gorging himself on Rory’s memories until he reached the moment when Rory had killed Take.
Nick stopped, shocked by the knowledge as it penetrated his mind, and certain he was only seconds away from killing Rory in exactly the same way. Rory was not even trying to resist, ready to sacrifice himself to save the friend he had not been able to protect in life. Nick carefully drew back, using his new knowledge to heal the wounds in Rory’s neck, and Rory fell to the ground, gasping.
Nick turned away from Rory as the Nightwalker struggled to pull himself to his feet. He picked up Rory’s cutlass from where it lay on the ground, and stood waiting.
 



CHAPTER 28
 
June 2033; Castle Night, French Alps
With his short blade, Take knocked Reaper to one side as he spun around and slashed his katana across Luscian’s throat. The Nightwalker pitched backward, blood pouring from his wounds as Take lunged again and buried his wakizashi in the vampire’s heart. Reaper slipped from Luscian’s hand, fading away before it hit the floor. Luscian slumped, dragging down the Sentinel by his grip on the shorter sword. “You haven’t won yet,” he taunted Take, his voice choked with blood.
Take yanked his sword free from Luscian’s chest, kicking the vampire backward with his boot. “There are no more scions for you to hide in, Soulkiller. House Luscian dies today.”
Luscian smiled through the pain. “We shall see,” he whispered defiantly, his eyes glazing.
Take sprinted back to where Nemesis knelt beside Rory. “How is he?”
“His body is alive, but his soul is traveling. I do not have the power to follow him, nor to bring him back without help. Not even your triad link can reach him where he has gone.”
“What do we do?”
“I can do nothing alone. I need a stronger connection to his soul than I can create to reel him back to his body.” She glanced shrewdly at Take. “You were his First Blood; that creates a powerful connection between your souls. I can make it possible for you to travel after him along that link, and you have more than sufficient power to cast the spell required to help me pull him back.”
“What do I have to do?”
“Link with me.” Nemesis extended her mind and linked with Take, passing him the spellform he would need. Then she cast a spell. “I have strengthened our link so I will be able to maintain it, at least one way, once your soul moves away from your body. Now take his hand and I will send you after him while I watch through your eyes. When you have reached him, cast the spell I have given you. I will cast the second part of it from here to bring you both home.”
Take lay next to Rory, clasping the Nightwalker’s hand in his. “I’m coming, Rory,” he said quietly. Then he closed his eyes as Nemesis cast her spell.
 
Elsewhere
Luscian appeared before Nick. He looked at Rory, who was barely able to sit up, then at the sword in Nick’s hand. He laughed as he regarded his youngest scion. “Fledgling, are you mad?”
Nick bared his fangs. “I defy you, Father.”
“You have no chance at all, no matter what your friend has told you,” Luscian said, amused. “You know this to be true. I do not have time to spar with you, Nicholas. Submit, and I will make your end painless.”
“Like you did the last time?” Nick raised Rory’s sword, reaching into his own Gift of Fire to cast a spell on the blade, sheathing it in holy flames. “I don’t think so.”
Luscian scowled as he called Reaper to his hand. “Then die. I will take pleasure in snuffing out your soul.” He blurred into motion as he attacked.
Nick blocked his strike and counterattacked. They circled as they fought, both vampires trading blows faster than the eye could see.
A shimmer appeared in the air next to Rory, and Take’s spiritform materialized, surrounded by a white glow, the light of his soul shining from his chest. He knelt next to Rory, who watched him with disbelief. “Rory, are you all right? I came to bring—” He broke off, hearing the ring of steel, and looked up to see Nick and Luscian engaged in combat. “Oh, my God.”
 
Castle Night, French Alps
“No!” Nemesis sat up straight, drawing her fingers away from Take’s temples.
Anaba leaned forward. “What is it? Did something go wrong?”
Nemesis glanced up at her incredulously. “One of Luscian’s scions survived the Burning. The boy—Nicholas. He is fighting Luscian for possession of his body.”
“Nick Jameson is trying to fight off the Prince of Nightmares?” Ana stared at Nemesis in shock. “How is that even possible? Luscian has always just taken a new body when he needed one. Nick shouldn’t be able to stand in his way.”
“Nicholas survived the Grace, so he is a Child of the Dawn now. Luscian must displace his soul to claim the body for his own.”
“Then this was all for nothing,” Ana said angrily. “Luscian will rise again, and he will just go underground until he builds his powerbase back up to the point where he can attack us.”
“It’s worse than that,” said Nemesis, her expression harsh. “He’s going to rise in a Daywalker body.”
Ana’s eyes widened as she realized the implications. “He will have no weaknesses. He will own the day as well as the night.”
“That can never be allowed to happen,” Nemesis said flatly. “Sean asked you to put Nicholas in a safe place to rise to the second life. Where is the body?”
Ana swallowed. “The Citadel, in the Conservatory.”
“Go there. Now! You must contain the body before he rises. If Luscian manifests, you must destroy Nicholas before he gains his full strength.” She stood and extended a psychic probe to the Fire Sentinel. “Link with me.”
Ana joined her mind to that of Nemesis, who passed on her instructions.
Anaba blanched. “Is there any chance, Layla? Any chance at all?”
“There is always hope, Anaba. But if you cannot keep him contained, you must do what needs to be done.” She sat next to Take again. “Luscian cannot rise. Go quickly.”
Ana nodded, and then she ran to the edge of the battlements, her staff shrinking into a nine-inch crystal rod that she clipped to the bracer on her wrist. She cast a complex spell in the back of her mind as she ran. By the time she leapt into the open air, the spell was complete. Instantly, she took the form of an eagle, arrowing down toward the edge of the jumper block.
“Saber,” Nemesis called to her AI, “access the Anchorpoint faster-than-light communications relay and connect me to the Citadel.”
“Channel open.”
“Citadel Control, this is the Speaker for the Dawn. Authorization Curallorn seven-six-four-two, authentication keyword ‘vengeance’,” Nemesis said to the municipal AI. “Clear all traffic off the master gateway and prepare for priority transit relay for Special Agent Nizhoni through the Anchorpoint master gateway directly to the Citadel.
“Immediately upon her arrival, you are to initiate emergency teleport evacuation of all Citadel personnel through the master gateway to Anchorpoint, with the exception of Special Agent Nizhoni and the civilian Nicholas Jameson. Once the evacuation is complete, the Citadel master gateway is to be shut down and the transmission cores are to be taken off line. This is a Champion-level command that supersedes all other orders and priorities. Acknowledge.”
“Champion clearance confirmed. Teleport evacuation standing by. I estimate one hundred fifty seconds to complete evacuation once teleport protocol is activated.”
“Creator guide your steps, Anaba.” Nemesis laid her fingertips against Take’s temples as she prepared to look through the Earth Sentinel’s eyes again. “It’s all up to you now.”
           
Elsewhere
Take, his eyes still on Nick, helped Rory sit up. “He’s using your fighting style, Rory,” he said quietly. “What did you do?”
“I let him feed on me. I gave him as much power and skill as I could before Luscian came for him.”
“You let a fledgling feed on you?” Take’s eyes widened. “How did he keep enough control to hold back?”
“He didn’t. He almost took everything.”
“You would have let him kill you?” he asked in a harsh whisper.
Rory looked at him sadly. “It’s my fault, Take. It’s all I could do for him. The Grace would have kept me alive anyway.”
Take angrily bit back his reply and spun around to watch Nick and Luscian again. “It’s not enough,” he said, observing with a professional eye. “It may take a while, but he’s going to lose.”
Rory’s breath caught. “Can you help him?”
Take looked into his former bandmate’s pleading gaze and sighed. As he turned back to the battle before him, he said, “No. Not without a link. If I charge in there to help him and we don’t coordinate our attacks, Luscian will just adjust his tactics to make us get in each other’s way. He’ll cut us both to pieces.”
Rory slumped against Take, tears flowing down his face. “Then he’s won,” he said in despair.
 



CHAPTER 29
 
The Citadel, Lunar Farside
Ana ran toward the internal teleport gateway, noticing the evacuation begin out of the corner of her eye. Just as well, she thought. She stepped onto the teleport platform. “Initiate transit for one to Tower Alpha One, Conservatory Level.”
“Teleport ready.”
“Execute.”
The world went white and Anaba was left standing in a wide circular amphitheater under a clear dome. She ran down the stairs, through the banks of seats, until she reached the stage in the center, which contained a number of orchestral instruments and music stands. Nick was lying in the center of the room. He was cleansed of bloodstains and was wearing one of the simple two-piece outfits favored by inhabitants of the Citadel, colored Daywalker white. That was thinking ahead, she thought idly, noticing that the knife wounds had already healed and the body’s hair had been bleached white by the touch of the Grace. It won’t be long now.
Ana pulled a short blade out of her boot and spoke a few words of power before slashing her wrist. As the blood began to flow, she walked around Nick in a circle, chanting as she continued to spellcast. Forced into new pathways by the forming magic, the blood formed lines and sigils as she walked. After she had walked three circles around Nick, she healed the incision in her wrist and took a deep breath. Then she lifted her hands and cast the final words to the spell. The three blood circles glowed brightly, illuminating the room with lurid red light.
Ana staggered back and sat in one of the chairs, trying to catch her breath. “Command Access,” she said.
“Online,” answered the Citadel’s municipal AI.
“What is the status of Citadel evacuation?”
“Evacuation complete. All personnel except you and Nicholas Jameson have been offloaded to Anchorpoint.”
Ana sat back, exhausted. “Deactivate the quantum dispersion field around the Citadel and initiate autodestruct of the field emitters.”
“Be advised that your order will render the city vulnerable to attack by gravity pulse weaponry.”
“Understood. This is a Guardian-level command that supersedes all other orders and priorities. Authorization Nizhoni two-seven-six-five, authentication keyword ‘symphony’.”
“Guardian clearance confirmed. The quantum dispersion field has been deactivated. Field emitters have been destroyed.”
“Patch me through to Armistice Security Headquarters.”
“Channel open.”
“Request tactical access, authorization Nizhoni two-seven-six-five, authentication keyword ‘symphony’.”
“Online.”
“Access Damocles Control.”
The typically pleasant AI voice was replaced by a harsher tonal variant. “Warning. You have accessed a restricted datastream. Unauthorized access is punishable by immediate and final death. Do you wish to proceed?”
“Yes.”
“Identify.”
“Anaba Nizhoni, Special Agent, Armistice Security. Proxy authorization code Curallorn seven-four-four-one, authentication keyword ‘dragonslayer’.”
“Proxy Triumvirate authorization confirmed. Access granted to Damocles Weapon Platform Control.”
“Acquire my position and target my exact location.”
“Target acquisition confirmed. The Citadel, Tower Alpha One, Conservatory Level, Seat A17.”
Ana smiled at the unnecessary precision. Well, she thought, I did say ‘exact’. “Arm gravity pulse projector.”
“Gravity pulse projector online. Enter payload parameters for calculation of firing solution.”
“One hundred percent yield, with a one hundred meter event horizon.”
“Be advised that a one hundred percent yield gravity pulse will result in formation of a quantum singularity.”
“Understood.”
“Firing solution calculated and locked. Awaiting launch code for gravity pulse deployment.”
“Stand by. Keep this channel open and await further instructions.” Ana leaned forward and watched the body on the floor. “Showtime.”
 
Elsewhere
Take turned away from the battle again. “You said you let Nick feed on you.”
Rory nodded, his eyes on Nick, who danced aside from Reaper and attacked again with his cutlass.
“Nemesis said First Blood makes a link between a vampire and his victim. Can you use that connection to pass more power and skill to Nick?”
Rory looked sidelong at Take. “I don’t have anything left.”
“But I do.”
Rory’s eyes widened. “You want me to feed off you and give that to Nick?”
“Can you do it?”
“Take,” said Rory, “I almost never feed off the vein, especially when I have a strong emotional attachment in place. I might not be able to stop. Even though we’re just spiritforms here, I could still kill you.”
Take looked at Nick, who was obviously tiring. “There’s not much time, Rory.”
Rory swallowed. “Are you sure?”
“Do it.”
Leaning forward, Rory extended his fangs and gently bit down on Takeshi’s neck, feeding deeply as he drained power from the Sentinel. The Nightwalker focused the bridge away from his triad brother’s emotions, so he wouldn’t be distracted by their shared history. Instead, he drew out the skills and abilities of Take’s Gift of Earth and the tactical knowledge and experience of years as the Speaker for the Watch. Eventually, he drew back, leaving Take weak and gasping in his arms, and turned his senses toward the fighting vampires.
He waited until he saw Nick drop beneath Luscian’s horizontal slash and roll temporarily out of reach, then Rory slammed Luscian off his feet with a telekinetic attack. As Nick blinked at the unexpected respite, Rory sent him everything that he had gained from Take, all at once. Nick staggered back as Luscian regained his feet. The Prince of Nightmares glared at Rory and Take, now lying practically incapacitated next to each other, before turning his attention back to Nick.
“Bah.” Luscian leveled his sword at Nick. “I grow tired of this, boy. Surrender, and I will kill you quickly.”
Nick stood straight and smiled at him. He dropped Rory’s cutlass, and the holy flames extinguished. “I’m tired of this, too, Father,” he said quietly. Then he put out both hands. Immediately, a katana and wakizashi appeared in them, molded out of pure fire. “Why don’t we start over?”
Nick leapt forward in attack, faster than he had been before. He quickly drove Luscian backward, his movements faster and faster as he blurred around Luscian’s desperate counterstrikes. Finally, he knocked the Nightwalker’s sword to the side and used his short blade to chop down through Luscian’s right arm. Seeing an opportunity, he immediately raised his katana to slice into Luscian’s chest.
Luscian screamed and collapsed, Reaper tumbling to the ground beside him. While he lay gasping for breath, Nick stood over him.
“No,” Luscian croaked. “I will not die like this: at the hands of my own miserable fledgling!”
Nick kicked Reaper farther away and watched it fade then put his katana to Luscian’s throat. “I win, Father. I could cut your head off right now if I wanted to,” he growled, his eyes blazing red and his fangs extended.
“So go ahead.” Luscian’s eyes slitted in hatred. “Finish it.”
“After everything you did to me? A quick death would be a mercy.” Nick knelt on the ground next to Luscian. “I’m not feeling merciful.” Then he plunged his fangs into Luscian’s neck and began to drain him. He took everything, drawing out all the knowledge and mastery of the Eldest, pulling more and more power from Luscian’s spirit form until he reached the depths of Luscian’s soul and claimed the last and greatest piece of magic left to him.
The Crown of Souls.
The knowledge of what it was and what it contained exploded into his awareness: a maelstrom of tormented souls bound into servitude after being struck down by Luscian’s sword. Nick tried desperately to cast it aside, but it was already too late. The imprisoned souls struck at his unprepared mind, ruthlessly pushing his consciousness aside as they possessed him, mind and body.
They turned their collective attention to Luscian, who lay quivering with fear under their fangs. “Goodbye, Master,” they whispered, with many voices, into his mind. “Enjoy your voyage to hell, knowing we are finally and forever free.” They drained the last of the power binding the vampire lord to life and watched as his soul slipped away in terror to face judgment.
The Crown of Souls stood, clothed in Nick’s form, gazing down at Luscian’s spirit as it dissipated at their feet. Then they turned to Rory and Take, who watched helplessly, realizing something had gone terribly wrong. “Takeshi Shadowhunter, Sean Magister Jiao-long,” they said, their voices blending in harmony. “We thank you for our freedom. Because of that gift, we will not kill you today. Take back what you gave, and leave in peace.” Nick’s spirit form smiled at them beatifically then disappeared.
Rory and Take stood, their strength returned. “Rory,” said Take, “did we win, or did we just lose big?”
Rory swallowed. “I don’t know.”
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CHAPTER 30
 
The Citadel, Lunar Farside
“Nick,” Anaba said cautiously, as the vampire opened his eyes and climbed to his feet, “is that you?”
Nick looked around, taking in the blood circles that surrounded him before raising his eyes to the countless stars shining through the dome above. He smiled and dropped his gaze to Ana, his eyes red and glowing with power beyond anything a simple vampire could command. “No.”
Ana’s eyes widened. Then she scowled. “Luscian.”
Nick shook his head. “No.” He walked around the inner perimeter of the blood circles, reading the patterns and sigils laid out around him. “House Luscian is dust, and our Master is finally dead.”
Anaba heard the multitude of voices layered through Nick’s words, something that shouldn’t have been possible from one set of vocal cords. She swallowed, working it through in her mind. “The Crown of Souls,” she whispered.
Nick turned his head toward her, his eyebrows raised. “Impressive. You have an exceptional mind, though you often try to hide it. We should have expected nothing less from the one who led the research teams that developed the technologies for both temporal and gravitic manipulation.” Not expecting an answer, Nick turned away from her to gaze at the stars again. “This is the Citadel, is it not? A magnificent achievement, and your overall design as well. It is no wonder they call you the Architect now.”
Ana straightened. “How do you know so much about me?”
“Nicholas absorbed those memories from Sean Magister Jiao-long. We are holding the Daywalker’s mind imprisoned, but his recollections remain open to us.” Nick looked down at the blood circles. “Sean knew you were pragmatic, Anaba, but I think even he would be surprised at how far you would go. We are almost shocked that a Sentinel would stoop to use a magic as black as blooded containment circles.”
Ana’s face reddened. “Know thy enemy.”
Nick laughed in many voices and registers. “Then I’m sure you realize that by drawing these circles in your own heart’s blood, you have tied your life into the containment matrix. It is an extremely effective way to strengthen the circles while they hold, but when the last circle breaks, you will die instantly.”
“Of course I know,” said Ana. “I designed this spellform myself.”
“Such a pity. You could have been a useful ally.” He raised his hand and the entire inside of the containment ring flared a blinding white, the room echoing with thunder as the inner circle shuddered under the assault and expired.
Ana reeled backward and fell to the floor, coughing up blood.
Ignoring her, Nick watched as the sigils in the second ring shifted into a new configuration. “Ana, Ana, Ana,” he said mockingly. “You have made quite a study of blood magic, haven’t you? This is actually quite subtle.” He studied the new sigils with approval. “As each circle falls, the power is drained away to reinforce the next circle rather than dissipating.” He smiled at Ana as she climbed shakily to her feet, wiping the blood from her mouth. “Extraordinary. Most Nightwalker spellcasters study for centuries without ever achieving this level of brilliance. You are to be commended for your mastery.”
“Am I supposed to be flattered?” Ana said, hunched over in pain.
“We are giving credit where it is due, Sentinel. In the end, it makes no difference.” Nick shrugged. “It may take longer, but it is only a matter of time. You simply do not have the strength to contain us. In the end, we will break free, and you will die.”
Ana swallowed. “I believe you,” she whispered. She stood straight, with difficulty, and raised her voice. “Fiat Lux.”
A virtual screen appeared next to her, showing a countdown clock. “Launch code accepted. Gravity pulse deployed. Impact in eighty seconds.”
Ana laughed bitterly. “You can break my circles, but can you do it in time to claw your way out of a black hole?”
Screaming in rage, Nick slammed his fist against the barrier of the second circle, putting his full strength and mystical power behind it. The circle shuddered, but remained intact.
Ana’s eyes rolled up into her head, and she collapsed, unconscious.
Nick continued to pound his power against the blood circle until, finally, the second circle went out, its power draining away into the third and final circle. He looked at the countdown clock, knowing he would never be able to escape in time. Fifty seconds left.
“NO!” he screamed in a multitude of voices. “WE ARE FREE! WE CANNOT DIE NOW!” Then he fell to his knees and screamed again; this time there was only one voice, raised in terror. He looked around, breathing hard, and then scrambled on his hands and knees to the edge of the last blood circle and pounded his fists against the third barrier. “Ana, wake up! It’s me! It’s Nick. Let me out!”
Anaba didn’t move.
“Ana, for the love of God, wake up!” Nick got to his feet and paced back and forth in the containment field, desperately trying to think. He reached into Luscian’s memories and the knowledge from his own Gift. “Come on. Come on, Nick,” he said, his thoughts racing. “There has to be something. What counters blood magic?” He turned and glared at Ana where she lay upon the floor. “Damn you! What kind of Sentinel uses black magic?” Then he blinked. “Black magic…” he whispered.
Frantic, he spun around searching inside the circle for something he could use. “A focus! I need a focus.” He stopped, noticing the smeared sigils where he had crawled through the inert blood of the first two circles. He lunged forward and swiped his hand through the blood, too terrified to let the scent trigger his vampire hunger. He fixed his gaze on the gruesome wet stain on his fingers and then glanced at the clock. Thirty seconds. “I’m going to hell,” he said to himself quietly. Then he quickly drew a bloody cross on the front of his white shirt.
Dropping to his knees, he clasped his hands in front of him in prayer. “Lord, please, I may not be one of your children anymore. I don’t know. But I beg you to lend me the smallest part of your strength. If not for me, then for her. Let me save us both.” In his mind, he invoked the spell for a Faith Ward.
His eyes suddenly burned a vivid blue and the cross on his shirt burst into searing light. Nick rose to his feet, his mind resonating with power as a circle of azure flames surrounded him. Then he walked calmly and deliberately across the last circle, which flared and moved aside for him. The light faded and he dropped to his hands and knees, gasping with loss. Shaking his head to clear it, he crawled to Anaba’s side. Nick slung the unconscious Sentinel’s body over his shoulder as he stood, pausing only to yank the crystal rod from the bracer on her left wrist. In his right hand, it grew into a magician’s staff. He glanced again at the clock. Fifteen seconds.
Using the staff, he cast a quick spell to dissipate the last blood circle from the outside, and it went out without breaking. Then he shifted Ana’s body to hold her tightly with his left arm, inhaled deeply, and slammed the staff against the floor with his right hand. It flared white, teleporting them away.
He was floating, holding his breath. Using telekinesis, Nick rotated to face the lunar surface, the alabaster towers of the Citadel almost two miles below him. The dome on the central spire flared with brilliant multicolored light, and a ripple of destruction spread away from it at horrendous speed in advance of the expanding, mirror-bright sphere of the event horizon. The shining turrets collapsed into the artificial gravity field, imploding before the shockwave as the city lights went out all at once. For a moment, the center of the city was encased in a silver orb of twisted space-time. Then, in a microsecond, the event horizon contracted to a pinpoint and disappeared, leaving nothing to mark its passing but a gaping hole in the tracery of white buildings and broken domes. The wreckage was eerily lit by a firestorm sweeping the city, sustained by the escaping atmosphere.
Nick looked away, sickened at the waste. Letting go of the crystal staff, he probed Ana’s body with his mind. The Sentinel was still alive but slowly asphyxiating as the capillaries in her lungs began to burst under hard vacuum. He quickly reviewed Rory’s memories, but couldn’t find jump coordinates for anywhere nearby, except the Citadel itself. Finding the information he needed, he stretched out his body and burst into motion. Nick flew above the lunar landscape at unimaginable speed, faster and faster, the tumbled rock plain beneath him blurring into a featureless gray smear.
Thirty seconds.A mountain flashed by him on the left, barely registering as he extended his senses to the limit to avoid any obstacles.
Sixty seconds.They crossed the terminator into night, and the temperature dropped like a stone. Nick wrapped a cocoon of warmth around them as his lungs burned with his held breath.
Ninety seconds.Ahead of him, his mind touched the structure he was searching for, and he began to decelerate. Ten seconds later, he saw the telltale shimmer of an artificial invisibility shroud ahead. As he passed through the camouflage field, the space station appeared before him—a great spoked wheel with a flattened sphere in the center.
Nick flew directly toward the central sphere, coming to a stop just next to the airlock he had identified. He slammed his right hand down on the pad next to the door, and the airlock slid open. Dodging inside, he hit a similar pad next to the inner door. The outer door slid closed, followed by the faint hiss of the airlock pressurizing. Nick swung Anaba to the floor and gulped the oxygen-rich air. Then, he tore open the front of the Sentinel’s combat armor with his full strength. Placing both hands against the pale, bruised skin of Ana’s chest, he began the spell for major healing.
First, he drained the blood from the Sentinel’s lungs, repairing the capillary damage and oxygenating her blood. Next, he gently coaxed the neurons of her brain back from anoxic damage, careful to protect the sensitive neural tissue to prevent reperfusion injury as it was flooded with fresh blood. He checked her major organs, to see if he had missed anything, until he was satisfied he had repaired everything to the limits of his Gift and Luscian’s knowledge. Then he sat back on his heels and finally rested.
The poisonous blue color had faded from Ana’s skin, and Nick watched her for a moment to ensure she was breathing easily on her own. Carefully picking her up, he walked through the open inner door and into the stark white metal corridors of Hephaestus Station, following the map from Rory’s memories of a visit here more than three years ago. As he walked, the lights blinked on above him, the station’s AI recognizing his presence. Finally, he walked into a wide, open space beneath a clear dome—the observation deck at the center of the structure. Placing Ana on one of the soft couches, he then walked to the transparent wall of the dome and looked out at the bright half-disk of the Earth, hanging in the star field before him.
For almost an hour, he watched the planet on which he’d lived his entire life, sifting through the memories he had absorbed from Rory and Luscian. Everything’s different now, he thought. How could the world have changed so radically in a single day? So many wonders, hidden in plain sight. His thoughts turned caustic for a moment. How could Rory have kept all this from me?
Then he heard a weak cough behind him and faced Ana as she struggled to sit up. He didn’t try to help, instead observing her reaction with his enhanced senses as she realized two things: first, that she was alive; and second, that she wasn’t alone.
Nick sighed as she attempted to raise her mystical defenses. “Ana, it’s okay. I’m Nick, again.”
“And I should believe that?” Anaba asked, her voice hoarse. She swung her legs to the floor and sat up on the couch, glaring at him.
“It doesn’t matter whether you believe it, Sentinel. But it’s true.”
Ana watched him through bloodshot eyes, then nodded once. “I couldn’t draw enough magic to bend a spoon right now anyway, let alone fight you.” She looked around. “Where are we?”
“Hephaestus Station. It’s lucky you left the environment controls running when you decommissioned it. I didn’t have jump coordinates for any of the orbital stations, so I had to fly. It was the only pressurized space I could get to in under two minutes, or you would have died.”
Anaba blinked owlishly. “You flew from the Citadel to Hephaestus Station in two minutes?”
“I had incentive. You were drowning in your own blood. I repaired all the major damage, but you should probably get checked out by an expert when you get home.”
Ana slumped in her seat. “Thank you, I suppose.” She glanced up sharply at the looming bulk of the moon that filled half the sky. “What happened to the Citadel?”
“It’s gone. You blew away the center of the city, and the rest was on fire and venting atmosphere.” Nick’s expression turned sad, remembering the instant of wonder at seeing the entire city for the first time, just before it was destroyed. “I’m sorry, Anaba. I know it was your baby. I don’t know how you did it.”
Ana lay back against the couch, lacing her fingers behind her head as she lifted her gaze to the majesty of the stars. “The people were evacuated. It was just buildings. Buildings can be rebuilt as long as my dream is alive.”
Nick tilted his head curiously. “What dream?”
Ana turned her head to face Nick with unconcealed hostility. “The hope that, one day, people like me won’t have to give up their lives and everything they love, just to protect the world … from people like you.”
Nick watched her silently for several seconds before speaking again. “House Luscian is dead, Ana. Soulkiller is dead. You won a great victory today. Doesn’t that count for something?”
She snorted and focused on the infinite sky. “And how many people will die someday because I wasn’t strong enough to kill the thing that looked out at me when you first opened your eyes?”
Nick looked away. “I wasn’t ready when I took the Crown from Luscian. I didn’t understand what it was or how hard they could fight. It wasn’t until it was clear that I was going to die along with them that I was able to muster the will to suppress them. Now I know. They won’t have the chance to break free again unless I open the door to their cage by using the sword, and I would never do that. I swear that will never happen.”
“Good intentions don’t lead to Heaven, Nicholas.” Ana chuckled. “You’re a vampire lord. How long do you think you’ll be able to keep that level of power leashed before you finally decide to compromise your principles? The only question is whether it will be sooner or later, and how many people will die in the process.”
“Are you always this cynical?” Nick asked, stung by her dismissal.
“I’m a realist,” she answered. “How did you break through my circles without killing me? Call it professional curiosity.”
Nick flushed. “I dispersed the last circle from the outside after I got out. That’s why it didn’t break when the Citadel fell.”
Ana raised an eyebrow as she dropped her gaze to regard him curiously. “How did you escape without breaking the seal?”
Nick didn’t meet her eyes. He scratched nervously at the brown cross on his shirt, the blood having dried during his stint in hard vacuum. “I cast a Faith Ward. The circle was black magic, so it got out of the way as I walked through.”
Ana frowned at the cross on Nick’s shirt. “A Faith Ward is holy magic from beyond the Gates. Living beings are too weak to channel that much power through their own bodies without being destroyed, so the spell requires a sacramental medium to act as a focus, like consecrated silver. Ink wouldn’t have worked, even if you had a marker in the circle with you. What did you use for a containment matrix?”
Nick swallowed nervously. “Blood.”
Ana rose shakily to her feet, her fists clenched in fury. “You created a Faith Ward using a cross made of vampire blood?” she snarled. “Do you understand how deeply sacrilegious that is?”
Nick shrugged. “It’s Sentinel blood. From the circles.”
Ana blinked, taken aback. “My blood?” she screamed, shaking with anger. “You brought me into it?”
“It’s not fucking up to you, Ana. The Light accepted the offering, so spare me your self-righteousness.” Nick growled at her, his fangs showing. “Besides, if a Sentinel can go far enough into the Black to cast blooded circles, then a vampire can certainly use them to reach for the White.”
Anaba collapsed back onto the couch, slumping against the backrest. “Touché.”
Nick scratched at his head, ignoring the dried blood beneath his fingernails. “Look, Ana, we might as well make the best of it. This station was decommissioned. Is there still food and water here?”
“Yeah. The station was only temporarily shut down; it’s still supplied with non-perishables. The reactor cores will be stable for at least another century or two, so there was no reason to take the environment offline.” She shrugged. “It didn’t cost us anything to keep it running, so we just didn’t staff it, in case we needed it again. We took Hephaestus out of service only because we didn’t need a specialized facility to manufacture elysium alloy once the Citadel was complete, and there wasn’t such a need for ultra-high-strength materials.”
“You still need elysium for jumpship hulls, don’t you?”
Ana raised an eyebrow. “You know about jumpships, too?”
Nick tapped the side of his head. “I picked up a lot from Rory’s memories today.” He smiled. “Did Take really come up with the idea for Recursion Drive?”
“Sort of. He read about the idea of using repetitive ultra-short-range teleportation to create inertialess spaceflight in a comic book. When he asked me whether it could work for real, I looked into it on a lark. It was actually pretty simple to set up and eventually became the basis for our entire space program. Well, except for conventional Gravity Drive, which came later, for short range flight and applications that required moving objects rather than teleporting them.” She looked beyond Nick at the stars. “Most of the jumpships we make now are built at one of the more advanced manufacturing facilities in the Outer Colonies.”
“How long will it take to get a jumpship over here?”
Anaba considered. “Well, with the Citadel gone, the FTL communications grid will be down to emergency capacity only, using the uplinks in Anchorpoint and Icehaven. Once I get the station’s communications array online, we can send a message to the other orbital habitats requesting a rescue ship to pick us up. It shouldn’t take more than an hour or two.”
“Good.” Nick turned his gaze back to the Earth again. “Ana, can I ask you a personal question?”
“If you want, as long as we’re stuck here.” She snorted. “I might not answer, though.”
“Why do you hate Rory so much?”
Ana froze in her seat. “I don’t hate him,” she whispered.
“He thinks you do.”
Ana leaned back in her seat and sighed. “I don’t hate Rory. I hate his choices and the things he’s done.”
“Because he killed you.”
Ana slid the upper portion of her torn combat armor off her shoulders and onto the floor. “Not because of that. I know the Red Wind was playing with his head, and his reason was shot, even if it’s hard to accept that sometimes.”
“Why, then?”
Ana stood and walked to stand next to him, following his gaze. “He brought us back. He shouldn’t have done that.”
Nick looked sideways at her. “You blame him for saving you?”
Ana faced resolutely ahead. “The world is made of choices, Nick. That’s what free will is all about. He killed us. He should have lived with that and moved on. Instead, he made himself a slave to the angels to carry out an impossible task. He will never be free until the end of time. Now I am forced to go through life again, living with that, knowing I’m part of the reason he trapped himself in the darkness forever. That’s why I hate being around him. It reminds me too much of what he did because of me.”
Nick turned his head again to face the Earth. “You said saving you was part of the reason. Did you ever ask him the rest of it?”
Ana shook her head. “No. What does it matter? He had his motives, and he never wanted to share them with us, so why should I ask? He made his choice, and I accept it.”
Nick sighed. “Anaba, you’re supposed to be the smart one. If Rory wins and converts or destroys all the Children of Darkness, what will happen to the Sentinel Gift without the Red Wind to kindle it?”
Ana turned ashen as she snapped her head around to stare at him. “It will die,” she whispered.
“Do you know what Rory said to the angel just before he took the deal? ‘Swear that if I do this, if I win, that none of us will be forced to fight in your war again. That our descendants will not inherit the duty to die protecting the world, as we did. The legacy of the Gift will end, forever.’ He made the Pact Arcanum in the hope that, one day, people like you won’t have to give up their lives and everything they love just to protect the world from people like me. Sound familiar?”
Nick watched her with his vampire senses fully open. Ana trembled slightly. “It’s the same dream as yours. But he knew from the beginning that he wouldn’t live to see it. Even if he wins, he’ll be the last Red Wind vampire in the world. That future won’t be safe until he’s dead, and he accepted that. That’s what he had to live with when he trapped himself in the darkness forever. So why don’t you cut him a little slack?”
Ana swallowed. “Why didn’t he tell me?”
Nick looked at the unblinking stars. “Because he thought you hated him, and he didn’t want to make it sound like he was making excuses. He still thinks that way. Maybe if you make an effort to repair your relationship, he might finally tell you the truth.”
Ana took a deep breath. “Why are you telling me this, Nick?”
“Because he’s my friend—even though he had to lie to me left and right to keep me from finding out about your world—and because you still mean a lot to him. If I can help him out before I leave, I want to do what I can.”
“I’ll think about it.” She looked at Nick in suspicion. “Wait, what do you mean, ‘leave’? You’re trapped here, the same as I am.”
Nick shook his head, smiling slightly. “Actually, no. I’m not. You’ll be safe here until you get picked up, but I’m leaving now.”
“You can’t fly all the way to Earth, Nick. Levitation is a gravity-well effect. You’ll stall out halfway there, even if you could hold your breath that long. And you can’t jump that far without a functional fixed-point teleport gateway at both ends, with transmission cores to enhance the signal. It can’t be done.”
Nick pointed down to the main factory level below them, where a large, eight-pointed star design was visible on the floor. “There’s a gateway right there. I can use the Crown to set up temporary transmission cores in a standing wave that will last long enough to make the jump.”
She snorted. “So much for good intentions.”
Nick scowled, but said nothing.
Ana’s brow furrowed in thought. “Even if you do have that kind of power at your disposal, you’d still need a gateway at the other end. You don’t have the AI codes to access the master gateways at Anchorpoint or Icehaven.”
Nick chuckled. “Luscian always thought ahead, Ana. You built an unassailable fortress completely beyond the reach of the Court of Shadows. Do you honestly think he would have provoked a war with the Triumvirate if he didn’t have a way to take it from you? His spies stole the gateway technology almost three months ago.” He laughed at Ana’s goggle-eyed expression. “See you on the flip side, Sentinel.”
Nick looked back at the gateway and jumped directly there by line of sight. Calling Reaper to his hand, he used it as a conduit to bleed magic into the spellform he had silently constructed in the back of his mind. Eight pillars of insubstantial blue light appeared at the points of the star. Ignoring the screams of the trapped souls that echoed in his mind when he drew upon the strength of the Crown, he looked back up at the observation deck and waved to Anaba, who was pressed against the clear dome, staring at him.
Then he gathered his will and leapt into the void.
 



CHAPTER 31
 
Castle Night, French Alps; Forty-five minutes later
Rory stood silently at the edge of the battlements, gazing down at three huge bonfires, the mystic flames painting the courtyard a vivid sapphire in the darkness before the dawn. Only another hour before sunrise and still no sign of him. Could he have slipped past me? Then he felt the psychic probe he was waiting for and smiled. “Hello, Nick.”
The probe withdrew hurriedly, but Rory had already traced the source back to the lower levels of the castle. He snorted. “I know you’re there, Nicholas.”
The psychic touch came again, and Nick’s inner voice answered with resignation. “Hello, Rory.”
“Come up and join me for a drink. You know where to find me.” Rory broke contact, leaving it up to Nick whether he would accept the invitation. He settled in to wait.
Fifteen minutes later, Nick climbed the stairs onto the roof. Rory knew objectively that Nick had risen to the third life, but the Daywalker’s white hair slammed home exactly what had happened to his friend that night, the ordeal he’d endured because of Rory’s stupidity. Rory turned away before Nick noticed him watching, and refocused his attention on the bonfires below. So many mistakes, and no way to make up for them.
Walking barefoot across the bloody stone of the roof, Nick made his way to Rory’s side.
“What are you burning?” Nick asked, following Rory’s gaze.
Rory continued to watch the flames, the faint crackling sound carrying all the way up to where they stood. “The bodies of House Luscian. Once they’re completely consumed, we will commit their ashes to the wind and the sunlight.”
Nick nodded politely, clearly uninterested in the fate of his brethren. “How did you know I was here? I was trying to be careful.”
Rory tapped the side of his head before glancing back at Nick. The younger man’s clothes were stained with ash from the many fires burning throughout the castle, as well as the bloody cross on his shirt that Anaba had mentioned. “Ana linked to me. She explained what happened after you rose to the third life.”
“Ah. Once a triad, always a triad, I guess.”
Rory’s gaze locked on the cerulean blue of the Daywalker’s eyes, so full of pain and despair. His heart broke all over again, remembering the desperate look Nick had given him in the last moment of life, just before Luscian ended it forever. Get ahold of yourself, he thought. Nick doesn’t need to be reminded of that.
He forced his voice to remain level. “It’s the first time I’ve felt her thoughts in almost three years. Ana and Take don’t touch my mind much anymore. She only called to tell me you would need an amplified, fixed-point teleport gateway to jump all the way back from Hephaestus Station, and that if Luscian had one operational, it would probably be hidden somewhere in the castle. So I sent everyone away from the High Tower and extended my thoughts to cover the entire complex looking for you.” Rory paused for a moment, thinking about Ana’s uncharacteristically tentative voice when she had reached out to him after so long. “What did you say to her? She seemed less hostile than usual. If I didn’t know her any better, I’d say she gave me the information as a peace offering.”
“We chatted for a while, once she stopped trying to kill me.” Nick shrugged. “Sorry about the Citadel, by the way.”
Rory laughed, having already reviewed satellite images of the devastation. “Yeah, she told me she leveled the place in an attempt to take you out. She’s already making plans to improve her original design when we start rebuilding.”
Nick picked up the opened wine bottle from the wall in front of them and poured a generous amount of the crimson liquid into two flutes of Venetian glass that rested next to it, both inscribed with the crest of House Luscian. Inhaling the coppery aroma of fresh blood, he waved his hand over the glasses in a warming cantrip and watched them steam as they reached body temperature. “What shall we drink to?” he asked, taking one of the glasses.
Rory claimed the second glass. “To endings and new beginnings.”
Nick clinked his glass against Rory’s, the crystalline chime singing through the early morning air as the light of dawn crept over the horizon. They both drank, watching the flames of the funeral pyres for a few minutes before Nick said, “This stuff is good. What is it?”
“Tiamat, a brand of bloodwine produced only in Armistice territory.”
“It doesn’t taste like the stuff Luscian drank. It’s stronger, more powerful.”
“Most of the members of the Court of Shadows prefer human blood.”
Nick raised his eyebrows. “This is Sentinel?” He took another sip, rolling it over his tongue. “I can only taste the echo of one soul.”
“This is Single Voice. There are lesser varieties, but I wanted nothing but the best for you.”
Nick sighed and put the glass down. “Rory, it’s not your fault.”
“Then whose fault is it?” asked Rory, his voice tight with anger. “Luscian went after you because you were my friend—the only human friend I let myself have since Jiao-long turned me. It was selfish of me to get close to you, and it cost you your life. I should have warned you.”
“You couldn’t have told me the truth.” Nick watched the lightening sky. “I wouldn’t have believed you without proof. And now I know why you could never give me that.”
Rory regarded his friend with curiosity. “Meaning what, exactly?”
“It was there in Luscian’s memories. When he attacked, he felt my Gift kindle. That’s why he didn’t kill me immediately. He waited until just before the change was complete before turning me.” He sighed. “Luscian did so love to collect hybrids.”
Rory’s face twisted in sympathy. “And in the meantime, he indulged in a little recreational torture.”
Nick shuddered, trying to conceal it by picking up his glass and taking another sip. “I try not to think about that.”
Rory turned back to face the bonfires and said softly, “I was there at your house as soon as Ana said it was clear. I saw what he did. He left you to rise to the second life alone, in the dark, never knowing what had happened to you or why.”
“I know you were there, Rory. I heard you.”
“What?” Rory blinked in surprise. “No, you were dead, Nick. You must have imagined it.”
“You said you were sorry, and that you should have warned me,” whispered Nick. “Then you swore they would all burn for what they had done to me.” He stepped closer to the wall and looked down at the funeral pyres below. “And you kept your word.”
Rory was silent, following Nick’s gaze to the violet flames.
“So, what now?” Nick asked, leaning against the crenellated wall.
“Now?” Rory sipped his bloodwine. “Now you can do whatever you want. I can provide you with a supply of Tiamat, unless you want to hunt outside the Armistice Zone or find a willing donor. Daywalkers still need blood periodically, though they can extend the interval by psychic feeding.”
“Hunt?” asked Nick, looking at him quizzically. “Isn’t that against the rules?”
“The Children of the Dawn swear not to kill, except in self-defense, defense of another, or to defend their honor. But they all chose to become what they are and entered the third life willingly. You had it thrust upon you in battle. The rules don’t apply to you, unless you decide to take the oath. You’re a free agent.” Rory looked out at the horizon, where the smoke-filled sky continued to brighten. “It’s already been arranged.”
Nick considered that. “What about the Challenge of Kings? You called Luscian out and now he’s dead, although admittedly you used me as a proxy. Technically, House Luscian owes you a hundred years of service.”
Rory tilted his head to grin back at Nick and his fangs showed for a second. “Is that what you want—to swear allegiance to me and become Primogenitor Jiao-long?”
Nick shrugged. “Just stating a fact.”
“No. I won’t make you swear your honor to my service; that is, unless you decide you want to by your own choice.” Rory drank the last of his wine before setting down his glass. “Besides, are you sure you have the right? You were the most junior scion of Luscian’s bloodline. If any of the others survived, they would have first crack at the job.”
Nick shook his head. “They’re all gone, Rory. I can feel my connection to the bloodline, and it’s empty of any other voices.”
“I guess that makes you Nicholas Magister Luscian by default.” Rory smiled. “Soulkiller’s Bane.”
Nick snorted. “You better not let that name catch on. I have no desire to live up to any kind of legend. I’d just as soon not let the Court of Shadows know that any of Luscian’s scions survived.” Finishing his bloodwine, he turned around and leaned his forearms on the stone wall, holding the empty glass as he watched the sky turn vermilion.
Rory copied his pose. “So, you’re the last House Luscian vampire in the world.”
“Yup,” Nick said with a nod. “They were a blight on the pages of history. Killing them did the world a favor. No one will miss them, least of all me.”
“What will you do now?”
“Nothing.” Nick stood again, setting his glass down before shrugging nonchalantly. “I just want to go home, back to my life.”
Rory stared at him, appalled, and then stood again. “Your life is over, Nicholas.” Rory crossed his arms in front of himself. “If you return to the life you knew, you’ll only endanger everyone you care about. Your family. Your friends. They’ll all be at risk if you try.”
“You don’t know that,” Nick said, clearly irritated.
“I do know that, and so do you.” Rory’s eyes bored into Nick’s, noticing the Daywalker’s emotions roil angrily across his psyche. “Luscian killed you before your Gift could give you the race memories that go along with it, so you probably don’t know, but in every generation the four elemental powers of the Sentinel Gift are concentrated in four individuals, each of whom express one of the elements in its most powerful form. Those four individuals are genetically programmed to be the leaders of the Sentinel race, called the Winds. Takeshi, Anaba, and I are the Winds of Earth, Fire, and Air respectively for this generation. We’ve wondered for years where the Wind of Water has been hiding.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “But you know, don’t you, Nick?”
“No,” Nick said in horror, shaking his head. “Oh, God, no. Rory, you’re wrong. You have to be wrong.”
“I’m not wrong, Nick. I knew the second I shook his hand—when you introduced me to Scott at your birthday party. Two powerful latents, linked in a dyad configuration even while dormant. Now that your Gift is awake, his will be primed. He’s probably already on the edge of kindling, just waiting for a spark to start the change. Sooner or later, you’ll drag him down into this world along with you”
“I won’t let that happen!” Nick shouted.
“No matter what you do, someday it’ll happen. The two of you are at the height of your musical careers, just a few months away from touring worldwide. Were you planning to cancel all of your shows outside the Armistice Zone? How would you explain that to your record label, let alone your bandmate? No matter how careful you are, somewhere along the line you’ll slip up, and he’ll be exposed. It’s inevitable.”
Nick’s shoulders slumped. “Rory, please, help me.”
Rory put his hand gently on Nick’s shoulder. I owe him the truth. He deserves to know. Best to be up front with him from the beginning. “There’s a way you can protect him. But only if you have the will.”
“How?”
God, he looks so hopeful.“Walk away.” Rory’s voice grew stern. “Let the old Nick Jameson die and find yourself another path. Quit the group and stay away from him. It’s the only way you can keep him safe. But it’s your decision.”
Nick swallowed, pain and indecision burning briefly in his eyes. Finally, the Daywalker straightened up and faced him squarely, his expression stony. “Goodbye, Rory.”
“Where are you going?” Rory said calmly.
“Home.”
“When the time comes, try to remember that I offered you a choice.”
Nick looked at him stolidly, saying nothing before jumping away.
Rory turned back toward the red eastern sky and held his temper in check for almost ten seconds. Then, with a scream of rage, he punched the crenellated wall in front of him. The merlon he struck disintegrated in a spray of gravel, and a six-foot section of the thick stone wall shattered into fragments, raining rubble down on the roof of the level below him. He stepped carefully to the side, avoiding the pool of blood and broken glass from the destroyed bottle of Tiamat. Turning, he slumped against an intact section of the battlements, sliding down until he was sitting on the stone floor. “I can’t see you and I can’t feel you, but I know you’re there, Take.” His voice was ragged. “You’re always there.”
The air shimmered in front of him and Takeshi appeared. His short black hair was flecked with ashes, and his gray combat armor was scarred and burned from the battle. His katana was slung over his back, and the matching wakizashi hung from his belt. Take walked over to Rory and sat down beside him, pushing his katana out of the way as he leaned against the tightly mortared stone.
They sat in silence for several minutes before Rory spoke. “How long have you been watching?”
“About an hour. Since Ana linked with you and told you Nick was coming. I stayed behind when you cleared the High Tower and followed you up here.”
“You listened in on Ana’s link?” Rory sighed. “I forgot you could do that. It’s been so long since we functioned like a real triad.”
“We are a real triad, Rory,” the Sentinel said quietly, turning his eyes to Rory. “You’re still one of us.”
“No, I’m not.” Rory tilted his head back against the cold stone and closed his eyes. “We still work together, but you guys are a dyad in everything but name. I haven’t been part of your team since Jiao-long. Ana knows it, and I know it. Why don’t you just admit it, too?”
“You did try to kill us both.”
“Not to put too fine a point on it, but actually I succeeded in killing you both.”
“You brought us back.”
“Maybe that was a mistake, Takeshi.” Rory opened his eyes, staring up at the stars. “You could both have been safe and happy with the Light. I dragged you back down here out of guilt.”
“You would have been alone: a freak of magic, half Sentinel, half Nightwalker. You wouldn’t have had any chance at completing the Great Work on your own. The price of the Grace would have bound you to a life in the darkness forever, unable to die or find any peace until the end of time.”
“Ana hasn’t forgiven me for what I did that night. Why do you?”
“Because I love you.” Take’s tone was matter-of-fact. “I will always love you, no matter what you’ve done. Nothing will change that.”
Rory clenched his jaw defiantly and refused to look at him. “I don’t love you anymore, Take. Find someone else.”
Take shook his head. “Stop lying, Rory. You don’t do it very well.”
“Mortals are so stubborn.”
“There’s no need to be racist about it.”
“Sorry.” Rory idly picked out the fading constellations as they stars disappeared against the rising light. “Take, please just let it go. It’s too dangerous for us to be together. I killed you once; I might kill you again. There’s no evidence that the Grace will work twice. Next time, I might not be able to bring you back.”
“I’ll take that risk.”
“Well, I won’t.”
Take let his gaze drop to the burned stone of the roof. “Would you rather be with Nick?”
WHAT? Rory snapped his head down, focusing his full attention on Take. “Don’t you dare ask me that! You don’t have any right.”
“He’s more than a match for your mystical strength.” Take persisted. “And he holds equivalent blood rank. He’s your equal in every way, and he’s not mortal anymore. You could spend eternity together.”
“I’m not discussing this with you,” said Rory, his voice clipped. “God, Take, where do you get off? He just died, for Christ’s sake.”
“I’ve watched you around him for months, ever since the two of you got to be friends.” Takeshi sounded tired, wistful. “The life came back into your eyes, and I had to accept that he put it there. You were happy for the first time since Jiao-long. I saw the way you stopped dwelling on the past and started to look forward to his every visit, every phone call, every letter.”
“And look where it got him,” yelled Rory, scrambling to his feet, fists clenched in fury.
“Rory, I know you’re in love with him.” Take looked up to meet his eyes, defeated. “You look at him the way you used to look at me.”
Rory’s shoulders stiffened and all the fight went out of him. Oh, my God. The memories of the last few months crashed into his conscious mind. He saw the anticipation, the eagerness that had guided his steps from the moment he had returned from the Christmas party in such high spirits. No. It can’t be! Not when I’ve just lost him. “I … I don’t know.” Despair crashed down on him as he finally admitted to himself what had been so obvious to Take. “It doesn’t matter now. Nothing matters.”
Take stood. “Does he mean that much to you?” He put his hands on Rory’s shoulders.
“He’s everything,” whispered Rory, still caught up in his sudden self-awareness. How could I not have realized? His tears left bloody tracks down his face. “He’s the only one who looked at me and just saw Rory, not the Traveler. He never knew what I was, but that tiny bit of human connection was so precious to me—even if it was built on lies. It was the only thing I had left, and Luscian took him from me.” More tears fell, faster now, as he wept openly. “Now, he looks at me and sees just another monster.”
Take wrapped his arms around Rory. “He’ll forgive you. Just as I forgive you.”
Hesitantly, Rory returned Take’s embrace—the most intimate contact the vampire had allowed himself in years. “I love you, Take. No matter how I feel about Nick, I will never stop loving you any less.”
“I have stood by you through life and death and life again, Rory,” Take said with quiet intensity, his emotions blazing hot to Rory’s vampire senses. “Trust in me. I will never leave you as long as I’m alive. Give us another chance. After everything we’ve been through together, all the darkness and the horror, don’t we deserve a little happiness?”
Carefully disengaging himself from Takeshi’s embrace, Rory pulled away, out of the circle of his friend’s arms. I can’t do this. Not now. “You’re never going to let go, are you?” asked Rory.
“No,” answered Take, reluctantly releasing him. His normally sonorous voice turned surly. “Never.”
“Sun’s coming up.” Rory glanced at the eastern sky, making it clear that he wanted to drop the conversation..
With a sigh that made it apparent he understood perfectly, Take followed his gaze. “You should get inside.”
Rory didn’t move, continuing to stare at the horizon. Come and get me.
“Rory?” Take asked, his voice tinged with concern. “What are you doing?”
A glacial calm descended on him. “I’m going to watch.”
Darting forward, Take tried to grab him, but Rory slapped a wall of hardened air in his way. “Rory, don’t do this again.” Take’s fingers scrabbled at the telekinetic shield. “Please. It won’t help.”
Rory nodded, completely at ease. “I know.”
A finger of brilliant orange light slipped above the horizon, illuminating the castle. Rory staggered back, his eyes boiling in their sockets. The Nightwalker’s fangs extended as he lost control, his exposed skin charring almost immediately.
The wall of air splintered around him. Leaping forward, Take tackled the vampire to the stone floor and created a shroud of invisibility, bending the light around them. In the near-total darkness, he cradled Rory’s body against him while the vampire shuddered in agony.
“Damn it, Rory, you know it won’t work. The angel told you that you wouldn’t be able to die until the Great Work was complete. You always regenerate, no matter what. Why do you keep trying?”
Rory drew a raspy breath. “To convince myself that I’m still alive. That I can feel something … even if it’s just pain.”
“Can you feel this?” Gently brushing the ash off Rory’s lips, Take leaned down and kissed him.
After a moment of surprise, Rory returned the kiss, his tongue pressing insistently against Take’s lips. Take opened his mouth and let him in, then, quite deliberately, sliced the side of his own tongue on Rory’s razor-sharp fangs. At the taste of blood, Rory grew more aggressive, rolling on top of Takeshi. He broke away from Take’s kiss, his eyes meeting the Sentinel’s in challenge. “Is this really what you want?” he hissed. “To fuck me under a cover of darkness?”
“Yes,” Take whispered. He reached up and stroked Rory’s cheek. “Anything it takes to be with you.”
Rory leaned down until his lips met the throbbing pulse of Take’s jugular vein. “The first time, I fed until your heart stopped. Are you so ready to die again?”
“Please,” Take begged, in one last desperate attempt to bridge the gulf between them. “Don’t push me away again.”
“You’re a fool, Take.” Rory kissed him gently, then pulled back. “And I’m a fool for letting you believe in me.” Shifting his head, he bit down hard, driving his fangs into the flesh of the Sentinel’s neck.
The blood magic flared, bridging the space between them more strongly than any psychic link. Take gave him the memories of his love and despair on the night they first confessed their feelings for each other after Rory was turned, the desolation he had felt the entire time they were apart, the hopeless desire so long unsated. In return, Rory shared the agony of his own love, the grotesque hunger for Take’s mortal blood, the grief he felt upon killing the Sentinel, and the need for him that had driven Rory to ask the higher powers for the strength to reverse his actions. Take’s heart raced as Rory slowly drew his fangs out of the Sentinel’s neck, healing the damaged tissue as he went. When he lifted his head, the skin was whole and unbroken.
“Do you still want me?” Rory whispered, as he gazed into Takeshi’s eyes.
Unable to breathe, Take finally forced his lips to move, shaping the word he wanted to say. “Always.”
Rory grinned the playful smile he hadn’t used for years, and unlocked the buckles on the Sentinel’s armor. “Then I’m yours.”
 



CHAPTER 32
 
July 2033; Court of Shadows Council Chamber Complex, Alexandria, Egypt
The Magisters shouted back and forth across the underground amphitheater of the Council Chamber, their voices bouncing off the great dome overhead, where the rune and serpent seal of the Court of Shadows was inlaid in brilliant tesserae. Finally, Aleksei stood from his seat and strode to the Challenger’s lectern.
He slammed his fist down on the spellworked steel of the lectern, feeling it shudder beneath the blow. The loud ring of tortured metal cut through the arguments and the other Magisters quieted as Aleksei addressed the Night’s Herald, the leader of the Court’s security and intelligence services. She stood calmly at the Champion’s podium, on the other side of the circle of human blood marked out on the fine white sand of the amphitheater floor.
“Are you certain of this information, Herald?” Aleksei asked in a low growl.
“Yes, my Lord. Castle Night has fallen to the Triumvirate. Every member of House Luscian we know of, whether or not engaged in the battle, died simultaneously, all across the world.”
Aleksei contemplated her with narrowed eyes. “And the Eldest?”
She drew herself up to her full height. “From what we can ascertain from our spies within the Armistice Zone, the Triumvirate claims that the Eldest is dead.”
Aleksei pounded on the lectern again to forestall the rising yells of outrage. “Were your spies able to determine how the Triumvirate accomplished this?”
“The Traveler used his magic to strike at the bloodline. There were no survivors, other than the Eldest. Shadowhunter killed the Eldest’s physical form, and it is said that Luscian perished then. Officially, House Luscian is dead.”
Aleksei nodded. “Then we must choose another to lead us, one who will avenge this slight to our honor.”
“And just who would you choose to lead us, Aleksei?” Brion Magister Diluthical called from the upper levels of the amphitheater, his words laced with sarcasm.
The shouts and recriminations began again. Aleksei walked toward the Champion’s podium, drawing a shield of air around them for privacy and walling out the arguments breaking out all around them. He faced the Night’s Herald squarely. His words were clear in the pristine silence. “You said House Luscian was dead officially. And unofficially?”
Her fangs flashed. “There are rumors of a single survivor—one who fled to their lunar fortress. The Wind of Fire is said to have destroyed the city in order to eliminate him. It is not known whether he escaped.”
Aleksei frowned. “Concentrate your efforts in learning the truth. This survivor is a loose end. Loose ends are dangerous; cut this one short.”
She inclined her head to him and he dropped his privacy shield, allowing the tumultuous roar of the arguments to wash over them.
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CHAPTER 33
 
July 2034; London, England; One year later
Nick’s voice soared as he sang the final verse, letting himself be carried along by the music, forgetting the audience and the stage lights that blazed into his eyes. Scott added his own music to the chorus, his fingers dancing across the keyboard. All Nick could feel were the notes and the words, as he strove for the tonal purity to do them justice. Then, all at once, it was over. The song ended, and they hit the final note in unison. For a second, there was absolute silence. Then the screams and applause began as they lifted their hands from their instruments to take their bows.
 
* * *
 
Two young women watched silently from the stands, untouched by the adulation of everyone around them. “You saw?” asked the first.
The other woman nodded. “He is not one of us. His aura was white.”
“A Child of the Dawn.” The first woman hissed. “How dare he come here?”
The second smiled grimly. “For this, there will be payment in full.” She looked at her companion. “They will be leaving our territory in the morning. We must report this intrusion before he has a chance to escape.”
“Agreed.” The first woman scowled at the screaming teenagers around them. “Unfortunate to lose this opportunity.”
“There will be other concerts, sister.” The second woman turned away from the stage and headed into the crowd, toward the exits. Sighing, the first woman followed.
 
* * *
 
Nick lifted the guitar strap over his head and set the instrument down on its stand while Scott waved to the audience. Turning away, the Daywalker preceded his bandmate backstage, his spirits buoyed by the psychic energy of the crowd. When they reached their dressing room, Scott closed and locked the door behind them and they both collapsed in chairs.
“Damn,” said Nick, “if I had known fame would be this tiring, I would have never left my garage.”
Scott snorted. “How many years have we been doing this, just waiting for our careers to take off? Now we’ve finally arrived, and you’re complaining.”
“After five months of touring Europe, I’m ready to sleep for a week,” Nick confessed with a yawn.
Scott laughed. “Four more weeks, Nicholas. You can hold it together for that long.”
Leaning back in his chair with his eyes closed, still high on the emotions of the audience, Nick said, “We wanted to be on top. Now that we are, they’ll have to drag me away from this before I give it up.”
“Point taken.”
“We’re free for the rest of the night until our flight to Dublin in the morning. You want to hit a club or two?”
“Sounds like a plan,” said Scott. “But let’s just get something to eat first. I’m starving.”
Nick opened his eyes and smirked at his best friend. “You’re always starving, Scotty. I swear you’re part vacuum cleaner.”
“Blow me, Nicholas.” Scott rolled his eyes.
“You wish, little man.”
Smothering his defensiveness about his height, Scott asked, “Any idea if there’s a restaurant around here that’s near any good clubs?”
Nick shrugged. “We could always ask the manager when we get back to the hotel.” He tugged his sweat-soaked shirt away from his chest. “I need a shower anyway, and I’d rather not use the crappy facilities in here.”
“Amen. Back to the hotel, then. Let’s see if the shadows can score us a place to eat while we get cleaned up.”
Nick smiled at the reference to their bodyguards, who had become fixtures in their lives since their tours started breaking records and their fans became more aggressive. The four guards never left the musicians’ sides in public. The Daywalker could easily have used magic to protect them both, but he needed to keep up appearances around Scott and to stay off the Court’s radar, so he limited his mystical protections to the minor spell that returned his hair to the pale blond color it had been before the Grace. He pulled out his phone and dialed his shadow.
The bodyguard picked up immediately. “Joey, here. You guys ready to go?”
“Yeah,” Nick said into the phone. “We’d like to head back to the hotel to get changed, then go out for dinner and maybe hit a few clubs afterward. Think you guys can put it together for us?”
“We’ll take care of it,” said Joey. “I’ll have the car brought around. Don will round up the info while you guys get ready.”
“Terrific. Thanks.” Nick slipped his phone back in his pocket. “All set.”
Scott nodded. “Ready to run the gauntlet, buddy?” he asked, with typical dry wit, as the screaming from beyond the dressing room door sounded again.
Nick unlocked the deadbolt and nodded to Scott. “On three.”
 
* * *
 
“So tell me,” said Scott, eyeing the pastry on Nick’s plate with distrust, “does steak and kidney pie actually have real kidneys in it?”
The restaurant had accommodated them in a private room, and while the meal wasn’t exactly top notch, it was tasty and filling. More than just a chance to eat, though, it allowed them the opportunity to talk.
Over the years, they’d fallen into a routine, each fulfilling their designated roles. Scott—older and more responsible—took the lead on most of the business aspects of their collaboration, dealing with their staff and backup musicians. He was also their public face, even though, as the keyboard player, he was predominantly in the background at their gigs. Nick refused to relinquish his privacy for more time in the public eye, despite his creative drive and ambition. Besides, the younger man had argued that Scott was better suited to the role, given his pleasant demeanor and ready sense of humor.
“I love the fans, but man, English food bites,” Nick mumbled through a mouthful of pie.
The other Journeyman grunted in agreement but continued to dig in to his food.
“I’ll be back in a sec.” Nick walked toward the door and his bodyguard pushed himself away from the wall to accompany him. “Aw, c’mon, Joey. I’m thirty-one years old. I can go to the bathroom by myself.”
“Not going to happen, Nick,” said the bodyguard with a grin.
“Tell you what, you clear out the bathroom then wait in the hall with Don to fend off any rabid fans.”
Joey looked at the other bodyguard, who shrugged. “All right.”
They exited with Nick, leaving the two other guards chatting. A minute later, the door opened again and three men entered. Two of them, both appearing to be in their early twenties, were dressed casually. The third was older, perhaps in his mid-thirties, and wore a tailored suit.
“Sorry, folks.” The two remaining bodyguards blocked their way. “This is a private party. You must be in the wrong room.”
The older man smiled. “No, I don’t think so.” The other two men fanned out behind him. “I have some business with this young gentleman.” He snapped his fingers.
The bodyguards shuddered, falling in an unconscious heap. Scott started in surprise and began to get up, but the two younger intruders instantly crossed the space between them in a blur of movement. Standing behind the Journeyman’s chair, they pressed him back into his seat.
“What the hell is going on here?” Scott asked as he struggled to budge the strong hands that gripped his shoulders.
The older man casually sat in Nick’s empty chair. “Mr. Phillips, allow me to introduce myself. I am Zachariah Consul Daviroquir. I thought that perhaps I could have a word with you before your friend returns.”
Scott tried again to pry the fingers off his shoulders, without success. “I don’t know who you think you are, but when I get loose…”
“I was hoping we could be civilized about this,” Zachariah said with a sigh, “but I suppose not.”
He inclined his head to his associates. The men holding Scott down reached into their jackets and withdrew wickedly sharp hunting knives. In a single concerted movement, they brought the blades to rest against the musician’s throat, lightly nicking his skin. A drop of blood welled up on Scott’s neck as the Journeyman froze in fear.
Zachariah wiped up the blood with his finger and licked it as Scott watched in shock.
“Interesting,” Zachariah said to himself. “This is unexpected.” He sat back in his borrowed chair. “No matter. I was hoping you could tell me exactly who your friend Nicholas really is. Would you care to enlighten me, or will I have to cut you a little?”
Scott swallowed. “Mr. … um … Daviroquir, was it?” He tried to be diplomatic. “Nick’s my best friend, but even I don’t understand what you’re asking. Is he in some kind of trouble?”
Zachariah tilted his head, examining Scott as if he were a performing dog. “He is in a great deal of trouble, Mr. Phillips. Now, I want to know his line and rank. Tell me and I might consider letting you live.”
Forgetting the knives at his throat, Scott glared at him angrily. “What the fuck are you talking about?”
Zachariah’s eyes narrowed as he leaned forward to glare at the musician. When Scott met his eyes, he heard a whisper of sound. After considering him for a long moment, Zachariah relaxed back into his chair. “Extraordinary. You don’t have any idea at all. Our research, admittedly hasty, led us to believe that he would have confided in you, of all people. Given your close quarters, he must have been quite careful to have prevented you from finding out his secret.”
Scott looked at him in confusion. “What secret?”
 
* * *
 
After he had finished in the restroom, Nick walked back to the dining room, his two bodyguards in tow. “Next time, I’m going by myself.”
Don smirked. “You go right on believing that, blondie.”
Nick snorted and then pushed open the door to the dining room. He walked inside and stopped dead at the scene in front of him. Two men stood behind Scott’s chair, each holding a knife to his best friend’s throat. A third man, dressed in a dark suit, sat in Nick’s chair and watched him with interest. The two other bodyguards lay in a heap on the floor. Immediately, Nick opened his vampire senses and realized that all three intruders were Nightwalkers. Shit.
His bodyguards swore as they saw their unconscious comrades and took a single step toward the table before they collapsed next to the others.
“Ah, Mr. Jameson. Do come in.” The man in the suit stood to face Nick as the door closed quietly without anyone touching it. “I have so wanted to make your acquaintance.”
Nick looked at his bandmate, who sat stock still in terror. The Daywalker suppressed his panic, mindful of what he had learned of the Court from Luscian’s memories. Scott is prey, as far as they’re concerned. If I show any concern for his wellbeing, they’ll just take it as a sign of weakness and kill him. He strode confidently into the center of the room. Outwardly calm, he confronted the leader. “Well, here I am. What do you want?”
The Nightwalker smiled. “Mr. Jameson, I am Zachariah Consul Daviroquir. You have trespassed on House Daviroquir territory without leave, and we are here to demand restitution.” He moved to stand directly before Nick. “The Children of the Dawn are not welcome here. It was a mistake to think we wouldn’t find you.”
Nick frowned. “How did you find me? I always shield my aura in public.”
“Some members of our house were hunting at your concert today. Your shield slipped during the performance, and they realized what you were.”
“Careless.” He glanced back at Scott and sighed. “Tell you what: I’ll go with you willingly. You can present me to your Magister in person and I’ll talk to him directly. You don’t need Scott. Let him go.”
“You will be coming with us regardless, Mr. Jameson. But you’re correct. I don’t need him.” Zachariah grimaced. “I have tasted Mr. Phillips’ blood. I know what he is. He will be a powerful enemy. I’m afraid I can’t allow that to happen.” He looked over his shoulder. “Kill him.”
Nick made a sharp motion with his head, and Zachariah flew off his feet and crashed into the side wall. The Daywalker clapped his hands together, and a scarlet glow erupted from between his palms. The ruby light burst from his hands, forking as it went to catch the armed men in the middle of their chests. They staggered and cried out as the light spread over their bodies, consuming them both. Their knives clattered to the table, where Scott sat untouched in the center of an acrid cloud of settling ash. Scott scrambled to his feet and immediately moved to put the full length of the table between himself and Nick.
Zachariah leapt onto Nick’s back. Talons sprang from his fingertips and he clawed at Nick’s chest, staining the shredded fabric with blood. The Nightwalker’s eyes flashed scarlet, and his canine teeth lengthened into curved fangs that he plunged into the side of Nick’s neck.
Shouting obscenities, Nick bent away from the Nightwalker’s attack and slammed his elbow into Zachariah’s belly. Zachariah’s fangs ripped out of the musician’s neck in a spray of blood as he stumbled backward from the blow.
Snarling, Nick held out his right hand, clenched into a fist. A bar of black energy extended from it, gaining solidity until it formed a longsword with glowing indigo runes etched into the blade. Bright flames that mirrored the color of the runes licked down the blade. Nick raised the sword above his head, ready to strike.
Zachariah fell to his knees, his hands clasped in front of him, his gaze locked on the flaming black sword in Nick’s hand. “Forgive me, my Lord!”
Nick froze as Zachariah cowered before him. Then he lowered the sword to his side. Reaching up with his other hand, he fingered the gaping wound on his neck, which had already begun to close. He regarded the crimson stain on his fingertips for a moment, and then lifted his gaze to Zachariah, who was still kneeling on the floor. “You fed on my blood. You saw my sword. You know.”
Zachariah swallowed and a tear escaped his left eye to leave a trail of blood down his cheek. “When House Luscian fell and no successor came forward, we thought your bloodline extinct, Lord. We did not think to look among the Children of the Dawn.” His fangs retracted and his eyes faded to their former color. “Eldest, if we had known you still lived, we would never have interfered.”
“You’re wrong, Zachariah.” Nick extended the sword toward the kneeling man, the point level with the Nightwalker’s eyes. “I’m not him. Luscian is dead, and his bloodline is extinct, except for me.” Nick smiled, allowing his fangs to show in challenge. “I am Nicholas Magister Luscian, and I can’t just let you go running back to the Court of Shadows with what you know.”
Zachariah flinched, as if struck. “Mercy, Lord,” he pleaded. “I will say nothing.”
Nick unclenched his fist as the black sword faded from existence. Stepping forward in front of the other man, he said, “Get off your knees.”
Zachariah stood slowly. “You believe me?”
“I do.” Nick sighed. “Your kind still hold to their own standards of honor. You keep your word when given. I believe that you’ll protect my secret from the Court of Shadows. In that respect, I am willing to let you go.”
Zachariah swallowed, relieved. Then he turned toward the door.
Nick grabbed the lapels of Zachariah’s suit jacket with both hands. Spinning around, he dragged the Nightwalker off his feet, slamming him onto the table. Holding him down, Nick growled, a sound more animal than human. “But you tried to kill my friend,” he said in an angry whisper. “You threatened his life. For that, I am not inclined to be merciful.”
“No, Lord, please—”
“Give my regards to Luscian—in hell.”
Zachariah disappeared in a flash of ruby light. His fists now empty, Nick watched as another layer of ash settled over the table. Straightening, he finally allowed himself to turn his gaze to his bandmate, who had backed as far away as possible, eyes wide with horror. Watching Scott shrink away from his gaze, Nick suddenly felt exhausted, the adrenaline rush of combat fading. He dropped heavily into his empty chair, defeated.
“Scott, in thirteen years, I’ve never asked you for anything you didn’t want to give. But now I’m asking you to trust me. You need to decide if a decade on the road together, everything we’ve been through, means enough to let me explain.” Nick raised his hand to where the wound had been on his neck and wiped the blood away from the unbroken skin beneath. “Say yes and I’ll tell you anything you want to know. Say no, and I’ll walk right out that door and you won’t see me again. It’s your choice. And I’m sorry, but you have to make this decision right now.”
Scott found his voice. “Nick, what the hell is going on?”
Nick slipped on his windbreaker and zipped it up, hiding his torn shirt. “Yes or no, Scotty. All or nothing. There are no other choices.”
Scott’s slumped at the use of his nickname. “Yes.”
Standing, Nick reached into his pocket and removed his wallet. Grabbing the entire wad of cash, he threw it on the table. “Not here,” he said. “We’ll go back to the hotel, and then I’ll tell you.” He walked over to the unconscious bodyguards and snapped his fingers. The four guards woke immediately and scrambled to their feet.
“What the hell?” Don asked in surprise. Then all four went still.
“We had an uneventful meal, and no one else came in,” said Nick in a commanding tone. “You see nothing out of the ordinary, and now you’re going to take us back to the hotel.”
Joey blinked, confused for a moment, and then his face cleared.
“Ready to leave, boys?” The other bodyguards watched the musicians expectantly, ignoring the disorder of the room and the pale flakes of ash coating their clothes.
“We’re ready.” Nick turned back to Scott. “Aren’t we?”
 



CHAPTER 34
 
Anchorpoint City, Colorado
Rory reclined contentedly on the couch in their living room, listening to Takeshi play his latest composition on the piano. A soft tone sounded through the apartment as the security AI announced a visitor. “Nicholas Magister Luscian is requesting entry.”
Rory jerked upright. It had been more than a year since he’d heard from Nick. The young musician had kept in touch with Takeshi, who had handled his basic citizenship arrangements, but he had made no attempt to contact Rory since that day in France, after the Burning. Rory swallowed and looked at Takeshi, his eyes bright.
With a sigh, Take rose from the piano and walked to the front hallway. As soon as he pulled open the door, Nick stumbled inside. “Hello, Takeshi,” he said, slurring his words and trying to hold himself upright. “Is Rory home?”
Take wrinkled his nose at the stench of blood and alcohol on Nick’s breath. “Damn, Nicholas, what have you been drinking?”
Nick giggled. “A bit of this; a bit of that.” His expression turned somber. “Take, where is Rory? I need him.”
Takeshi silently took in Nick’s torn shirt, the white fabric stained with blood and ashes. “Come in. I’ll take you to him.” He led him to the living room with Nick leaning heavily against him for support.
As soon as they entered the room, Nick launched himself forward to throw his arms around Rory’s neck and sobbed into the Nightwalker’s shoulder. “I’m sorry,” he mumbled over and over, his words almost unintelligible.
Rory stood stock still, his arms around Nick, his senses full of the Daywalker’s scent—still so achingly familiar, even corrupted by alcohol. Then, Nick deliberately turned his head to the side, exposing his throat. Rory’s bloodlust came violently to the fore, his predatory instincts immediately aroused by the gesture of submission. Unable to help himself, he bared his fangs and bit down into Nick’s neck, the blood magic bridging their minds. The memories Nick offered him flooded out—his fight in the restaurant in London, and Scott’s disbelief as he explained what he was. Rory filled the other vampire’s mind with images of their friendship, all the happy times and late-night conversations they had shared. After a few moments, Rory felt the stream of terrified thoughts from the other vampire ease as Nick passed out. Drawing back carefully from Nick’s neck, Rory cradled the unconscious Daywalker protectively in his arms. Only then did he feel his lover’s eyes on him. “Take, I—”
Takeshi held up his hand, his eyes half-closed in smoldering anger. “Please, don’t, Rory. I always knew he’d be back someday.” He sighed. “I guess I’ll just have to get used to the competition.”
Rory settled Nick gently on the couch before turning to Take again. “He’s not your competition. You always come first. If you want me to clean him up and send him away, I will. Just say the word.”
“I wouldn’t do that, Rory. I know how much he means to you.” Take studied the pattern of slashes in Nick’s shirt. “He looks like he was in a fight. Did you see what happened?”
“He got caught. House Daviroquir came after the two of them together. He’s not sure if his bandmate kindled, but he tried to tell Scott the truth about what might be in store for him. I guess we’ll know more in the morning.”
Takeshi nodded silently. “Let me know how things turn out.” He walked to the hall closet, grabbing a light jacket.
“Where are you going?” Rory asked, wide-eyed with disbelief.
“I’m going to crash at Anaba’s,” Take answered, one hand on the door handle. “Do me a favor and change the sheets if you decide to fuck him in our bed.”
Rory’s jaw dropped at the vulgar insinuation, but he was too speechless to protest as Take walked out, closing the door behind him. Rory collapsed into the easy chair next to the couch, wallowing in misery. Then, slowly, he gazed over at Nick’s sleeping form. Some of his sadness lifted involuntarily. If you love something, set it free. Leaning forward, he gently ran his fingers through the Daywalker’s hair. “You came back,” he said quietly.
 



CHAPTER 35
 
London, England; The next day
The sun climbed into the sky as Scott watched. Is this all I have to look forward to?
His conscience answered him. It isn’t everything. You’ll just have to try to find a balance between what you are now and what you were before.
His thoughts turned sour. What am I going to do about Nick? He could feel the empty space in his mind, like a missing tooth, the absence of the voice that was meant to be there. They took him from me. He clenched his teeth in rage. The dyad is incomplete. How can I do this without him?
He’s not gone. He’s still here and he wants to stay with you, he answered himself.
Scott took a deep breath. I want to let him in. I really do, he thought uncertainly. But can I? Even the thought of sharing space with one of them sickens me.
Don’t you owe it to him to try?argued the other half of his mind.
He lied to me. He kept me in the dark. The only reason he told me anything was because his hand was forced.
He was trying to protect you,came his own reply. You would have done the same thing if you had been in his shoes.
I am a Sentinel, he thought. We take care of our own.
The other half of his mind agreed. You’ll find a way to make it work.
And just like that, it was decided. After pausing to absorb the implications of his final judgment, Scott set about considering the strategy and tactics that might protect them from the threats they would face. He was still at it two hours later when he heard a soft knock on the door. He psychically probed the hallway beyond, identifying the visitor before opening the door. “Hey, Don.”
“Morning, Scott. Just wanted to remind you we’ve got to get going to the airport in a couple of hours. You guys should probably get down to breakfast soon if you want anything to eat before we leave. I’ll send one of the security staff up for your bags.”
Scott cursed silently. “Can you give us a few minutes on that, Don? We were kind of out of it last night. I don’t think either of us finished packing.”
Don raised his eyebrows. “You’ve been doing this for how long now? Ten years?”
“Yeah, I know. We were just distracted.”
Don’s eyes narrowed. “Is this about that group meeting you had last night?”
Scott decided a half-truth would be easier to remember than a lie. “Yes. Nick told me about some personal problems he’s been having, and I’m still processing the information.”
“Anything we can do to help?”
Scott shook his head. “No, we’ve got it covered. I might want to go over the security arrangements for the rest of the tour with you later, though.”
“Anything specific?” The bodyguard was all business now that they were dealing with his area of expertise.
“I think Nick is more worried than usual that someone might try to get to us this time. I just want to make sure everything is covered.”
“Yeah, I can understand that. You know, we got a call from the restaurant last night. Apparently, someone trashed the dining room where you guys ate. I told them everything was fine when we left, so it must have happened right afterward. The weird thing was that they left the cash on the table, untouched.” He grinned. “Apparently, you guys left quite a big tip on top of the actual bill. They were willing to forgive a lot because of that and agreed not to raise a stink so there won’t be any bad publicity.”
“You know how it is, Don. Some of our fans can be a little crazy sometimes.”
Don laughed. “Don’t I know it. So I’ll give you another hour before we come by to collect your things.”
“Right.” Scott closed the door.I should probably decide what I’m going to say before I speak to him. Scott took a shower and dressed while he considered how best to approach the inevitable. Then he grabbed his room key and headed out.
“Nick? It’s me.” He knocked lightly on Nick’s door. After waiting a minute or so, he knocked again—louder. Glancing around, he placed his hand flat against the door, feeling the ward that threaded through the wood. “Let me pass in peace. I mean no harm. The way is opened.” A faint yellow glow spread from his palm across the surface of the door, then faded as the ward recognized him as a friend and shut down. Looks like Nick left me the keys.
He glanced at the antiquated mechanical lock. If only. Scott touched his fingertips to the lock below the doorknob and concentrated, extending a delicate psychic probe as he tried to manipulate the lock with his limited telekinesis. A moment later, the tumblers of the lock slipped into place and he turned the knob to open the door. He slipped inside and closed the door behind him, then locked it.
The bed hasn’t been slept in. Scott looked around. Damn it, Nick, he thought angrily to himself. Where the hell are you?
“Scotty?” He was shocked to hear Nick’s groggy voice in his head. The link flared into full wakefulness, and he finally became intimately aware of exactly what he truly was meant to be. Suddenly, he was whole—more than he had ever been in his life. The dyad was complete. He’d come home.
Turning his new awareness to his best friend and dyad brother, he asked, “Nick, how?”
He could feel Nick in his mind, fully awake now and perfectly integrated into the dyad link, exactly as he should have been. The Daywalker answered quietly. “Luscian liked to make hybrids. It was a hobby of his.”
“What do you mean ‘hybrids’?” asked Scott.
“Whenever he killed a latent Sentinel, he drew the death out so that the Gift would progress far enough to fully activate the latent’s powers but not enough to protect the victim from being turned or to induce the biological hatred for vampires that would have made him useless as a scion. He became quite good at it over the millennia. It was one of the reasons House Luscian was so influential: he could create scions stronger than normal Nightwalkers, with all the power and abilities of a Sentinel. None of the other houses could match his success rate.”Nick’s tone was disturbingly matter-of-fact. “He kindled my Gift, making me a dark shadow of who I was meant to be, before he killed me. I guess the pre-existing bond was retained after I died. I think we’re stuck with each other.” He hesitated. “That is, if you still want to be. I can mask the link if you’ve decided you don’t want me around.”
“I want you to stay, Nick,” thought Scott. “We’ll make it work, somehow. This just makes it easier.” He paused. “Where are you, by the way?”
“Colorado.” Scott felt Nick climb painfully out of bed, the vampire’s head throbbing from the exertion. “I’m in one of the Hidden Cities, called Anchorpoint. It’s the Triumvirate’s capital, and the largest metahuman population center in North America.”
“What are you doing there?”Scott asked.
“I wanted to see someone. Scott, hold on, I’ll be there in a minute.”
Before Scott could frame a reply, a flare of white light filled the center of the room and Nick appeared looking hungover and exhausted. How did he get the stains on his face? Oh, man … he doesn’t actually weep blood, does he? This is going to be tougher than I thought.
“How did you do that?”demanded Scott. “You shouldn’t be able to teleport that far in one jump.”
Nick shrugged. “The Triumvirate set up a network of fixed-point gateways and teleport relays. Anyone can use them if they have the proper codes. They’re useful for transporting cargo or teleporting to unfamiliar locations.”
Scott nodded thoughtfully.“A fixed-point relay network. Yes, that would greatly extend your range. I wonder why I didn’t think of that.”
“The Gift only provides a basic understanding of the physics of teleportation. It took Sentinels and vampires working together to figure out the details.” Nick looked at him carefully. “So I guess this means you’ve opened your eyes, then?” he asked, out loud.
“Yes,” said Scott. He squared his shoulders. “I want us to stay together and make a go of it, Nick. But I’ll need you to be honest with me. You know a lot more about current events than I do, and it looks like the world has changed a lot from what I learned from the Gift.”
“I can do that.”
Scott glanced at Nick’s torn white shirt and tan cargo pants from the night before, now rumpled and creased, as well as stained with ground-in ash and dried blood. “First, though, you’re going to have to clean yourself up; unless you were planning to go out in public like that.”
Nick stared at him blankly, then looked down at his clothes. “Crap. I must look like shit warmed over.”
“Something like that,” said Scott, grinning at the break in the tension. “Why don’t you go take a shower while I dig out something fresh for you to wear.”
“Oh, bless you, Scotty.” Nick headed toward the bathroom, pulling his shirt over his head on the way.
So this is the vampire Nicholas. Scott opened Nick’s suitcase to search for some clean clothes. I don’t see the difference, honestly.
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CHAPTER 36
 
August 2034; Milan, Italy; Two weeks later
“Okay, great.” The audio engineer clapped his hands. “Soundcheck’s perfect. Good luck with the concert tonight.”
The Journeymen nodded, not bothering to talk. Setting aside their instruments, they grabbed their gear and headed for the cars to return to the hotel. As they emerged into the bright sunlight, Scott felt Nick wince and reach for his sunglasses. Scott suppressed his reaction, not allowing it to rise into his surface thoughts; it would be just another reminder of the gulf that yawned between them. Their good intentions of the first day had quickly paled before the reality of their situation.
Every night, Nick partially unshielded his aura in front of Scott so the Sentinel could get used to Nick’s presence under controlled conditions. It wasn’t going very well, to say the least. The night before, Scott had immediately shifted form into a mountain lion and attacked. If Nick hadn’t been fast enough to leap out of reach, they would have had to clean his blood off the hotel upholstery. Again.
Scott had become proficient at that bit of minor spellwork, but he was deeply ashamed of his inability to adapt to Nick’s true nature. He could feel Nick pulling further away from him each day, as the vampire suffered through the Sentinel’s instinctive hatred of what he was. Nick didn’t even attempt to deepen the link beyond Scott’s surface thoughts anymore, not wanting to know what he was thinking in the privacy of his own mind. They walked mechanically toward the waiting limousine, ignoring the greetings of their roadies, who were busy setting up for the next concert.
Their stage show, at least, hadn’t suffered too much. They were still professionals and knew how to fake the easy camaraderie and banter their fans expected of them. Only their closest coworkers knew something was definitely off, but the musicians continued to deflect inquiries with practiced skill.
They reached the vehicles to find Don sitting on the hood of one of the cars, whittling a piece of wood with a pocketknife. The other bodyguards were chatting away while awaiting their charges. At Nick and Scott’s approach, Joey banged his fist on the hood to get the other bodyguards’ attention, breaking Don’s concentration. “Ow, damn it!” he hissed as he accidentally sliced open his finger. He glared at the other bodyguard and tried to staunch the bleeding. “What the hell did you do that for?”
Apologizing profusely, Joey pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and tied it into a makeshift bandage around the wound. “Jesus, I’m sorry, Don. Maybe you’d better go over to the first-aid station and get that looked after.” He glanced over at the musicians. “Can you guys wait a few minutes?”
Scott nodded wordlessly, not trusting himself to speak while his thoughts were gripped by a violent sensation—sharp, alien, and primal. He struggled to focus, trying to make sense of the sheer, unadulterated need he felt clawing at his psyche. It took him a moment to identify what he was experiencing.
Hunger.
He turned to Nick but was unable to see the color of the vampire’s eyes behind the opaque sunglasses. Silently, they watched Don walk away, cursing up a storm, toward the two EMTs they employed in case of emergency. The intense desire began to fade, only to be immediately replaced by something else. Something equally as terrible and even more seductive. It filled him with sadness—simultaneously hollow and empty, yet weighing on his soul like lead. This time he recognized it more easily, remembering the sensation intimately from when he lost his grandmother the year before.
Grief.
Nick felt Scott’s eyes on him and a mask descended over the link, deadening their psychic connection. “You go on ahead, Scott.” His voice was hard and cold. “I’m going to take a walk.”
Joey frowned at Nick’s uncharacteristic tone. “Okay, I’ll come with you, then.”
“I would really rather be alone, Joseph.”
Joey shook his head. “Not a chance.”
“Fine. Come then, but don’t talk.” Nick turned and walked stiffly away, Joey marching a step behind him.
Oh, my God. Is that how he feels
when he’s alone in his head? Scott was shaken. Has he been like that for a whole year, and I never noticed?
He put it together silently. He died. No—worse than that. He was murdered, in the prime of his life, and
he got dragged back to face that obscene hunger. He’s been carrying the weight of it alone, all this time, while mourning for the loss of his own life. And there was no one he could tell, not even me.
You’ve made it worse, haven’t you? asked his conscience. He finally had the chance to open up to you about what he’s been going through, and you’ve been punishing him for what he is—the one thing he has no control over. You’re killing him. You have to find a balance between the two of you or you’ll crush what’s left of his spirit.
I can’t do it alone, thought Scott. I don’t know enough about what happened to him to have any hope of helping. The Gift doesn’t begin to cover this. I’ll need more information if I’m going to deal with a vampire on an equal basis, and I don’t even know any of Nick’s contacts.
Then you call every single person he has ever met, answered his inner voice. Someone must know something. You have to try.
Don returned, his finger bandaged. “Well, at least I don’t need stitches.” He peered around. “Where are Nick and Joey?” he asked.
“They went for a walk. We’ll meet them back at the hotel.” Scott marched toward the car. “Come on, I have work to do,” he said, as they piled into the limousine.
Two hours later, Scott was back in their suite, crossing the most recent dead end off the list in front of him before dialing the next number.
“Hello?” said a woman’s voice.
“Is this Anaba Nizhoni?”
“Yes. Who is this, and how did you get this number?”
“It’s Scott Phillips, from the Journeymen. I got the number from your recording studio.”
“Hi, Scott. Feel free to call me Ana.” She paused. “Is Nick there too?”
“Actually, there was something about Nick that I wanted to ask you,” said Scott by way of an answer. “Are you alone?”
“Yes. Why? Is something wrong?”
“I know what he is, Ana. Do you?”
All the previous calls he had made had ended at this point, as each of Nick’s friends expressed their confusion. This time, however, the silence on the other end of the line was profound. Finally, Anaba spoke. “Yes.”
Scott mentally snapped to attention. “I need your help, Ana,” he said, sitting bolt upright. “I want to help him, but I don’t know enough about what he’s going through. Everything I do just seems to make things worse. I was hoping that maybe you would know what to do, or you could put me in touch with someone who could help.”
“Do you have something to write with?” Ana asked.
Scott picked up the pen he had been using to check off names. “Yes.”
“I’m going to tell you a number. Write it down and read it back to me, so I know you got it right. Then hang up and dial it, exactly as I gave it to you.”
“Ready.”
Ana reeled off a fifteen-digit string of numerals, which Scott wrote down and read back.
“Good luck to you, Scott. You’re going to need it.” Ana hung up.
Scott hit the disconnect button then dialed the number.
 



CHAPTER 37
 
Armistice Security Headquarters, Anchorpoint City, Colorado
Rory was only half listening to Takeshi and Layla discuss the final stages of Citadel reconstruction in the wake of the Burning; the rest of his mind was occupied with watching the evening lights of Anchorpoint as the mystic torches atop the towers began to glow. Suddenly, he felt Ana touch his mind.
“Rory, there’s a phone call coming your way. Answer it.” Then she was gone again.
Rory blinked and turned back to Takeshi, who raised his eyebrows, having overheard. Before either of them could say anything, they were interrupted by Rory’s AI. “Rory, you are being contacted over the telephone exchange tap.”
“Who is it, Cutlass?”
“The number is registered to a hotel in Milan, Italy.”
Rory stood straighter. The Journeymen were performing in Milan that night. He’d looked up Nick’s schedule when the Daywalker had disappeared on him, thinking he might find him, but Takeshi flatly refused to let him step outside the Armistice Zone without security. “Put it through, Cutlass.”
A soft tone signified the call was connected. “Hello?” asked the voice on the other end.
Rory swallowed his disappointment. He recognized Scott’s voice from their first and only meeting, at Nick’s thirtieth birthday party. Maybe now he’d get some answers, if not directly from Nick. “Hello, Scott. This is Rory Brennigan. What can I do for you?”
“Rory? Great! I was actually trying to call you earlier today, but I couldn’t find your contact information after you dropped out of public life.”
“Ana just told me that you were going to call, but not what it was about. Talk to me.”
Scott hesitated. “It’s about Nick. I thought maybe he confided in you, and I need advice.”
Rory closed his eyes, blotting out Take’s hurt expression. “What about him?”
“I know what he is, Rory.”
“And what’s that?”
“A Daywalker,” said Scott. “Do you understand what that means?”
“It means he’s in trouble.” Rory sighed. “From what I understood, he was going to try to keep you out of it.”
“It’s too late for that.”
“Here’s what I know. Two weeks ago, after more than a year with no contact, Nick showed up on my doorstep out of the blue. He was drunk out of his mind, weeping uncontrollably and fairly incoherent. He had apparently been in a fight, and he kept repeating that he was sorry. I gave him a shoulder to cry on until he passed out, and then I put him to bed. He was gone when I woke up. Would you care to fill me in on the rest of the story?”
“The Court of Shadows found him. They sent a group of Nightwalkers to pick him up.” Scott paused. “They came for him while we were out having dinner. Nick killed them all, right in front of me.”
Rory’s voice dropped an octave, and he growled into the phone. “And what happened after that?”
“I kindled.”
“God damn it to hell!” Rory took a deep breath and his voice returned to its normal register. “So now he’s traveling around Court territory with a raw Sentinel. That’s just great. How have you kept from killing each other?”
“We’re trying to find a way to make it work. But we don’t know how. Rory, he’s in so much pain. I can’t help him if I don’t understand what he’s going through.”
Rory frowned. “What do you mean, ‘he’s in pain’? He said that?”
“No. I felt it,” answered Scott. “Through the link.”
Rory tried to keep his voice level. “Wait, you’re linked? Are you saying you’re an actual dyad, even though he’s not a Sentinel anymore?”
“He’s my Second, Rory. My other half,” answered Scott. “And I don’t know how to function around him. We need someone to show us what to do.”
“Keep this line open, Scott.” Rory locked eyes with Take as he spoke to his AI. “Cutlass, I need a priority trace on this call and transit coordinates to the point of origin.”
“Trace in progress.”
Rory reached out over the link to Take. “I’m going. I will take what security precautions you like, but Nick needs me now, and I won’t let him down.”
“Trace complete. Teleport solution calculated.”
“Thank you.” Rory turned away from Take. “Scott, you can hang up now. We’ll continue this discussion in person. See you in a few minutes.” The call disconnected with a soft tone.
“Shuriken,” Take said softly, “where is Ana?”
“Anaba Nizhoni is at her recording studio in New York City,” answered his AI.
“Ask if she can take a break and meet us at the New York City chapterhouse. We’re going on a road trip.” He concentrated and a green bar of energy appeared in his hands, solidifying into his katana in its sling. Slipping the leather baldric over his shoulder, Take set the sword on his back.
“Special Agent Nizhoni reports that she will meet you at the chapterhouse in seven minutes.”
Take lifted his eyes to Rory’s and indicated the teleport gateway with a wave of his hand. “Shall we go?”
“Can you hold the fort, Layla?” Rory asked Nemesis. “This is just something I have to do.”
She shrugged. “The Armistice will still be here when you get back, Sean. Just don’t take any risks you don’t have to.”
Rory hurried to the gateway, followed by Takeshi. “Cutlass, initiate transit for two to the New York City chapterhouse, Emigration Level.”
“Teleport ready.”
“Execute.”
 
August 2034; Milan, Italy
The white light of Ana’s teleport spell faded, leaving them standing in the Journeymen’s hotel room in Italy while Scott watched.
Rory stepped forward and examined Scott closely, his Gift of Air rising to meet his need. “The Wind of Water.”
Scott’s eyes widened. “What?”
“Nick didn’t tell you?”
“Nick hasn’t told me much.”
“It might help if we knew exactly what you know,” suggested Rory. “As well as letting us know what you two have been doing since you came into your power.”
“That might take a little time to explain,” Scott said dubiously.
“It doesn’t have to,” said Take. “We are the Four Winds. That quad supersedes the other two groupings. If we link, we can share information faster.”
“What do I need to do?”
“In any Sentinel grouping, the element of Earth, if present, is always the focal point and the foundation,” answered Take. “All I need is your consent and I can open up a link between the four of us.”
“I’m game,” said Scott.
Scott felt Take’s psychic probe tap against his mental shields and reached out to it. The Wind link exploded in all of their minds, a thousand times stronger than anything they had experienced before. Their collective awareness fused into seamless, flawless unity. The Four Winds felt Nick’s head snap up in shock from where he was sitting on a park bench on the opposite side of the city.
Earth spoke to Water. “Show us.”
Water offered them his memories of the past two weeks, every thought and nuance, in the space of a heartbeat.
Water spoke to Fire. “Show me.”
Fire offered him focus and control, sharing year upon year of hard-won discipline distilled into a single, shining moment of pure clarity.
“What the fuck are you doing?” Nick screamed, jumping to his feet, his inner voice echoing in their heads.
Water spoke to him kindly. “Brother, will you join us?”
Earth, Fire, Water, and Air enfolded Nick in their psychic embrace. “Show us.”
“NO! I won’t!”
“Show us.”
“No. Please. I don’t want you to see.”
“Show us.”
“I’m afraid.”
“Show us.”
A dam burst in Nick’s mind and his memories poured out. Luscian tormenting him, hour after agonizing hour. The moment of his death. The spreading taint of the Red Wind. The aching void when his soul slipped away. The burst of white-hot light when it returned to him while the others burned. Fighting Luscian’s astral form with borrowed power. Feeding from Luscian—draining him of memory, of strength and mastery—the dark power flowing into him like hot blood. Month after month alone with his self-hatred and despair, hiding his real face from his dyad brother. His grief for Scott’s loss of innocence. The pain of the Sentinel’s disgust and rejection.
The Winds held him tightly, riding out the waves of his pain. Sharing his sorrow, they interposed themselves between Nick and his overwhelming sense of guilt.
“I am here, brother,”Water said to him. “I will never leave you.”
“Forgive me,”Nick whispered.
“Be at peace, brother. There is nothing to forgive.”
Nick fell silent, his mind cradled in Water’s arms.
Air wept openly at what he had seen, tears of blood tracking down his cheeks.
Fire watched him in silence. “Perhaps I judged too harshly,” she said.
“I’m so sorry, sister,” he told her. “For everything.”
“Forgive yourself, brother,”said Fire, laying a gentle psychic touch on Air’s shoulder.“Then, maybe I will, too.”
“We are the Four made One,” said Earth. “Let the Children of Darkness reap the whirlwind. The audience is ended.”
Unity fractured and their minds crashed back into their bodies. Scott collapsed to the floor, gasping. Ana staggered, clutching at the wall and steadying herself with her magician’s staff. Rory caught Take as he fell and then eased him gently into a chair.
“Holy shit,” Scott said when he could breathe again. “What the hell was that?”
“Wow.” Take cradled his head in his hands. “I didn’t know it would be so strong.”
Climbing to his feet, Scott dialed Nick’s cell number and hit the button for speakerphone. The call went to voicemail. Swallowing, he dialed again—Nick’s bodyguard this time. The shadow picked up after four rings, and he was so out of breath he could barely talk. “Joey, here.”
“Joey, where are you and Nick?”
“Well, we were in a park near the arena, until Nick ran away.”
“He what?”
“He ran away. He was sitting on a bench and then he stood up for a second and took off like greased lightning. I tried to catch him, but he totally left me in the dirt. God damn! How can anyone run that fast?”
“It’s not your fault, Joe.”
“Damn straight, it’s not. How are we supposed to do our jobs when you guys pull shit like this?” Joey collected himself. “Look, he was headed into the city last I could see of him. He could be anywhere by now. He’s all alone, Scott. Anyone could get to him. I have to go back to the arena and grab a car. Maybe I can still find him.”
“He’s probably headed back to the hotel. Your best bet is to come straight here.”
“Maybe. I’ll scout out the route back, anyway. If he shows up there, kick his ass for me, will you?”
“I’ll take care of it.”
“See that you do.” Joey hung up.
Scott faced the others. “He’s probably too upset to manage a teleport. As fast as a vampire can run without tiring, he’ll probably be here in a few minutes.”
“At least he’s not flying,” said Rory.
That captured Scott’s complete attention. “He can levitate? Is he that strong?”
“Oh, yeah,” answered Ana. “He’s done it at least once before, under very extreme circumstances. We’re not talking about simple levitation; he actually traveled more than one hundred miles in under two minutes.”
“Although that was in hard vacuum,” Take said sardonically. “The atmosphere would probably slow him down a bit.”
“Make no mistake, Scott.” Rory threw him a hard stare. “Nicholas rewrites all the rules. The Gift by itself is inadequate to comprehend the level of power and knowledge he stole from Luscian.”
“Are you willing to stand by him, knowing how dangerous he is?” asked Take.
Scott answered quickly. “I’ll find a way.”
“Well,” Ana said, “God help us all if you fail.”
They were interrupted by the sound of a key rattling in the lock.
 



CHAPTER 38
 
The Winds got to their feet as the door opened and Nick stepped inside. The Daywalker locked the door behind him before turning to regard the four of them in silence. Then he unshielded his aura.
Completely.
Four of the most powerful beings in the world stood in the room with him, and even they physically staggered as Nick’s power blazed across the psychic landscape like wildfire. Every Sentinel in Italy stopped what they were doing, and all of the Children of Darkness in Europe woke from their daytime slumber and stared at the beacon of power in awe.
The thunder of Nick’s psychic voice was heard by Sentinel and Nightwalker alike. “Know that I am Nicholas Magister Luscian, called Soulkiller’s Bane, the last scion of the Eldest House, and I am a Child of the Dawn. Know that I am not your enemy, unless you make it so. Trouble me, trouble my friends or my family, and I will burn your bones to ash. I will scorch the earth on which you stand and sow the ground with salt beneath your feet. This is your one and only warning. There will be no second chances.”
The beacon faded as Nick shuttered his power away again. Momentarily ignoring the three Sentinels struggling to their feet around them, he turned to Rory. “I’ll need another Magister to confirm my mastery by Court protocol. Can you do that for me?”
Rory smiled at his recklessness. “I’ll take care of it, but you can probably expect them to test you. You’re an unknown variable from their point of view.” Rory shrugged. “My support will only go so far. If I back you up, they’ll think twice about coming after you again directly. Luscian proved they’re not ready for a stand-up fight with the Armistice. But I’ll bet you hear from them sooner rather than later while they try to maneuver themselves into a position to take advantage of you.”
Take snorted in disgust. “Nightwalker politics turn my stomach.” He glanced affectionately at Rory. “Present company excluded, of course.”
“Of course,” said Rory. He turned his head to look at Scott, who was staring at him in discomfort. “If you have something to say, Sentinel, you might as well get it out of the way now.”
“You’re a Nightwalker?”
“Of a sort. I was turned by magic without dying first, so I never actually lost my soul. I am the equivalent of one of the Firstborn. That’s why the angel was willing to talk to me during the Pact Arcanum, because I wasn’t technically undead and my Gift balanced out the Red Wind.”
“All right.” Scott seemed satisfied.
Rory regarded him quizzically. “That’s it? I have a soul, so you don’t care that I’m a Nightwalker?”
Scott answered him with a level gaze. “Isn’t that the part that matters?”
“Actually, it is. But I wouldn’t have expected a Sentinel to understand that.” Rory grinned.
Ana laughed. “If you’re done insulting our ancestry, we should focus on the tactical issue at hand.” She pointed at Nick. “You have just painted a target on your back and invited every Nightwalker and Sentinel in shouting distance to come take a shot at you.”
Nick set his jaw. “I’m not running.”
“Nicholas, I can tell already that you are going to give me ulcers,” said Take, scowling at Rory. “It was bad enough when I only had to deal with you being stubborn and crazy. Now you’ve got your protégé doing it, too.”
Rory shrugged. “Deal with it, Take.”
“When Nick dropped his shields, were you able to maintain control or were you just stunned?” Take asked Scott.
“With the training you guys gave me, I could hang on,” said Scott. “I won’t lose control again.”
“Good,” said Ana. “Now you can pick your battles rather than attacking any vampire who crosses your path. How do you want to play this?”
Scott considered his tactical options. “I think we should continue as normal for the rest of the tour. If they come for Nick, I’ll protect him.”
“Then we’ll stick with Rory as long as we remain outside the Armistice Zone.”
While the Sentinels talked strategy, Rory took Nick aside. “Are you all right?”
“It still hurts, but not as much.” He glanced at Scott, who was talking with Take and Ana. “It helped to be able to show him the truth.”
Rory squeezed his shoulder. “I’m happy you’re doing better.”
“But there’s still something wrong, isn’t there?”
“Nick. Don’t push it.”
“Tell me.”
Rory hesitantly brushed his fingertips over Nick’s cheek. “I missed you.”
“Oh, Rory,” Nick said, catching Rory’s hand in his own. “I’m so sorry. I was too proud to admit that you were right, that I couldn’t handle it. You have no idea how many times I almost gave in and called you.”
“But you never did,” said Rory, his voice gaining more of an edge. “I waited. I waited for thirteen months to hear your voice again, to see your smile. And then, when you finally came back to me, you were so drunk that all I could do was put you in our bed and wait for you to sober up. Then, in the morning, you were gone—as if you had never even been there. How long are you going to make me wait this time, Nick? Another year? A decade? A century?”
“I’m done with running. We can see each other whenever you want from now on. It can be just as it was. No, it can be better, if you’ll let me make it up to you.”
Rory smiled. “I’d like that.”
“I missed you, too.” Nick grinned as another thought occurred to him. “Hey, exactly what do you mean by ‘our bed’? Are you with someone? Did you finally get over him and let someone else in?”
Rory’s face reddened. “Yes and no.”
Nick’s eyes widened. “No fucking way. You’re kidding me! Is that why you were at his apartment that night?”
Rory nodded.
At Nick’s sudden laughter, the Sentinels paused in their discussion.
“Hey, Take,” Nick said loudly. “Did you finally convince this joker to go out with you?”
“What have you been telling him?” Take said to a furiously blushing Rory.
Rory shrugged. “He asked.”
“I take it the two of you are picking up right back where you left off,” said Ana.
 
* * *
 
Take turned back to the other Sentinels. “Typical. We’re trying to save their skins and they’re gossiping about their sex lives.”
Scott raised an eyebrow. “You and Rory?”
Take rolled his eyes. “Don’t you start.”
“Just curious.” Scott shrugged.
“We’ve been together for about a year. After Nick bailed on him, he was kind of lost and vulnerable. I got him to give us another chance at being together.” He glanced back over his shoulder at the two vampires, now deep in whispered conversation. “And now that he’s mine, I’m certainly not going to step aside without a fight.”
Scott frowned in confusion, and was about to ask him to explain that remark, when someone started banging on the door of the suite. Rory, Take, and Ana immediately moved away from the others, with the ease of long familiarity, and faded from sight as Take threw a shroud of invisibility over them. Scott walked to the door and extended a psychic tendril to determine who was on the other side. “Aw, crap.” He unlocked the door and their bodyguards piled angrily into the room.
 
* * *
 
“Don’t ever run out on me again!” Joey screamed in Nick’s face. “What the hell were you thinking?”
Nick’s face reddened in chagrin. “Joe, I’m sorry.” 
“You’re sorry? You’re sorry? I thought you were a professional, Jameson. You never go out in public without security. Never. If you deliberately endanger yourself like that again, you can find yourself another bodyguard.” Turning on his heel, he stalked out without giving Nick the chance to reply.
“That goes for the rest of us, too,” Don spoke for the other members of their security team, who followed Joey out and slammed the door behind them.
Ana burst out laughing as soon as Takeshi dropped his shroud. “Ah, the good old days. I remember being on the other end of that lecture so many times.”
“I think we’re going to be stuck eating room service for a while,” said Scott with resignation.
“No joke,” said Nick, his ears on fire from the dressing down.
“It’s for the best.” Rory said, trying to keep a straight face. “You’ll have a better chance of defending yourselves from fixed positions than you would out in public.”
Nick rolled his eyes and was about to speak when he felt a whisper of magic. A faint shimmer formed over the coffee table as all five of them raised their defenses. Then something dropped onto the table, and the shimmer disappeared.
Nick probed the site of the disturbance with his mystical senses, but it was gone. Refocusing on the tightly rolled scroll that lay on the table, he found it to be completely mundane, lacking any trace of magic. Not willing to touch it, he lifted it with telekinesis to examine the red-wax seal that held it closed. It was a circular image of a snake biting its tail, enclosing the Arcolin rune for ‘power.’
The seal of the Court of Shadows.
Nick raised an eyebrow at Rory. “Well, that was quick.”
 



CHAPTER 39
 
Ten minutes later, the Four Winds had finished their examination of the scroll. “There are no hidden spells, no psychic traps, and no contact poisons,” Ana said to Nick. “As far as we can tell, it’s just paper.”
“Well, then, we might as well open it.” Nick telekinetically cracked the seal, spreading the document flat on the table. They all gathered to read the elegant calligraphy.
 
To Nicholas Magister Luscian, called Soulkiller’s Bane, whom we name the Prince of Thunder.
 
We acknowledge you as Master of House Luscian and invite you to take your rightful place in the Court of Shadows. Should you decline that position at this time, however, we ask that you accept a liaison from the Court to accompany you and act as intermediary between you and the houses that rule over the territories you will enter over the course of your travels outside the Armistice Zone.
The first purpose of this liaison will be to present your security requirements to the leaders of the local Nightwalker populations, to prevent any accidental incidents and thus shield your people and ours from harm. The second purpose will be to gather more information about your intentions toward the Children of Darkness, in general, and the Court of Shadows, in particular.
We see no reason why this arrangement cannot be mutually beneficial. Your security will be maintained, and our people will be protected. The liaison we have chosen for this task is Lorcan Consul Diluthical. He will await your answer tomorrow night in the lobby of your hotel. Should you chose to decline this offer, he will depart with the dawn, and you will be free to negotiate the terms of your entrance into house territories on your own.
We strongly advise you against entering any further sovereign house territories without formally requesting leave, as this discourtesy may provoke reprisals in the name of honor, which will only result in needless bloodshed.
The decision of how to proceed is yours.
 
Set and done over our seal and signature, Imperator Aleksei Magister Talizered, called the Prince of Vengeance, in the year 2804 of the Fourth Council, in the Third Age of the Court of Shadows.
 
Nick chose a green apple from the fruit bowl on the suite’s hall table and munched on it quietly as they digested the offer, waiting for one of the others to speak first.
“I don’t like it,” said Scott, finally. “They’ve obviously got something up their sleeves, and with one of their own on the inside, they’d have a distinct tactical advantage in an attack.”
“I agree,” Nick said thoughtfully. “But keeping him on hand but isolated will solve a lot of our security concerns for the rest of the tour.”
Rory’s expression was stony. “I thought the same thing about Luscian.”
Nick flinched at that. “You’re probably right. What do you think we should do? You have more experience dealing with Nightwalker politics. What are they after?”
“Layla is the expert,” Rory said. “Guys, give us twenty minutes and we’ll take this back to Anchorpoint and let her examine it. We can link you her opinion when she’s had a chance to look it over.”
“Good thinking.” Take nodded at the Journeymen. “We’ll contact you as soon as we know something. In the meantime, take care of each other, and don’t hesitate to contact us if we can help in any way.” He turned to Ana. “If you can take us back to the Castle Night relay, we can make it home on our own. Thanks for bringing us this far out of your way.”
She shrugged. “The Winds stick together. Though it will take a bit of time to get used to the idea of there being four of us now,” she said, looking directly at Scott.
“Don’t keep me waiting so long this time, Nicholas,” Rory whispered to Nick as they embraced. Then Rory, Take, and Ana stood back, and she cast her spell to teleport them away.
 
Armistice Security Headquarters, Anchorpoint City, Colorado
Rory gazed out the window of the council chamber again, thinking about Nick.
Behind him, Take had just finishing telling Nemesis of the events in Italy. While she considered Take’s story, she idly fingered the embroidery on the right breast of her white silk blouse, depicting the cross and circles that symbolized the Children of the Dawn. “So, Nicholas has publicly declared himself the Magister Luscian. That was irresponsible. He has taken a dangerous position, putting himself forward as a ranking member of the Court of Shadows without any scions to call to his defense.” She addressed Rory. “You should move quickly to confirm his authority. With our support, the Court will be more cautious and perhaps attempt to find a way to discredit him, rather than trying to eliminate him immediately.” She thought for a moment. “How strong is Scott?”
Take whistled. “If I hadn’t felt his power, I wouldn’t have believed it. I know there’s a quantum leap between a regular Sentinel and one of the Winds, but I never expected it to be so great. In his own element, he’s as strong as any of us, and our powers have only increased now that the Wind link is active. With a little experience working together, the four of us could take down an entire army without breaking a sweat. If he’d been with us when we went up against Luscian, the outcome of the battle would never have been in question.”
“Did you tell him that?” asked Nemesis.
“Of course not.” Take grinned. “It would have made it that much more difficult to convince him to sign up.”
Rory’s eyebrows shot up. “You’re not seriously going to recruit him into Armistice Security, are you?”
“Yes, I am. Scott would be a tremendous asset, both militarily and psychologically. The Children of Twilight have bowed to the authority of the Four Winds for more than thirty thousand years. They only gave the idea of a truce a second look back in the beginning because I endorsed it as the Wind of Earth. For all of the Winds to join us would be an unprecedented propaganda victory. The influx of new Sentinels willing to sign the treaty would be immense. We might even become strong enough to expand the truce beyond North America.”
“Ambitious,” said Layla. “We will need to make such choices if you are ever to complete the Great Work, Sean.” She focused her attention on the Court’s missive, which was now spread out on the conference table. “This letter gives some clues, though, as to how they plan to attack, especially the choice of Lorcan Consul Diluthical as liaison.”
Take’s eyes narrowed. “Do you know him?”
“I know of him.” Layla scowled at the parchment. “Lorcan is quite a rising star in Nightwalker society. For all his relative youth, only five centuries old, he has already reached the third-highest rank in his house, the highest it is possible to advance without challenging a more senior scion to combat. He is considered a brilliant negotiator and a shrewd manipulator. I don’t think they would have chosen him if they planned to attack Nicholas militarily. No, I suspect they have something more devious in mind.” She glanced up from the letter to give Rory and Take a stern look. “I think they intend Lorcan to recruit Soulkiller’s Bane to their side.”
Rory widened his eyes. “Nick would never join them!”
“Perhaps it was a mistake not to insist that he swear allegiance to you as Primogenitor Jiao-long,” said Nemesis. “It would have neatly disarmed this line of attack.”
Rory set his jaw. “No. Not unless he chooses to join us on his own.”
“Then, should Nicholas decide to accept this offer of a Court liaison, he must explicitly bind Lorcan’s loyalty. I suggest he require Lorcan to swear allegiance to him for the duration of his stay. The rank of Praetor should be sufficient for him to carry out his stated function on House Luscian’s behalf. As for his hidden agenda, I would advise you to caution Scott to be particularly vigilant for attempts to manipulate Nicholas. It would be better not to warn Nicholas, himself, so that he does not inadvertently tip off Lorcan to our suspicions.” She pointed at Rory. “You should also rekindle your friendship, sooner rather than later, to counter Lorcan’s influence.”
“This is a dangerous plan, Layla,” said Take, dubiously. “Maybe we should tell them to refuse the offer.”
“If they refuse Lorcan’s services, the Court will use that as an excuse to provoke an incident with one of the houses, which would require honor combat. A Head of House cannot refuse a challenge to his honor. How many duels do you think Nicholas will have to fight before one of them gets lucky?” Layla sat back in her chair. “House Luscian has a long and influential history. It is in our own best interests to see that it survives long enough to become a useful ally. This is our most effective course of action under the circumstances.”
Rory nodded reluctantly. “We’ll tell them what you said.”
Take linked with the other three Winds, relaying Layla’s analysis of the situation. The four debated the implications before coming to a resolution.
“I will be vigilant,”thought Water. “They will not take my brother from me again.”
The link fragmented as they returned to their bodies.
 
* * *
 
“Nemesis thinks you should force Lorcan to swear allegiance to you for as long as he’s here. She suggested the rank of Praetor,” Scott told Nick.
Nick considered that. “Praetor is a second-tier diplomatic rank, right below Consul. If we do this, there might be a way we can keep him in check, but I don’t think you’re going to like it.”
“Tell me anyway.”
Nick explained his idea.
The Sentinel stared at him in disbelief. “You can do that?” asked Scott.
“I am the Magister. I can do whatever I want.”
“Alright.” Scott nodded grimly. “What do you need to make it work?”
 
 



PART VI:  EMISSARY
 



CHAPTER 40
 
Milan, Italy; The next night
Just after dusk, Nick felt the presence of another vampire crossing the threshold of the hotel. He launched a psychic probe to send his instructions. “Lorcan Consul Diluthical,”he thought before the Nightwalker could speak, “a member of our security team is waiting for you. Identify yourself to the front desk and they will direct you to him so you may be brought up to my suite.” He broke contact before Lorcan could answer. Then he waited impatiently until Don opened the door and ushered the Court of Shadows emissary into the room. The Nightwalker wore a violet shirt over black slacks and looked young, with spiky black hair and green eyes.
“Come in, Consul,” Nick said after Don had left the room. He had expected the confidence and arrogance of Lorcan’s bearing, but he hadn’t expected the Nightwalker to be beautiful.
Lorcan made a shallow bow. “Prince Nicholas, I greet you on behalf of the Court of Shadows. What is your answer to their proposal?”
“I do not seek to take up my position within the Court of Shadows at this time. However, I accept their request to have you serve as my liaison to the Court, on the condition that you swear allegiance to me as Praetor Luscian for the duration of your stay and agree to defend my interests and the honor of my house as long as you hold that rank.”
Lorcan smiled. “An inventive solution. I agree to your terms.” He went down on one knee. “Nicholas Magister Luscian, I swear my honor to your service for the duration of my duties. My life is yours. I am your blade to wield.”
“I accept your honor, to defend as if it were my own.” Nick held out his hand. “Welcome to House Luscian, Praetor.”
Lorcan stood and shook the proffered hand. “I thank you, my Lord. Shall we be seated? We have much to discuss.”
“Not yet. First I should introduce you to your superior.”
“Superior?” Lorcan blinked. “I was told that no other Luscian vampires survived the Burning.”
“They did not. I’ve had to improvise.” He waved his hand toward the empty room and a shroud of invisibility dropped away, revealing Scott.
“Lorcan Praetor Luscian,” Nick said with a predatory smirk as he noticed Lorcan’s eyes widen, “I would like you to meet Scott Phillips Consul Luscian.”
Lorcan found his voice. “A Sentinel? You consort with a Sentinel?”
Nick smiled and his fangs protruded. “He is my Consul, Praetor, and you will report directly to him.”
“My Lord, please. You must be joking. Sentinels have no honor. How can you allow one of them to speak for you?”
A menacing growl escaped Nick’s lips, and his fists clenched. Reaper coalesced in his right hand, the azure flames hissing angrily. At the sight of Luscian’s sword, Lorcan froze.
“He is not a common Sentinel, Praetor,” said Nick. “He is the Wind of Water, and he knelt at my feet and said the words, just as you did. His honor is my honor.” He raised the sword delicately so that the point almost rested on Lorcan’s shoulder. “Are you questioning my honor?”
“No, my Lord.” Lorcan swallowed, the only sign of his fear at the near touch of the Sword of Nightmares. “I was merely unprepared for his presence. Please forgive my discourtesy to your councilor. It will not happen again.”
“See that it doesn’t.” Nick pointed with his left hand at the chairs arranged in front of the couch as the black sword faded from his right. “By all means, sit. As you said, we have much to discuss.”
Lorcan sat, facing the two Journeymen on the opposite couch. He studied the Sentinel. “The Wind of Water? Truly?”
Scott nodded silently.
“That is unexpected. We were not aware of your emergence.”
“Zachariah Consul Daviroquir kindled his Gift when he attacked me in a restaurant in London two weeks ago,” Nick replied. “I punished him for his presumption. In any case, we need to discuss matters of house security with you.”
Scott leaned forward intently. “If you’re going to be seen with us, we’ll need to arrange a cover identity for you.”
Lorcan smiled—a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “It has already been arranged.” He withdrew a number of laminated cards on a lanyard from his shirt pocket and passed it to Scott.
Scott flipped through the plastic-coated cards, all carrying the name Lorcan Kildare. “These are press credentials,” he said, raising his eyebrows. “They almost look real.”
“They are real,” Lorcan said, shrugging. “I work freelance, but my writing serves as a diversion from my house duties on occasion. It also gives me a legitimate reason to be traveling outside my home territory when my duties take me elsewhere in Europe.”
“What’s your home territory?” asked Scott.
“Is that relevant, Consul?”
“You’re here to learn about us. Isn’t it fair to ask about you?”
Lorcan’s eyes flickered to Nick’s, then back to Scott. “House Diluthical has held the territory of Ireland for seven thousand years. I was born in Belfast in 1504. I died in 1525. I have held Consul rank in my House for more than one hundred years following my successful negotiation as Praetor Diluthical of the current treaty between House Diluthical and House Daviroquir, which holds the rest of the United Kingdom.
“I was chosen for this assignment because of my diplomatic credentials and because my house is not party to any current disputes between the five houses whose territories you’ll pass through on the remaining fourteen days of your European concert tour. There is nothing else about my life or death that need concern you directly, Consul. Do you have any other questions related to the task at hand?”
“No,” said Scott.
Nick could see with his vampire senses the Sentinel’s amusement at Lorcan’s dismissal, but Scott’s actual thoughts remained masked from him. What are you hiding, Scotty?
“What exactly do you need to know from us for you to do your job, Praetor?” Nick asked.
“I will need to know the terms you wish me to set in my negotiations with the other five houses and what you will actually settle for.”
“No hunting at our concerts,” Scott said quietly.
“No hunting of our staff or the fans outside our hotels and venues,” said Nick.
“No interference with us, either at our hotels or at the venues and fan events,” said Scott.
Nick couldn’t resist adding one more, watching as the Nightwalker’s frown deepened with each new condition. “Or at dinner.”
“That will be difficult to arrange,” said Lorcan. “How many of those conditions are negotiable?”
Nick looked him dead in the eye. “None of them.”
“You don’t ask for much, do you?” Lorcan’s irritation was obvious. “Very well, I will try to invent some additional outrageous demands that I can negotiate away. Is there anything else?”
“One thing more, Praetor,” Nick said softly. “I am a signatory of the Armistice Declaration of 2021. As long as you are a member of my house, you will abide by the terms set forth in Article One of that document.”
Lorcan’s jaw dropped. “My Lord, you cannot ask that of me!”
Nick returned Lorcan’s angry gaze without yielding an inch. In the end, he didn’t care whether Lorcan stayed or went, but this was non-negotiable. “You will take no human life. You will not kill, except in self-defense, defense of another, or in defense of your honor. You will not feed except on what is freely offered. You will not use magic on human beings with hostile intent without their consent.” He drummed his fingertips on the coffee table. “Four simple rules, Praetor. If you can’t show that much restraint for just two weeks, then what good are you to me?”
“My Lord, this is not the Armistice Zone. We are at war here. I have no willing donors to sustain me.”
“Then find some,” suggested Nick. I won’t stand by and let this miserable vampire kill anyone else as long as I have the power to force him to behave. Anything less is a deal-breaker. He surprised himself with his own intransigence. Damn, when did I grow scruples? Still, maybe it’s time for a little carrot to balance out the stick. “Alternatively, I can share my supply of bloodwine. It meets the requirements of the treaty.”
“You are speaking of Tiamat, are you not?” Lorcan appeared intrigued at the thought of access to Sentinel blood, which was a delicacy in Court circles. “I have heard of it.” He paused momentarily, thinking. “Very well, my Lord. If this is your will, I shall abide by it.”
Scott handed back Lorcan’s press credentials, then reached into his shirt pocket and added another plastic card. “This gives you limited access to our hotel and venues, as long as we are present in those locations. Our security staff will be instructed to bar your entry when we are not there.”
“I have already warded our staff against mental and magical influences,” said Nick. “I will immediately detect any form of tampering. We’ll book you a room on the same floor as ours. But for safety’s sake, since we’ll usually be traveling by day, we think it would be best if you found your own transport from city to city.”
“Last, but most important,” Scott said, his voice cold, “you are not, under any circumstances, to have any contact with the Magister without me being present.”
Nick blinked. Without changing his expression, he addressed Scott over the link. “What are you doing?”he demanded silently.“Why don’t you want me to be alone with him?”
“Nick, trust me. I don’t want him to get any ideas.”
“Do you really think this is necessary?”
“I do,”thought Scott. “Let me handle him.”
Lorcan watched them intently. “Fire and Darkness!” he hissed.
Nick and Scott snapped their attention back to him. “What’s wrong?” asked Nick.
“You’re one of them—one of Luscian’s hybrids.” Lorcan stared at Nick in undisguised horror. “The two of you are linked, aren’t you? You’re a dyad.”
Nick looked at him sourly, realizing they had somehow given away their primary tactical advantage. “Yes, we are,” he answered. “Is that a problem, Lorcan?”
“No, my Lord.” The Nightwalker continued to stare at Nick. “If there’s nothing else, I will begin negotiations immediately and report my progress to you tonight after your concert.”
Nick tried to make sense of the dominant emotion he could feel boiling off the other vampire’s psyche. “By all means, Praetor. You are dismissed.”
Lorcan bowed to Nick as the Daywalker opened a window in the jumper block that surrounded the building. “My Lord.” Lorcan nodded at Scott. “Consul.” Then he jumped away, leaving Nick to wonder at the emotion the Nightwalker had been unable to conceal before he left.
Pity.
 



CHAPTER 41
 
August 2034; Paris, France; Two weeks later
Nick, wearing nothing but white sweatpants, relaxed on the couch in his room, enjoying a glass of Tiamat after signing off the video link Rory’s AI had set up. They had talked every night for the past two weeks, sometimes for minutes, sometimes for hours, but Rory always called before Nick went to bed. He smiled to himself as he took a sip of bloodwine.
He had planned on resuming his relationship with Rory at a slower pace, but Rory was insistent. They talked about everything, from the daily events of Nick’s tour to Rory’s slowly thawing relations with Anaba. It was like old times again, but without the secrets and lies Rory had been forced to tell to protect him. Nick had forgotten how much he missed the sound of the other vampire’s deep laugh. He wouldn’t make that mistake again.
Nick looked up at the sound of a quiet knock. Putting down his glass, he covered it and the bottle of bloodwine with a shroud of invisibility before pulling on a faded blue T-shirt as he walked to the door. Extending his senses into the hallway beyond, he saw who it was and frowned. He opened the door, leaving the ward intact and sealing the threshold from entry. “What do you want, Lorcan?”
Lorcan, dressed in a gray silk shirt and black slacks, gazed intently at him across the invisible threads of the ward. “Can I come in? I need to talk to you.”
“Can’t it wait?”
“No. I need to speak to you alone. If I wait until morning, Scott won’t allow it.” He smiled. “He’s been quite an effective chaperone.”
“That’s his job. Why would I possibly want to speak to you alone?” Nick asked coldly.
“Because I can almost guarantee you won’t want him to hear what I have to say.” He took a deep breath. “Nicholas, I swear on my life, on my honor, and on the honor of House Diluthical, that I mean you no harm tonight. Please let me in. It’s important.”
It was the first time the Court of Shadows vampire had addressed him by name without a title attached. Nick considered Lorcan suspiciously. The Nightwalker’s words contained an earnestness that hadn’t been there before. What the hell, he thought. If he tries something, I can take him. He laid his hand on the solid wall of air between them. “The way is opened.” The ward dissolved and he moved aside to allow Lorcan across the threshold.
Lorcan came in and sat in the chair across from the couch. Locking the door, Nick reactivated the ward, careful to enable his dyad brother to cross it at will. Then he walked back to sit on the couch, removing the shroud of invisibility over the bottle on the table, and picked up the half-full glass of steaming red liquor.
Lorcan looked at Nick’s glass and licked his lips. “Would you mind sharing?”
Nick pushed an empty glass toward him and Lorcan filled it then warmed the bloodwine. He sat back and took a sip, savoring it. “Triple Voice?”
“Yes.” Nick nodded impatiently. “You said you had something to say to me, so go ahead and say it.”
After another sip, Lorcan placed the glass on the table and laced his fingers together in front of him. “Tomorrow you will perform the last concert of your European Tour, and you will then return to Armistice territory. My negotiations on your behalf are already complete, so I will depart tonight as soon as we’re finished here. We will most probably never meet again. But before I leave, there’s something I want to speak to you about privately. Not as Court of Shadows to Armistice, not as Nightwalker to Daywalker, but as one immortal to another.”
Nick listened with growing irritation. Talk, talk, talk. Get to the point already, so I can go to bed. “Go ahead.”
“Scott Phillips Consul Luscian.”
Nick’s eyes narrowed. “What about him?”
“Is he your lover?”
Nick felt like he had been dunked in ice water. “No,” he whispered.
“Do you want him to be?”
Nick couldn’t find the words to reply. He was drowning in the frigid fear of discovery, which masked the deep, burning pain he never allowed himself to acknowledge.
Lorcan watched him intently then sighed. “I was afraid of that. I noticed how you watch him when he isn’t paying attention, the way your scent changes when he touches you. I hoped I was wrong.”
Nick shook himself. “What business is it of yours?” he demanded angrily.
“Nicholas, the love of a mortal is the most terrible, most painful price we pay for what we are,” Lorcan said, his voice tinged with honest sadness. “You can never allow it to happen. To even try to let yourself feel such a thing is an unimaginable nightmare.”
Nick swallowed. “What do you mean?”
“Mortals die, Nick. It’s what they do.” Lorcan’s eyes bored into him. “To attach yourself to them is to watch them grow old and feeble while you remain forever young. You will see their love turn to envy, then resentment, then hatred, as they are forced to confront their own mortality reflected in your eyes. You will lose them all, and the longer you try to hold on to them, the harder it will be to accept when they finally slip away.
“I can’t even begin to envision how terrible it will be for you, linked mind to mind for life with a Sentinel. A human might make the choice to join you in eternity, but not one of them. Even if you wanted to, you couldn’t turn him. He’s immune. Eventually, he’ll die, and you’ll be left alone, with only your perfect memory to remind you he was ever there.” Lorcan reclaimed his glass and took a long draught. “Trust me when I say it isn’t enough.”
Nick struggled to find words to express himself. “What does a Nightwalker know about love?” he asked finally.
Lorcan’s gaze was full of pity. “From what I know of Luscian and his methods, your conversion must have been horrific in the extreme, but that’s the exception more than the rule in our culture. Did you think we were just monsters, Nick? Mindless killers without any shred of decency or humanity?”
“Something like that.”
“You’re wrong. Even without the soul to restrain the Red Wind, there is still a measure of joy, of happiness we can aspire to. We were all human once. We remember those emotions. And after a few decades, most of us learn sufficient self-control to let ourselves feel the finer sentiments, such as love. That sense of connection is precious to us. We need those bonds of affection and friendship to keep us from becoming the ravening beasts you think we are. Without them, there would be nothing to hold our civilization together.
“Duty and honor can only take us so far. Without some warmth to soften the cold passage of time, we would all seek the sunrise after just a few lifetimes in the dark. How else could the Triumvirate have collected so many allies, despite the Court’s persecution, if we didn’t want to be more than we are?”
“I didn’t think of it that way,” said Nick, grudgingly.
“I’m sure you didn’t.” Lorcan finished his glass and then stood and moved to sit beside Nick. Taking Nick’s hand in his, he said, “Loving one of them is torture, Nicholas, worse than any punishment we could ever impose on each other. Believe me, I know.”
Nick gazed directly into the Nightwalker’s eyes. “Who was it?”
“His name was Connor. We met when I was young, not even a century old. He was everything to me—the soul I didn’t have.”
“Did he know what you were?”
“Eventually I told him, after we’d been together for a couple of months. He kept asking why I wouldn’t come to see him during the day. Afterward, he avoided me for weeks while I watched him from the shadows. Finally, he stood outside and called my name. He knew I’d be there. I came out of the night to stand next to him, and we talked. He said he didn’t care what I was; he loved me all the same.” Lorcan’s eyes unfocused as he remembered. “That was the first time I fed on him while he was awake. Just enough for the blood magic to open the bridge between us so I could taste his love for me and let him understand what I felt for him.” His gaze sharpened. “We were together for four years. I kept wanting to turn him, but he wasn’t ready, and we always thought there would be more time.”
“What happened?”
“The only thing that could happen. He died—a casualty of the wars at the turn of the seventeenth century. It was during the day, or I would have been there to bring him into the darkness with me. The pain and the guilt and the grief I experienced at losing him were unlike anything I’ve ever felt, before or since. I would have stepped into the sunrise so many times if my Master had not forbidden it and placed me under guard. The others knew the danger of my attachment. They warned me, but they couldn’t do anything to prevent it.”
“Why are you telling me this, Lorcan?”
“Because it’s all I can do for you,” he said. “I can’t save you from your Sentinel link, but I can warn you, as I was warned, against letting yourself become too dependent on him. Accept his mortality and hold yourself apart, or you’ll find yourself wanting to bury yourself in the ground next to his grave.”
Nick felt his entire world unraveling as Lorcan spoke, and he struggled to hold back tears. He had always known nothing could happen with Scott, known that without a shred of doubt his best friend was totally devoted to his wife and child. Their friendship would be the relationship to be cast aside if Nick ever forced the issue. He knew that objectively, but it was completely different to hear it out loud from a stranger. He pulled away from the Nightwalker’s touch. “Why should I believe any of this? This could just be a ploy to drive a wedge between us.”
Lorcan hesitated. “I could show you.”
Nick frowned. “Meaning what?”
“I could let you touch my memories of him. You can see for yourself what it was like for me.”
Nick gasped. “You would let me into your mind?” It has to be some kind of trick, he thought. There’s no way I will ever let one of them touch my mind again. He shivered at the memory of Luscian’s psyche as it brutally forced its way into his thoughts, the intimacy of that violation.
“If you promise to restrict yourself to the memories I offer you, I will trust you not to try to steal any sensitive information.” Lorcan smiled. “And as far as I can tell, you managed to acquire more knowledge about the inner aspects of the Court of Shadows from Luscian than I will ever know.”
“You weren’t supposed to realize that.”
“I pay attention.”
I can’t believe this. Why am I even considering it? Nick rubbed his hands together, as if for warmth. “You’d really do this? Open your mind to me?”
“I wouldn’t do it for a Nightwalker,” said Lorcan with false enthusiasm. “But if you can’t trust a Child of the Dawn, who can you trust?”
Nick smiled weakly, but his thoughts were racing. Well, damn. He doesn’t want this either. Why is he offering then? Could he actually be telling the truth? Maybe he’s right, and this is something I do need to see.
I’m probably going to regret it in the morning, but what the hell. He already told me I don’t need him anymore for the negotiations. I’m a Third Order telepath, and he can’t be more than Second. If he does something out of line, I’ll crush his mind. “Then I’d like to see what you have to show me.”
Nick felt a tendril of Lorcan’s thoughts snake out to him and he responded, forming a psychic link between them. Although not as deep as the Sentinel link, it was strong enough. Surprisingly, the other vampire’s mind was warm and inviting, and somewhat uncertain—nothing like Luscian’s cold, reptilian thoughts.
Nick watched as Lorcan reached into his memories and drew forth the night he and Connor had met. The Nightwalker’s grief burned brightly in his mind as he let the memory wash over him. Nick was entranced, feeling every second of the Nightwalker’s grief and despair as the tragedy unfolded before him. “So now you know,” Lorcan sent wearily along the link, after it was over. “Was it worth it? Do you finally understand?”
Nick understood perfectly. Scott was out of reach and nothing would change that, not from now until the day he died. There would be no confession of love, no flash of desire, none of the things he idly fantasized about. God, he thought,he’s just like me, all alone, lost in the dark. Is this all I have to look forward to? Suddenly, he wanted to make Lorcan understand, to share the secret desire he had held in his heart for so many years, the flame that Lorcan had just proven would someday consume him. Reaching into his own memories, he showed the Nightwalker everything—all the memories of Scott he had kept carefully hidden, even from himself.
When he had finished, Nick realized what he had done. You fool, he raged at himself silently, you’ve given him the perfect weapon to use against you. You might as well have signed Scott’s death warrant. The Court of Shadows would probably move against them as soon as Lorcan made his report. How could you think that a Nightwalker would sympathize with you? Tears of frustration and fear welled in his eyes.
Lorcan gently turned Nick’s head until they faced each other. As he wiped away Nick’s tears, Nick blinked at the intimate contact, unsure of what it meant. Then Lorcan leaned forward and kissed him, and he stopped caring. Once his shock had worn off, Nick responded greedily to the kiss, his hands cradling the Nightwalker’s head.
Lorcan broke away from him suddenly. “I ... I’m sorry. I didn’t ...” he stuttered, flustered for the first time since they’d met. “I shouldn’t have—” He broke off as Nick leaned forward and kissed him again, wrapping his fists in the older vampire’s shirt and pulling him closer.
Nick pulled back and stood, dragging the Nightwalker up off the couch with him. He gently pushed Lorcan backward, guiding him to the bedroom. Only when Nick had him pressed up against the bed did Lorcan try to take charge again. “Nick,” he said. “I didn’t mean for—”
Nick kissed him hard, just to shut him up. Then the Daywalker pushed Lorcan’s chest, toppling him backward onto the bed. Climbing onto the mattress, Nick straddled him, his fingers tugging at the buttons of the Nightwalker’s shirt.
Lorcan caught Nick’s hands in his. “This isn’t why I came to see you tonight, Nicholas,” he said with a hint of desperation.
Nick nodded knowingly, his red eyes locked on Lorcan’s green. You’re not a monster, and you truly understand how I feel. “But you’re not going to turn me down, are you?” His mouth twisted into a lazy smirk, supremely confident. One night. I can be yours for one night.
Lorcan swallowed, unable to look away as his own eyes changed, his fangs extending as his control began to slip. “No,” he whispered, his voice deepening. “No, I’m not.”
Nick flipped off the lights with telekinesis, and finished stripping Lorcan out of his clothes. As he lost himself in the familiar anticipation of a night of pleasure, he allowed himself a single moment of doubt.
How broken am I, when someone like you makes me feel safe?
 



CHAPTER 42
 
Nick woke in the dead of night, a nightmare slipping from his conscious mind like wisps of smoke. He took a deep breath and tried to calm his racing heart. Then he settled more easily into Lorcan’s tight embrace and laid his fingers over the Nightwalker’s arm, which was wrapped around his chest. Suddenly he started, realizing he wasn’t alone, and remembered the events of the night before. He felt for the faint traces of the psychic link they had shared a few hours earlier and saw flashes of Lorcan laughing along with the smiling young Irishman who had been the Nightwalker’s former lover. Resisting the urge to pry further, he withdrew from the Nightwalker’s mind and carefully lifted Lorcan’s hand away from his chest. Rolling over to face his latest conquest, Nick gently stroked Lorcan’s cheek.
After watching Lorcan sleep for a few minutes, he slipped quietly out of bed and pulled on his discarded sweatpants before taking a seat in the chair across from the bed. He considered his opponent of the past two weeks. The whole time he was traveling with the Journeymen, Lorcan had made it plain to Nick’s vampire senses that he was interested in becoming better acquainted, but never so obviously that Scott caught on. Nick was surprised Lorcan had been so resistant once Nick finally gave in to his advances. Perhaps Lorcan was telling the truth, after all.
It was strange to think that a soulless Child of Darkness would come to offer him advice without expecting something in return. Nightwalkers usually had a dozen motives for anything they did, most of them malevolent, but Lorcan had seemed so sincere. It was hard to believe that any of his words were part of the act, and the memories he had shared were too painful to be falsified. Maybe, for once, the Nightwalker was exactly what he seemed.
On a whim, he rose from his chair and dug a sketch pad and charcoal pencil out of his travel bag. Making himself comfortable again, he began to draw, using the skills he had acquired from Rory during the Burning. He had completed a dozen sketches of Lorcan’s sleeping form before the Nightwalker stirred. When Lorcan finally opened his eyes, Nick wished he had pastel crayons as well, to capture the vivid green of his irises. Well, maybe I can fill them in later. He continued to draw, his eyes darting from the vampire before him to the sketch pad, while the Nightwalker watched silently. Only the whisper of charcoal on paper disturbed the silence. After a few minutes, Nick stopped and put the pad and pencil down on the coffee table. They regarded each other appraisingly.
Finally, Lorcan broke the silence. “Come back to bed, Nick.”
Nick smiled. “Why?”
“Because I asked you to,” said Lorcan.
Nick continued to smile, but he lowered his mental shields just enough to allow the Nightwalker to witness his amusement at Lorcan’s transparent attempt to wrest away control of their tenuous relationship.
Lorcan sighed, accepting the less dominant role. “Because I want you.”
Nick shucked his sweatpants and slid naked into bed. Lorcan rolled Nick’s body to face away from him. Then he inched forward and wrapped his arm around Nick, molding his body to the Daywalker’s back, their legs intertwined. Nick felt Lorcan’s warm breath on his throat as the Nightwalker laid his head in the crook of Nick’s neck.
“This wasn’t supposed to happen,” Lorcan whispered.
Nick laughed. Right, that’s convincing. Try again, lover. “So the negotiations weren’t just an excuse to get your hooks into me?”
Lorcan kissed the curve of Nick’s shoulder. “Of course they were. But I was supposed to seduce you, not the other way around.”
Nick covered Lorcan’s arm with his own. “You were telling the truth before, weren’t you? You came to my room to warn me, not for anything else.”
“I had given up trying to influence you.” Lorcan chuckled. “Your dyad brother was on to me from the beginning. He delighted in blocking my efforts. It was quite frustrating. I was actually planning to leave last night. But when I saw the way you kept looking at him, I decided I couldn’t leave without at least trying to give you some advice.”
You should have trusted me, Scotty. “Thanks, that was actually pretty decent of you.” I guess we both got more than we bargained for last night. “If you were sent to try to recruit me, is your lack of success going to be a problem?”
Lorcan scooted back and lay on his side, watching him silently. Nick rolled onto his back, wondering if he’d get a straight answer to a tactical rather than a personal question, but suddenly, he was concerned for Lorcan’s safety. The Court was not known as a forgiving institution.
The Nightwalker trailed his fingers along the outlines of the muscles of Nick’s chest. Nick immediately felt a twitch of arousal, surprised at his reaction to the unexpected gesture of intimacy. Usually I call them a cab in the morning and forget about them. Why does this feel different?
Lorcan answered after a moment—a long enough pause that Nick had almost forgotten the question, distracted by the ghostly sensation of the Nightwalker’s feather-light touch. “The odds were pretty long against my being able to turn you against the Triumvirate in just two weeks, so there won’t be any perception of failure on my part. And besides…” He leaned in and kissed Nick. “I can at least report a qualified success on making a personal connection.”
Nick grinned at the Nightwalker’s sly smile. “You’d tarnish my reputation to further your career? Why doesn’t that surprise me?”
“Because you’re becoming a realist, rather than a dreamer.” Lorcan stroked Nick’s cheek, gazing at him wistfully. “My beautiful Nicholas,” he said, “you’re so young and still so innocent, despite what you might think. I hadn’t realized how jaded I was until you reminded me of someone I used to be. I might even miss you.”
Nick reached up and caught Lorcan’s hand in his own, lacing their fingers together. “You could always come with me, Ruarc.” Whoa! Where the hell did that come from?
Lorcan’s eyes widened. “I haven’t used that name in four hundred years. No one has called me that since Connor.”
“I’m sorry,” Nick said with embarrassment. He had used the name automatically, the shared memories of Lorcan’s relationship with Connor still fresh in his mind. “I didn’t mean—”
“It’s all right, Nick,” Lorcan whispered. “I don’t mind hearing it from you.”
From what he had learned the previous night, that was a significant concession. I thought he was safe. Maybe he feels the same way. The Nightwalker had shielded his emotions again, so Nick couldn’t read him. “Think about it, Ruarc. The Triumvirate needs people with your skills, your experience.”
Lorcan’s lips twitched upward into a lazy smile. “Nicholas, you’re not honestly telling me you dragged me into bed to try to enlist me to your side, are you?”
“No.” Nick grinned. Was it good for you, too? “Not entirely. Turnabout is fair play, after all.” His smile faded and he brushed his fingers through Lorcan’s tousled hair. “I judged your entire race by Luscian. I never thought a Nightwalker would be capable of mercy. You shared a part of yourself that was precious to you, just to spare me pain. That means something to me. I don’t let people see how I feel about Scott. I’ve never told anyone except Rory. So my offer is open-ended. You said you wanted to be more than you are. Someday, when you’re ready, come find me, and I’ll make sure the Redeemer is waiting for you.”
Lorcan rolled onto his back and stared at the ceiling. “I don’t think I could ever do that. Trying to reclaim my soul is truly a terrifying prospect. After all the things I’ve done, I’m not sure if I want to know what it thinks of me.”
“There’s no hurry. The Great Work won’t end overnight. You have all the time in the world.” Nick slid over on top of him. “In the meantime, we still have an hour or two before Scott wakes up.”
Lorcan smiled up at Nick and lowered his shields, allowing his arousal to become visible. “It would be suicide to let him find me in here with you, corrupting his innocent young Daywalker.”
Nick ground himself against the older vampire’s body, making him gasp. “Then use the time you have left to say goodbye to me properly.”
Lorcan drew Nick’s head closer and kissed the Daywalker forcefully on the lips before burying his fangs in Nick’s neck. The bridge opened up between them as Lorcan fed, filling Nick’s mind with the sensations of the night before. Nick shuddered in ecstasy, collapsing into Lorcan’s arms as the older vampire rolled over on top of him. When Lorcan drew back, Nick gave up any semblance of being in control.
Lorcan gave him a predatory grin, his eyes red. “This time, Nicholas, you can dance to my tune, instead.”
 
* * *
 
Later that evening, Nick followed Scott into the dressing room, the screams of the crowd still ringing in his ears.
“Scott, hit the showers fast, okay?” Nick said. “We should make an appearance at the wrap party.”
Scott snorted. “Every tour you always say the same thing. Give it a rest, will you? They haven’t even started breaking down the equipment. The party’s going to last all night.”
“Yeah, I know, I know.” Nick raised his hands in defeat. “It’s just, well, it feels different this time. Our lives have changed. Our eyes are open. Who knows if we’ll do this again?”
Scott laughed. “I, for one, am planning to still be doing what I love even when they’re building colonies on Mars.”
Nick snickered.
“Something funny, Fang Boy?”
Nick tried to keep a straight face. “Scotty, the Armistice space program is light years more advanced than anything the human governments have put together.”
The Sentinel looked at him, trying to figure out if he was joking. “You’re just making that up.”
Nick held out his hand, palm up. The image of a shining half-disk suspended on a field of stars formed in the air above it. The outline of North America was partly hidden beneath clouds. “When we get home, maybe you’ll get to see this for yourself.” He let the image fade.
Scott stared at Nick, speechless, and then found his voice. “Nick, that picture … that was from your own memory? You’ve actually seen it?”
“That was the view from Hephaestus Station, a manufacturing facility in orbit around the moon. It’s where they made all the structural elements to build the Citadel.” Nick grinned. “You have no idea what’s ahead. There are so many wonders in store for you, so many things you have left to see, Scotty. We are the Free People. There is nothing we can’t do once we set our minds to it, and you’re going to be part of it. I know things have been pretty dark until now, but that’s all going to change.”
“What’s the Citadel?” asked Scott.
“The third of the Hidden Cities, and the most advanced. It was designed to be the jumping off point for all of the Triumvirate’s efforts to expand beyond Earth, so that some of us would be out of reach when the Court of Shadows finally decides to attack us in force. Besides, it makes it easier for us to have somewhere we can go to be ourselves, where there’s no chance of running into any humans. It’s located on Lunar Farside.” Nick flushed suddenly. “Um, at least it was. I’m not sure they’re rebuilding entirely in the same spot.”
Scott’s gaze sharpened at Nick’s change in tone. “Assuming I believe any of that, why would they need to rebuild?”
“Because Ana blew it up when she was trying to kill me.” Nick felt distinctly uncomfortable under Scott’s expectant stare. “It’s a long story.”
“You’re chock full of long stories, aren’t you?”
“Just one, actually. It was an eventful day.” Nick tried to change the subject. “Look, we should get cleaned up and head to the party. The crew will be waiting for us.”
Scott opened his mouth to say something pithy and pointed, but was interrupted by Lorcan emerging from behind a shroud of invisibility.
Scott scowled at the invasion of their privacy, and they both turned toward the Nightwalker. “What do you want, Lorcan?”
Lorcan nodded at Scott. “Consul.” He faced Nick. “My Lord.” He looked back and forth between them. “May I congratulate you on a fine performance?”
“You saw it?” Nick let his eyes wander Lorcan’s body, remembering the sight of the Nightwalker climbing back into his clothes that morning. He opened his senses a little more to assess the other vampire’s emotions, only a little surprised to realize that Lorcan was perfectly aware of his appraising glance.
The Nightwalker shrugged. “I was curious, so I bought a ticket from a scalper.” He smiled at Nick. “It was not exactly my kind of music. But I could see its appeal for mortals.”
“Once again, Lorcan, what do you want?” Scott asked coldly.
Lorcan reached up and removed the security pass from the press credentials hanging around his neck. He held it out to Nick. “My Lord, my duties are now complete, and it seems our time together is at an end. I ask formally to be released from my allegiance to House Luscian.”
Nick nodded. “Lorcan Praetor Luscian, I free you from your obligations to my house. Your honor is your own.” Nick looked at the plastic card in Lorcan’s hand. Are you going to remember me fondly, or am I just another assignment? Nick didn’t have any expectations of Lorcan, but he had his pride. “Keep it as a souvenir if you like.”
Lorcan followed Nick’s gaze down to the security pass and casually slipped it into his own shirt pocket. He looked at Nick gravely and then took two steps forward and put his hands up to cradle Nick’s head, leaning in to kiss him deeply.
Nick froze as Lorcan’s tongue invaded his mouth, and was even more shocked when the Nightwalker’s fangs sliced into his tongue. The bridge opened between them, and Lorcan fed hungrily, letting Nick feel his amusement at the wave of desire he could feel washing through the Daywalker’s body as Nick leaned into the kiss. Nick shared with him the sensation of Lorcan’s touch, the weight of the Nightwalker’s body against his, the hardness Nick could feel pressing against him. He felt his own thirst rise at the sexual stimulation.
Immediately, Lorcan broke away. Nick gasped, struggling to control his bloodlust. Lorcan grinned, his eyes shifting from red back to green. After a moment, he let his hands fall to his sides, plainly delighted by the response he had evoked. “Goodbye, Nicholas.”
Nick licked his lips, tasting their mixed blood, realizing that he had bitten Lorcan at some point. “Goodbye, Ruarc.”
Lorcan glanced at Scott, who was watching them with a poleaxed expression. “Take good care of him, Consul,” he said. “I’m trusting you to keep him out of trouble.” Then he jumped away.
Scott stared at Nick.
Nick flushed, embarrassed by his friend’s silent accusation. “Okay, so maybe I have two long stories.”
“Would you care to explain that little exchange?” Scott’s voice was cold with fury.
“Not really.” Nick avoided his eyes. “It’s personal.”
“And why do you have anything personal to do with Lorcan?”
Nick mumbled something under his breath.
“I didn’t quite catch that, Nicholas. You’re going to have to speak up.”
Nick said defiantly. “We had a one-night stand.”
“You had sex with a fucking Nightwalker?” Scott threw up his hands. “Are you out of your mind? When, for God’s sake?”
“Last night. He came by my room after you had gone to sleep.”
“And you let him past your wards? Alone? Why the hell would you take that kind of risk?”
“He swore he didn’t mean me any harm that night.”
“He didn’t mean you any harm,” Scott said with deliberate calmness, “that night.”
Nick sat on the bench next to the lockers. “He just wanted to talk. I thought I could trust his word, so I let him in.”
“It must have been a hell of a talk if you jumped into bed with him afterward,” Scott said sarcastically.
“It was.” Nick pushed his sweat-dampened hair out of his eyes. “I don’t expect you to understand, but please don’t make a big deal about this. It happened. It’s over. I’ll probably never see him again. Can’t we just move on?”
“Nick, he was only here to manipulate you, to get you to sympathize with them!”
“I know,” said Nick. “He told me.”
Scott blinked. “He told you?”
“He said you had been blocking all his attempts to influence me.” He scowled at Scott. “Oh, and thanks for letting me in on that, by the way. Anyhow, he said he had given up and was ready to leave, but he wanted to give me some advice before he went.”
Scott snorted. “And his advice was to sleep with him? Are you honestly that easy?”
Nick sighed at the insult, feeling the Sentinel’s condemnation and disappointment over the link. “He wanted to warn me about getting too close to you.”
“Why?” Scott asked angrily. “Because I’m a Sentinel?”
“No.” Nick swallowed the lump in his throat. “Because you’re mortal. Because mortals die.” He felt Scott’s surprise echo through the link before he masked his thoughts. “No one knows how long Daywalkers live. If we last as long as Nightwalkers, I could be looking at a lifespan of thousands of years. You won’t be there with me. Sooner or later I will lose you, unless someone manages to kill me first.”
Scott sat and hesitantly put his arm around Nick. “Is that something you think about a lot? Losing me?”
“Yes.” In the deepest silence of his mind, Nick let himself enjoy the physical contact, knowing Scott was just being supportive, but wishing it meant more. “He let me see his memories of someone he lost, to show me how bad it could get. So, yes, I sympathized with him. Yes, I was terrified at the thought of being completely alone someday. And yes, I invited him into my bed, probably for all the wrong reasons. I touched his mind. I know he didn’t intend for it to happen.” He smiled a little, remembering. “He said he was supposed to seduce me, not the other way around.”
“Nick, he’s the enemy. What makes you think he won’t find a way to use this against you?”
Nick shrugged, careful not to dislodge Scott’s arm from his shoulders. “He probably will. I knew that, but at the time I didn’t care. He was exactly where I thought I would always end up—alone, in the dark, with just my memories to keep me company.” He glanced at his bandmate. “I should have thought it through more carefully, but I was scared and wasn’t in the clearest frame of mind. I just wanted to feel connected to someone I knew would understand. I guess I thought we could help each other somehow. I’m sorry if you feel like I betrayed you.”
The Sentinel watched him with an unreadable expression. Nick watched his emotions shifting, too fast to follow. “Nick, unmask the link,” Scott said.
Hesitating for a moment, Nick cautiously reopened their psychic connection. And Scott was there, surrounding Nick with his warmth, his love, unconditionally. “Remember this,”the Sentinel said in his mind. “Remember me, and I will never leave you, even after I’m gone.” Nick turned his head toward Scott and buried his face in his bandmate’s shoulder, breathing in Scott’s scent, fixing every nuance in his own memory forever.
Eventually he stood, dry-eyed, and smiled. “We should get moving. The party only lasts all night.”
Scott stood as well and started walking toward the showers, then stopped and turned around, his eyebrows raised. “Oh, and since when do you like guys?”
Nick flushed. Fuck. “Um … since always?”
Scott gave him a stern glance. “Couldn’t you have told me that before I got married?”
Nick blinked in confusion. “What?”
Scott turned back toward the showers, shaking his head ruefully. “Do you have any idea how many women over the years stopped looking at me as soon as you walked into the room? That little tidbit of information would have made being your wingman so much more palatable.”
The Daywalker stood there speechless as Scott left the room, muttering under his breath. Then Nick began to laugh.
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CHAPTER 43
 
May 2038; House Diluthical Stronghold, Dublin, Ireland; Four years later
Lorcan crossed the threshold into the Great Hall and knelt before his Master. “My Lord, my life is yours. I am your blade to wield.”
Brion nodded absently. “I accept your honor to defend as if it were my own. Rise.”
Lorcan got to his feet and stood waiting.
Sitting back in his chair, Brion regarded him with narrowed eyes. “Your arguments have found favor with the Court, Lorcan. They have agreed to appoint you our Ambassador.”
“Thank you, my Lord. I will attempt to bring honor to our house.”
Brion laughed. “Of that I have no doubt. You will leave for their capital city of Anchorpoint tomorrow evening, but first, you are to receive your instructions.”
Lorcan raised an eyebrow. “My Lord?”
A shroud of invisibility fell away, revealing Aleksei.
Lorcan immediately bowed deeply. “My Lord Imperator.”
Aleksei fixed him with a piercing gaze. Finally he spoke. “Lorcan Primogenitor Diluthical, I have heard great things about you. Your Master has spoken highly of your brilliance before the Court. I trust his claims are well-founded.”
Lorcan bowed again. “I will endeavor to prove worthy of your trust, my Lord.”
Aleksei smiled. “If you do not, I will have you flayed alive and your house decimated for your failure.”
Lorcan froze for a moment, then he grinned, showing his fangs. “Then I will do my best to see that you do not find it necessary.”
“See that you do.” Aleksei turned to Brion. “Magister Diluthical, may I speak to your Second alone?”
Brion’s eyebrows shot upwards, but he said nothing as he walked away.
Aleksei raised his privacy shield around them. “Lorcan, these are your instructions. You will carry out your duties as required by the stated parameters of your function. However, you will also gather what data you can on the military capabilities of the Triumvirate and Armistice Security, as well as the defenses surrounding the Armistice Zone.”
Lorcan licked his lips as he considered Aleksei’s words. “That will be difficult, my Lord. They will be prepared for my attempts to discern this information. No doubt they have already taken precautions to limit my access.”
“No doubt.” Aleksei frowned. “You must develop alternate avenues of intelligence.”
Lorcan’s expression was carefully neutral. “Does my Lord have a plan in mind?”
“Nicholas Magister Luscian.”
Lorcan didn’t move for a few seconds. Then he nodded. “I understand, my Lord. I will do what is necessary.”
 



CHAPTER 44
 
May 2038; Anchorpoint City, Colorado
The white light of the teleport matrix faded, and Lorcan was struck dumb by the sight of Anchorpoint’s high towers, crowned by mystic globes of white fire. A wide avenue stretched ahead of him, lit by more of the mystic white flames, curving in a gentle spiral toward the base of the central spire—Armistice Security Headquarters. Flowering vines softened the hard lines of the surrounding buildings, giving the entire construction a more organic feel.
“Impressive, isn’t it?” Nick said, watching Lorcan from the edge of the teleport gateway. His hands were pushed deep into the pockets of his blue jeans, rumpling the bottom of his white short-sleeve shirt.
Lorcan felt a surge of tangled emotions at the sight of the Daywalker, but the dominant sensation was happiness. “Nicholas.”
Nick smiled at him, and Lorcan’s joy was disproportionate to the mere pleasure of seeing a familiar face. Lorcan had enough insight into his own mind to know that something was different from the first time they had met, but for the moment, he didn’t care. He just knew that seeing Nick’s smile lifted his spirits, and he didn’t want to understand why. Not yet.
“Welcome to Anchorpoint, Ambassador,” said Nick. He held out his hand. “I thought you might need a guide.”
Ignoring the outstretched hand, Lorcan impulsively wrapped Nick in his arms. “God, I missed you.” The minute he said the words, he knew they were true. He had missed Nick more than he had realized. The ache he had been nursing in his heart since their last meeting had suddenly eased; for a moment, everything in his world was right again.
Nick returned the embrace. “It’s good to see you again, Ruarc,” he whispered in Lorcan’s ear. Then he gently pulled away. “Are you this demonstrative with all of your exes, or am I just special?” He grinned.
“You know you’re special, Nicholas.” Lorcan grinned back.
Nick laughed. “Come on. The Triumvirate is waiting to meet you.” He pointed down the avenue. “I can show you the sights as we walk.”
“Lead the way.”
Nick pointed out several of the city’s important landmarks as they meandered closer to the square surrounding Armistice Security Headquarters. Lorcan listened with half his mind, only occasionally asking questions, but mostly just listening to Nick talk. Nick finally trailed off his attempts at conversation and they walked the rest of the way in companionable silence. When they reached the landscaped grounds that surrounded the base of the massive central tower, Nick stopped and looked sidelong at Lorcan.
“Can I ask you something, Ruarc?”
Lorcan blinked at his serious tone. “Of course.”
“I read your public file in the Armistice Security database when they told me you were appointed Ambassador.” Nick hesitated, chewing his lip. “It said you went on a spree of duels about three years ago until your Magister finally named you to Primogenitor rank after you took out a whole stack of his Consuls, including the old Primogenitor. The last time we met, you said you’d been Consul rank for more a century. Why the sudden rampage? What changed?”
Lorcan swallowed. This is what I wanted, isn’t it? A chance to explain? It’s too late to be nervous.
“It was you.”
Nick stared at him. “I don’t understand.”
Lorcan took a deep breath and let it out. “I hadn’t thought about Connor in more than a century. Trying to help you see the truth about your situation forced me to confront those memories again, and it made me realize how much my perceptions of the world had shifted. I could tell myself I was quietly building support among the ranks and waiting for an opportunity to advance, but honestly, nothing was ever going to change. If I hadn’t met you, I could have stayed right where I was for another millennium, never realizing that I wasn’t getting any wiser or stronger, only older.
“The night we shared brought my life into focus again. I remembered who I used to be. That’s why I sought advancement, because you inspired me. Then, when I finally reached my goal, there was no way to tell you in person how much that night meant to me, how everything was different afterward. You were the Magister of a greater house, and you only came into our territory when you needed to address the Court. Even Primogenitors are allowed into the Council Chamber by invitation only. I have been angling for the job of Ambassador for almost a year, just so I could tell you to your face how grateful I was.” Lorcan tried to gauge Nick’s emotions, but the Daywalker had shielded his mind entirely. “Thank you.”
Nick watched Lorcan for a moment with an impassive expression. Then he turned his attention to the approaching quad of Armistice Security agents. “The others will escort you through the building to see the Triumvirate.”
Lorcan nodded, focusing again on the job at hand.
“Ruarc,” Nick said softly from beside him, “you’re welcome.”
Then the quad was there and there was no opportunity for Lorcan to ask anything more. The agents led him into the tower, and Lorcan could feel Nick’s eyes boring into his back the entire way, until the main doors closed behind him.
 
 



CHAPTER 45
 
June 2038; Court of Shadows Embassy, Icehaven City, Hudson Bay, Canada; Six weeks later
Lorcan was reviewing the day’s immigration paperwork when the door to his office chimed. “Nicholas Magister Luscian is requesting entry.”
Lorcan leaned back in his desk chair. “Let him in.”
Nick entered wearing a gray T-shirt and cargo pants and holding a wine bottle. Lorcan suddenly felt overdressed in his slacks and long-sleeved silk shirt, and wondered what kind of impression he was making.
“Nicholas.” He rose to his feet as Nick crossed the threshold. “This is a surprise.” Noticing the bottle in the Daywalker’s hand, he added, “And you came bearing gifts.”
Nick put the bottle down on Lorcan’s desk. “I’m sorry I haven’t dropped by until now. I thought maybe we could christen your new office.” He looked around at the sparse furnishings, nothing but a large desk and a small conference table in a modern glass-and-brass design.
Lorcan noted the markings on the label, which were surrounded by a Chinese dragon—Tiamat, Single Voice, the most potent Sentinel bloodwine the Armistice produced. “You shouldn’t have.”
Nick sighed and sat at the conference table. “Ruarc, I know I’ve been a dick by ignoring you. I’m trying to make up for it.”
Lorcan tried to whet the edge of his anger, but he was so pleased to see Nick again that he let it go. “I know.” He sat at the table next to Nick. “It’s my fault. I shouldn’t have said those things to you when I arrived. It was presumptuous.”
Nick shook his head. “No, you were telling me how you felt. I don’t hold it against you. In fact, I was incredibly flattered. It’s just that … well, I’ve never inspired anyone before. It made me uncomfortable. Most people just think of me as a screw-up who stumbled into a successful career.”
Lorcan laughed, and Nick glared at him. “I’m sorry, Nicholas, but that’s bullshit. I’ve read up on you. You’ve been performing since you were fifteen, and you kept at it through your entire adulthood. Don’t think I don’t know how much work goes into that. Success in the arts always requires a little luck, but it’s also something that has to be built and rebuilt. There was no resting on your laurels in my day, and nothing has changed.”
“In your day?” Nick raised an eyebrow. “Have you done a turn on stage, Ruarc? I thought you were a journalist.”
Lorcan drummed his fingers on the table, flustered. He hadn’t meant for Nick to catch that. “I’ve always been a writer in one form or another, even back when I was alive.”
Nick’s grin was predatory. “And what did you write when you were alive?”
Lorcan sighed. “I was a poet.”
“Oh, my God!” Nick burst out laughing. “That’s fantastic!” He stood and grabbed the bottle of bloodwine off the desk. “Okay, now we have to get drunk so you can regale me with your poetry.”
Lorcan shook his head. “I don’t drink in my office. It’s unprofessional.”
Nick sobered in mood. “Oh, sorry.”
“Come on, the night’s almost over.” Lorcan stood. “Let’s go upstairs to my quarters and we can drink whatever you want.”
Nick grinned again and made a flamboyant bow. “Your wish is my command.”
Lorcan rolled his eyes, led Nick down the hall to the short-range teleport gateway, and dialed in his code for the living quarters on the upper floor.
 
* * *
 
Only one thing among the mostly utilitarian furnishings of Lorcan’s quarters went any way toward making the apartment a home: the books. There were hundreds of them, Nick noticed. Hardbacks mostly, bound in cloth and leather, filling the three bookcases that lined one wall. Otherwise, the apartment held just a bed, a desk, a couch, and a glass coffee table. Lorcan took the bottle into the small kitchenette and removed two glasses from a cabinet before stripping the foil wrapping from the top of the bottle. He watched as Nick gazed at the books, the Daywalker’s eyes slightly unfocused as he reached into Luscian’s memories to read the titles on the spines.
Finally, Nick addressed Lorcan with new respect. “Nice collection.”
Lorcan shrugged and drew the cork out of the bottle using telekinesis. “I love words.”
Nodding, Nick examined the bookcases again. “Is this all of it, or just the part you brought with you?”
“Just what I brought with me.” Lorcan poured a generous measure of the red liquor into each glass, warmed them both, and handed one to Nick. “Cheers.”
“Cheers,” said Nick. Then he sipped at his drink, regarding Lorcan thoughtfully. “Now I really do want to hear your poetry.”
“You were serious about that?”
“I write songs for a living, Ruarc.” Nick grinned. “Give me a little credit.”
Lorcan smiled back. “All right.” They sat on the couch and Lorcan recited some of his works while Nick mentally translated the ones that weren’t in English. Then they talked about what had changed in their lives since their first meeting, until they were both pleasantly numb from the wine. Nick’s eyes wandered about the room, finally fixing on a detail he hadn’t noticed before: a small wooden stand in the center of Lorcan’s desk, which held a plastic card with the Journeymen logo on it.
Pulling himself to his feet, Nick walked to the desk. “You kept it.” He gestured to the plastic card with the word ‘Security’ printed across the face.
Lorcan walked over to stand behind Nick and hesitantly slipped his arms around the Daywalker. “I told you what that night meant to me, Nicholas. It was everything.”
Turning around in Lorcan’s arms, Nick gazed silently into his eyes. Then he leaned forward and kissed the Nightwalker’s lips. “Are you as lonely as I am, Ruarc?” he asked, hearing the Nightwalker’s heart accelerate.
“We’ve been down this road before, Nick.”
Nick smiled lazily at him. “And it was a fun road, wasn’t it? It could be just as it was—no commitments, no promises—but we’d be friends this time, instead of enemies.”
“Are we friends?” whispered Lorcan.
Nick stroked Lorcan’s cheek. “Yes, we are.”
As Lorcan leaned in for another kiss, Nick began working on the buttons of his shirt.
 
July 2038; Court of Shadows Embassy, Icehaven City, Hudson Bay, Canada; Three weeks later
Lorcan lay on his side, watching Nick’s face as the Daywalker slept beside him. I should be elated. This was what the Huntmaster had suggested, to gain influence over an insider to the Triumvirate. The Court had wanted him to rekindle this relationship. So why do I feel so ambivalent? He sifted through his emotions as he replayed the last three weeks in his mind.
The truth crashed into his mind like an anvil falling from the sky. No. Oh, no. Not like this. He could not have fallen in love with Nick. It wasn’t possible. The ache in his heart was gone, noticeable only by its absence, replaced by terror. I promised myself never again to feel this way. I can’t be that vulnerable again. I won’t be.
Nick stirred slightly in his sleep and smiled. “Ruarc,” he whispered, before slipping deeper into slumber.
Sighing, Lorcan laid his head down on the pillow and listened to Nick’s quiet breathing.
I am so fucked.
 



PART VII:  BOUND
 



CHAPTER 46
 
December 2038; Anchorpoint City, Colorado; Five months later
Nick relaxed against the headboard as he watched Lorcan dress. “It’s funny how we always seem to be saying goodbye these days.”
Lorcan, trying to locate his shirt, fixed Nick with a rueful expression. “That’s never going to change as long as you keep working the day shift.”
Nick shrugged. “It’s just that, no matter where we meet, one of us has to walk home. We’re both high profile, Ruarc. People talk.”
With a sigh, Lorcan sat on the bed next to him. “I don’t like having my sex life made obvious to everyone who sees me walking down the street any more than you do.” He reached up to wrap his arm around Nick’s neck, drawing the Daywalker closer. “Do you want to stop?”
“No.” Nick shook his head. “I like being with you. I was just wondering if there’s an alternative.”
Lorcan’s eyebrows shot up but his voice remained level. “I assume you’re not thinking of asking me to move in with you?”
Nick blinked. “Um … no, I … no, I wasn’t.” He quickly recovered his train of thought. “It’s just that you live in Icehaven, and I live in Anchorpoint. Maybe we could compromise. Find someplace neutral, like the Citadel.”
Lorcan grinned. “And we both walk home afterward? Clever. Only you would think of being discreet by being even more obvious.”
Nick smiled. “It’s part of my charm.”
Lorcan leaned in to kiss him and Nick wrapped the Nightwalker in a tight embrace.
The front door chimed.
Lorcan pulled away, frowning. “Are you expecting someone?”
Nick cursed to himself. “It’s Rory. We were going to have breakfast before I head back to Tokyo.”
“I see.” Lorcan’s expression was guarded. “I wish you had mentioned that before. I would have left earlier.”
“He’s my best friend, Ruarc. I know you guys don’t get along, but—”
“We each have a claim on you, Nicholas,” Lorcan said. “Nightwalkers defend their claims with fang and claw.”
“I know, I know,” Nick said apologetically. “I’ll ask him to come back later.”
Lorcan sighed. “Don’t bother. I was already on my way out. It will just be a more unpleasant departure than I was hoping for.” He climbed to his feet and began looking for his shirt again.
Nick got out of bed, slipped on a pair of sweatpants and made his way to the front door.
He unsealed the door and swung it aside to reveal Rory dressed in a thin black sweater and jeans. The Nightwalker wrinkled his nose. “Damn, Nick. You smell like sex.”
“Listen, Rory, about breakfast—”
“He’s still here,” Rory said, tight-lipped with anger. “His scent is all over you.”
Shit. “He was just leaving. Give me a couple of minutes to get dressed and I’ll be all yours. Honest.”
“Fine.” Rory’s tone was surly. “Shall I wait inside, or shall I walk around the block until you’ve said your goodbyes?”
Nick sighed. “No, you can come in. Just please try to be civilized. I have enough to do today without having to replace any more broken furniture.”
“I told you that coffee table was too fragile.” Lorcan’s voice behind him was calm and controlled. “You should have invested in something sturdier.”
Nick moved wearily aside and Rory walked past him into the apartment. Lorcan stood at the entrance to the bedroom, wearing an arrogant expression, a long-sleeved linen shirt and gray slacks.
Rory met his eyes. “I don’t believe I apologized for throwing you into it, Primogenitor Diluthical.” Rory smiled pleasantly, his fangs exposed. “I shouldn’t have let your bad manners drive me to such a crass display of temper.”
Lorcan grinned, his own fangs fully extended. “Not at all, Magister Jiao-long. The fault was mine for embarrassing you about such an obvious deficiency in the internal hierarchy of your house.” He cocked his head slightly. “And how has your search for a Primogenitor progressed? Any prospects?”
Rory snarled. “I have a Primogenitor, Lorcan.”
Lorcan gave a deep, rumbling growl. “Not until he says the words, you don’t,” he spat.
“Enough!” Nick stepped into the space between them, the air crackling with rage, and raised his palms, as if holding them at bay. “Stop it, both of you! All I want is to live my life—what little of it your two empires have left to me. If you guys can’t understand that, then maybe I’m better off without either of you!”
“Fine,” said Rory, crossing his arms. “We have an hour before sunrise; I don’t want to waste it arguing.”
“Agreed,” said Lorcan, stepping forward to kiss Nick on the cheek. “Have a good night in Japan, Nicholas. Get some sleep on the train. You look tired.” He walked stiffly to the door and let himself out.
Rory unclenched his fists as the tension in the room palpably decreased. He took a deep breath and then exhaled slowly.
“Feeling better?” asked Nick, his voice sour.
“Crap. I’m sorry, Nick. He just gets to me.”
“I know he does.” Nick strode back to the bedroom to get dressed. “But while the two of you are busy marking your territory, I have to stand in the middle and get pissed on.”
 
December 2038; Chuo Shinkansen Maglev Terminal, Tokyo, Japan
“Damn, Nick,” Scott said in Arcolin. “You look like shit.”
Nick slumped in his seat and said nothing. They’d booked the whole first class Green car for themselves and their security team, so at least they didn’t have to deal with overly aggressive fans this early in the morning. The problem with Nick keeping himself on Anchorpoint time was that he never fully adjusted to the time zones he was touring. Still, it was a small price to pay to sleep in his own bed, wrapped in Lorcan’s arms. He allowed himself a fleeting smile before remembering the scene in his living room less than ninety minutes earlier.
Scott shook his head as he watched Nick scowl out the window. “In ten seconds you went through two mood swings,” he said. “What’s up with you?”
Their lead bodyguard snorted loudly. “Guys, could you stop speaking in gibberish? It kind of freaks the rest of us out.”
Nick answered without looking up. “I told you. It’s not gibberish. It’s Esperanto. We just changed all the words for fun.”
The bodyguard laughed. “You guys have way too much time on your hands.”
“Let me guess,” Scott said to Nick, still speaking in Arcolin. “The cats were fighting again.”
“At least they didn’t break anything this time,” Nick replied in the same language.
Scott sat back in his seat with a sigh. A moment later, the train accelerated smoothly out of the station with a deep, vibrant hum. “They’re Nightwalkers. As long as they both have a piece of you, they’re committed to fighting it out. Rory has a soul, so he can leash it at least a little. I’m surprised Lorcan manages to back down as often as he does.”
“Lorcan has had five hundred years to learn to control his temper,” said Nick. He leaned his head against the window. “I’m going to take a nap.”
“Nick, the train’s going 350 miles per hour,” Scott said, staring out at the landscape as the train burst out of the deep tunnels and onto the surface tracks. “We’ll be in Osaka in forty-five minutes, tops. You’ll just make yourself even more tired if you try to sleep through the ride.”
Nick burrowed into the softness of his seat, trying to get comfortable. “Don’t care,” he said archly.
“Fine.” Scott shrugged. “But don’t expect me to get you out of bed if you’re too jet-lagged to make it to our interview in the morning.”
Scott settled into his seat to wait, watching the landscape blur past the window and wishing that, like Nick, he could just jump back and forth between his home and the tour every day. Much as he wanted to be with his wife and son daily, the risks of telling them the truth were too great. Both he and Nick had made a conscious decision to keep their families out of it. As long as the Armistice held, they would be safe in North America, and the blood rank Nick had bestowed upon Scott would protect his family from direct challenge, even if they chose to join him on tour.
It wouldn’t last, though. He knew Nick’s brother was trying to set up a concert tour outside the Armistice Zone, and there was no way Scott could think of to secretly protect him within Court of Shadows protocol. In typical fashion, Nick lived in denial, pretending some alternative to telling his family would somehow materialize.
The train slowed to a stop, entering Nagoya station. Scott shifted in his seat but continued to stare out the window. Frowning, he considered Nick’s relationship with Lorcan. Talk about denial.
Naturally, he disapproved, but it was obvious that Nick didn’t care. The younger Journeyman just did what he wanted, expecting Scott to pick up the pieces. It was selfish and egotistical, and had a tendency to blow up in his face. Scott loved Nick like a brother, but he wasn’t blind to the Daywalker’s faults.
Maybe I should say it to his face, Scott thought. His so-called relationship just makes me look bad. How am I supposed to have any credibility as one of the Four Winds when my Second is shacked up with the enemy’s lead diplomat?
He rolled his eyes. Then again, Takeshi gets by as the fucking Speaker for the Watch when he’s sleeping with a vampire lord. Given how much flak he takes for that, why should I get off light?
He sighed as he looked at the sleeping vampire next to him. At least Take and Rory have each other. Nick’s been through a lot, and Lorcan is the first person he’s stuck by for any length of time. I was beginning to think he’d never get tired of slutting around. I’ll say one thing for Lorcan Primogenitor Diluthical: he managed to make Nick believe in monogamy, even if Nick doesn’t think of it as a real relationship. Scott smiled. Maybe love does conquer all. I wonder if Nick is ever going to figure out how Lorcan feels about him? His focus drifted in response to a burst of psychic noise to his senses. What the hell? Reaching out, he shook Nick awake.
Nick blinked away sleep. “What was that for?” he growled over the link.
“Combat magic,”replied Scott, opening his psychic senses wide. “The discharge was somewhere inside the train station.”
Nick immediately opened his senses as well, augmented by his vampire abilities. “Five minds, heavily shielded, attempting to board the train maybe four cars ahead of us. Seven more outside the station.” His eyes widened. “Make that six. One of them just died.”
Scott focused his senses on the targets that Nick fed him over the link.“Oh, my God. That’s a Sentinel quad out there on the street taking down a cadre of Nightwalkers.”
Nick redirected his attention inside the station. “The other group looks like another quad … and the last mind—shit!”
“What’s wrong?”asked Scott.
Nick ground his teeth in frustration. “She’s a Nightwalker—a strong one. She caught my sensory probe and traced it back to me. She knows I’m here. She’s definitely on the train now, and the other four are trying to make it through the crowd to get on board.”
Scott glanced out the window, into the station. “The train only stops here for a few minutes. Can they make it?” As he spoke, the train smoothly accelerated out of the station.
“They made it,”Nick thought. “All five minds are on the train. She’s coming this way fast, but the others are moving cautiously, making sure she’s not hiding anywhere.
“Any ideas?” asked Scott.
“She knows about me, but she might not have detected you. I’ll draw her off into the last car and knock out the rest of the passengers there. Then you can flank her after she goes by. That’s our best chance to take her out and avoid collateral damage.”
“Do it,”thought Scott. “I’ll stay here and play dead until we can get the drop on her.”
Nick muttered a spell under his breath and rendered their bodyguards unconscious where they sat. Then he got up and made his way to the rear of the Green car. Reaching ahead with his mind, he put the passengers in the last car gently to sleep. He slipped out into the next car. Behind him, Scott wrapped his shields tightly around himself and feigned sleep.
Nick walked through the train until he stood at the rear of the last car’s passenger compartment. Folding his arms in front of him, he waited, his shields fully active.
The door he had come through opened and an Asian woman entered the final car. Waist-length raven hair fanned out behind her as she strode briskly forward to stand in the center of the car, ignoring the sleeping passengers. Her eyes locked on Nick’s. “Master, I am Kukiko Consul Sojosten,” she said in Arcolin, her voice calm and controlled. “I seek sanctuary.”
 



CHAPTER 47
 
Nick was floored. He’d been expecting a fight, not … this. Instantly, he cast his mind along the length of the train, noting the location of the four Sentinels working their way through the carriages, still three cars away. Five minutes, maximum. He reached out over the link. “Scott, get in here. We have a serious problem.”
Nick focused on the Asian woman. “Consul Sojosten, what makes you think I am in a position to grant you sanctuary?”
She frowned. “My Lord, I have tasted your strength. Only a Magister could wield such power. My petition is valid by law and custom. If you deny my request, then at least help me defend myself against the enemies who pursue me. You are a Head of House. Where are your attendants?”
“I’m right here.” Scott moved away from the door and into the compartment, allowing himself a clear line of attack.
Snarling, she whirled to face him, calling a katana to her hands. “I will not be taken, Sentinel!” She called over her shoulder to Nick, “My Lord, join me, and we can kill them all!” Then she froze as she looked down at the cobalt flames of Reaper’s blade at her throat.
“Touch him, Consul, and you will die—and more than die,” Nick whispered in her ear from directly behind her.
She swallowed, staring straight ahead at Scott. “Prince Nicholas,” she said softly, “forgive me for not recognizing you.”
“We have only a few minutes left before your enemies get here, Consul. Are you sure you want to be subject to my authority? You may wish to rethink your request.”
She stood straight, careful to avoid the black steel of Nick’s sword. “Magister Luscian, I have no allies, and the train is moving too fast for me to teleport away. I died the moment my guards allowed my pursuers to board the train after me. Only your assistance can save my life. My petition for sanctuary stands.”
“Sanctuary?” Scott asked incredulously.
Nick nodded.
“She asked you formally as a Head of House?” Scott’s mind leapt ahead. “Nick, you can’t. You’ll be bound to protect her from all enemies. She’ll become part of House Luscian until you release her.”
The black sword faded from sight and Nick dropped his arm to his side. “If I let them take her, she’s dead.”
“She’s a Nightwalker!” Scott was furious. “She deserves it!”
“Rory is a Nightwalker. So is Lorcan. Do they deserve it, too?”
“Nick, we have less than a minute before a quad of Sentinels comes through that door. You can’t seriously expect me to support you in this.”
“No, I can’t expect it, Scotty,” said Nick, meeting his gaze. “All I can do is ask.”
“Shit!” Scott glared at him then turned his back on the two vampires to face the door.
An Asian quad entered: two men and two women. Ignoring the sleeping passengers, they critically assessed the other three occupants of the carriage. One of the women stepped forward. “Well?” she asked in Arcolin.
“Sentinels, I am Nicholas Magister Luscian, called Soulkiller’s Bane, and I am a Child of the Dawn.” Nick folded his arms. “This Nightwalker has petitioned me to grant her sanctuary within the Armistice. Can you give me good reason to deny this petition and let you take her?”
One of the men strode forward arrogantly. “Do you think you can stop us?”
Scott growled. “Step back.”
The Sentinel stared at him, shocked, then visibly struggled as he took two steps backward.
“Brothers and sisters, I am Second among the Four Winds,” said Scott. “Out of respect for my authority, please give my dyad brother a fair hearing.”
The other woman in the quad scowled at Scott momentarily, then told Nick, “She is one of the highest-ranked Nightwalkers in Japan. She has personally killed thousands over the centuries and assisted other houses in killing thousands more. What is there to consider? She deserves death, and we shall give it to her. Now stand aside.”
“No doubt you’re right,” Nick said. “But suppose we leave that decision to a higher power?”
“Meaning what?” The Sentinel’s gaze sharpened in suspicion.
“It is not in my nature to condemn anyone to death, but I will make my offer of sanctuary contingent on the judgment of the Grace. Let the White Wind decide if she deserves to die.”
The first woman scoffed. “And we should accept that? Stand aside and we will make her death painless. Consider it a gift.”
Nick smiled lazily at her. “My Lady, are you prepared to fight us? You’re seriously outgunned, I assure you.”
The second man snarled. “Sentinels don’t back down from combat, no matter how outgunned they are.”
Scott sighed. “No, they don’t. But they can pick their battles.” He drew himself up and addressed the first woman. “We are offering to remove her from this territory and constrain her from hurting anyone else. If she accepts the Grace and then breaks her vows, we will kill her ourselves. It solves both of our problems—if you can leash your bloodlust enough to see it.”
The quad members glared at them defiantly as they debated over their link. Finally, the first woman spoke. “Very well, we agree. We will accompany you to Osaka Station, after which you will remove her from our territory immediately.” She smiled unpleasantly. “In the future, I suggest you watch your backs in Japan, gentlemen. This incident will not be forgotten.”
“Wonderful,” Scott said as they made their way back to the Green car. He glared at Kukiko. “You had better be worth it, lady.”
 
December 2038; Armistice Security Headquarters, Anchorpoint City, Colorado
“Sanctuary?” asked Nemesis. “Has he gone mad?”
Takeshi sighed. “He had to come up with something or he would have had to kill her on the train. Who knows how many passengers would have died in the battle?”
“And he wants me to give her the Grace?” Rory asked dubiously. “Without any preparation and against her will? He might as well have killed her in Japan.”
Take shrugged. “Look, all I can tell you is what Scott linked to me. They’ll be here as soon as they can give their security the slip.”
“How did they explain the presence of the Sentinels and this Nightwalker to their security?” Nemesis asked.
“They planted the suggestion in their bodyguards’ minds that the Sentinels were a group of fans they met on the train. It wasn’t so hard once Nick started pretending he was interested in the Nightwalker.”
Nemesis snorted. “It probably reassured them to see Nicholas going back to his old tricks. I’m sure they’ve been wondering why he hasn’t been bringing any fans up to his room since he climbed into bed with Lorcan.”
“No doubt,” Rory said with a tight-lipped smile. “Did Scott say who this Nightwalker was?” he asked Take.
Take shook his head. “No, but we’ll see soon enough. They’re leaving Japan now. Ana’s got a couple of quads waiting on the tunnel level to escort them to the council chamber.”
The teleport gateway flared and Nick and Scott appeared next to Kukiko, who was surrounded by a host of uniformed Sentinels led by Anaba.
Rory’s jaw dropped as he saw her. “Oh, my God.”
Take looked at him. “What’s wrong?”
“Kukiko Consul Sojosten.” Rory closed his mouth with a snap.
Take, Ana, and Layla immediately made the connection.
“Holy shit,” said Take.
“Do you know each other?” Nick looked back and forth between them and Kukiko, who glared scornfully at Rory.
Nemesis answered, her voice cold. “She was Jiao-long’s mate, Nicholas.”
Nick focused on Kukiko in disbelief. “Are you kidding me?”
Ignoring him, she approached Rory. “So you do have his memories.” She appraised him. “Good. That makes things easier.” She drew herself up. “Sean Magister Jiao-long, I am Kukiko Leshir Jiao-long. I name you Usurper and false Magister. I challenge your mastery of my house. You have no honor.” She spat at his feet.
Nick grabbed her shoulder and dragged her roughly around to face him. “You conniving bitch! What the hell are you playing at?”
“I am exercising my right as a member of House Jiao-long to challenge my Magister to honor combat, Prince Nicholas.” She smiled. “I wish you the best of luck.”
Nick stared at her. “What are you talking about?”
Nemesis answered, her words choked with barely controlled fury. “You granted her sanctuary, Nicholas. You have agreed to act as Champion against her enemies. Honor demands you take her place in the duel.”
“You can’t be serious!” Nick turned to the Speaker for the Dawn with his mouth hanging open. “I’m not going to fight Rory.”
Kukiko laughed. “Then you will be forsworn before the Court, as I am relaying this entire scene to the Magister Sojosten in the Council Chamber.”
“This was a set-up,” Scott spat. “You fucking planned this all along, didn’t you?”
“My offer of sanctuary is withdrawn, Consul Sojosten,” Nick said and his face paled with anger. “You can fight your own damn duel. Good luck with that, seeing as Rory can’t die.”
She shook her head. “The sanctuary relationship was in place when the challenge was issued, my Lord. Like it or not, you are my Champion. Whether you wish to bear the consequences of dishonoring your word before the Court is up to you.” She turned back to the Triumvirate. “My Lords, as my sponsor has withdrawn sanctuary, I ask to be conveyed to the Court embassy in Icehaven for asylum until the duel is complete.”
Takeshi motioned to the Sentinel guards. “Get her out of here. Let Lorcan deal with her for now. She is not to leave the embassy without my personal authorization.”
Nemesis seethed silently while the Nightwalker was escorted onto the teleport gateway and removed from their presence. Then she strode over to Nick and slapped him across the face. He staggered backward in shock as Nemesis stood over him in a towering rage. “You fool! Your spineless simpering has endangered everything we have fought for. Why didn’t you just let them take her from the train? It was no concern of yours whether she lived or died!”
Nick straightened and glared at her. Through clenched teeth, he muttered, “She asked me for help. That made it my concern.”
Nemesis threw up her hands. “She was just using you for your relationship to the Redeemer, you pathetic imbecile! She only approached you so you would bring her to Sean. Hell, she probably leaked her location to the Sentinels to make her impending capture look convincing. I have used the same tactic many times myself. How could you be so gullible?”
“She agreed to take the Grace!” Nick shouted. “No one would be stupid enough to bear false witness before the Light!”
Nemesis snorted. “And now that you have withdrawn the offer of sanctuary, you can no longer insist she follow through on the bargain by Court law. Again, you have acted foolishly. If she had submitted to the Grace and been destroyed, then her challenge would have died with her. Instead, you have guaranteed that the duel must go forward.”
“This is ridiculous.” Nick’s face was ashen. “I’m not going to fight Rory for her. It’s crazy.”
“You don’t have a choice.” Nemesis folded her arms. “If you refuse to defend your honor, the Court will declare you renegade and strip you of your titles. They will kill you if you step outside the Armistice Zone without the shield of your rank. They might even infiltrate the Armistice with assassins to enforce the edict of treason. Your family, your friends, your dyad brother—they will all be fair game in forcing you to submit to execution. Do you honestly think you can defend them all?” Her expression was stern. “Do you?”
Nick looked pleadingly at Rory. “There must be something we can do.”
Rory swallowed. “You’ve put me in a bad position, Nick. If I don’t defend my honor, the other Magisters will go after anyone associated with me, including all of the Children of the Dawn. On top of that, the Court will portray me as dishonorable, undermining all of the bridges we’ve tried to build. The Great Work will be stopped in its tracks.”
“Fine, so you have to duel.” Takeshi shook his head. “Nick just has to concede defeat, and honor is satisfied. What’s the big deal?”
“It doesn’t work that way, Take,” Scott said. “I studied Court protocol when Nick’s brother started looking into a European tour. Kukiko made the challenge. Even though Nick is her Champion, she’s the only one who can call it off. Rory has four weeks to either fight the duel or concede. Once the duel begins, only the death of one of the combatants will break the combat circle and release the other.”
“You’re saying the only way out of this is for me to fucking die?” asked Nick, incredulous.
“You or Rory,” Scott said grimly. “Why do you think she chose you?”
Nick recoiled in horror. “Oh, God—Reaper.”
Rory sighed. “The only weapon we know of that can kill me. She’s gambling you won’t be willing to lay down your life and go quietly.”
Nick glared at him. “You think I would do that? To you?”
Rory dropped his gaze. “Sooner or later the thought would have crossed your mind.”
“Fuck you, Rory,” whispered Nick. “I’ll find another way.”
Ana moved to stand between them. “Nicholas, I think you should leave.” She wore the same stare of hostility that covered Take and Layla’s faces.
Nick took a step closer to Rory. “I’ll fix this. I swear I will. You just have to trust me.”
“Nick, I…” Rory hesitated. “You should go.”
Nick’s eyes opened wide in disbelief, then he stalked to the teleport gateway and jumped away without another word.
 



CHAPTER 48
 
December 2038; House Sojosten Stronghold, Kyoto, Japan; The next night
Isaye Magister Sojosten poured tea into two porcelain cups. Raising one, she sipped it daintily as she regarded the Huntmaster through half-closed eyes. “Are you pleased, my Lord?” she asked in Arcolin.
Aleksei drained his teacup and set it down. “It was an excellent ploy, Lady,” he answered in the same language. “Was it your idea or hers?”
“The ruse was Kukiko’s, my Lord, although she required my help to put the plan in motion.”
Aleksei raised an eyebrow. “Yes, I wondered at the reasoning behind your request for a Full Assembly. You realize that if Nicholas had not proven so weak-willed she would have died on the train, and you would have suffered greatly for wasting our time.”
The Magister Sojosten finished her tea and placed her cup carefully on the low table between them. “He is a Daywalker, my Lord; weakness is in his blood. The risk was negligible.”
Aleksei swept the tea set aside in one swift movement then leaned forward, his fangs extended and his eyes blazing red. “In the future, Lady, you will involve me before you engage the Triumvirate. You could have seriously damaged my own operations by your meddling.”
She sat before him, unafraid. “Your operations are already hampered by the instruments you employ, my Lord. Lorcan Primogenitor Diluthical was a poor choice of Ambassador.”
Aleksei relaxed, his eyes shading back to gray. “Perhaps. Brion’s supporters among the lesser houses were many, and it allowed me to be seen as magnanimous to my opposition. In the end, Lorcan’s weakness will allow me to bring down House Diluthical for his failure. Whether House Luscian is destroyed in the process is of no importance.”
 
Anchorpoint City, Colorado; Two weeks later
“I don’t get it.” Scott perused his cards. “How can she get away with this?”
“She doesn’t have a leg to stand on if Jiao-long died in honorable combat,” Take answered, idly counting his chips. “As soon as he was dead, their mating was dissolved, and she has no standing in House Jiao-long to challenge the house’s internal hierarchy. But the only witnesses to his death are me and Rory, and our word is suspect as far as the Court is concerned, since we’re not neutral observers to the dispute.”
Scott frowned. “My question is: How did she manage to survive? I thought you eliminated all of Jiao-long’s vampires. Nick showed me Rory’s memories of the Pact Arcanum once; even the angel said Rory was Magister Jiao-long by default.”
Ana tossed her cards on the table. “Fold.” She sighed. “We hit all of Jiao-long’s bases in China and America, and the other houses slaughtered the survivors. She was probably in Japan at the time, attending to House Sojosten business. We didn’t bother to collect the names of the dead or we would have known that one of his high-ranking officers survived.”
“But she isn’t Leshir Jiao-long anymore,” said Scott to Take. “You are. She shouldn’t be able to use the title to challenge Rory.”
“It goes back to the question of Jiao-long’s death.” Take tossed down his cards, as well. “If Jiao-long didn’t die in battle, under Court Protocol she retains the right to seek vengeance for her mate until the killer is executed. She can’t acknowledge that a Sentinel killed him or her challenge would be thrown out. By challenging Rory directly, she’s implying he somehow managed to kill Jiao-long when his guard was down.
“If Rory doesn’t defend his honor, he tacitly acknowledges that the accusation is true, and he loses the right to claim honorable mastery over House Jiao-long. She’s next in succession to become Magister Jiao-long in his place. If he defends his honor and loses, the same thing happens.” He sighed. “If he defends his honor and wins, her challenge is dismissed and there are no other survivors to raise the issue again. His position as Magister Jiao-long becomes unassailable. But for that to happen, Nick has to die.”
Scott scowled. “So what if she becomes Magister Jiao-long? Is a title more important than Nick’s life?”
Ana snorted. “Rory doesn’t give a damn about the title. The problem is that he’s a Jiao-long Nightwalker. If she takes over his house, she has direct authority over him. She could order him to withhold the Grace or even to kill her enemies. I’ll bet she’d just love the idea of an assassin who can’t be killed.”
Scott tilted his head and frowned at Ana in confusion. “Then he just has to renounce his house and live in the Armistice Zone. Lots of Nightwalkers get by like that. What’s the big deal?”
“All of the Children of the Dawn swore allegiance to him during the Burning, Scott,” Ana said with utmost patience. “If he renounces his house, then Kukiko can lay claim to that allegiance as Magister Jiao-long. She can force a confrontation that will undercut Layla’s authority as well. The political damage to the Armistice would be unbelievable. It might even spark a vote of no confidence and remove the Triumvirate from power.”
Scott sighed and threw down his cards, ignoring the pot. “Suddenly, this game doesn’t appeal to me.”
“Me, neither,” said Ana. “Not while Rory is off strategizing with Nemesis over how to make this all go away.”
Take seemed resigned. “Ana, there’s no way at all to make this mess disappear. Unless Rory concedes, one of them is going to die.”
 
Court of Shadows Embassy, Icehaven City, Hudson Bay, Canada
Nick watched Kukiko on the virtual screen. “Why did you take all the furniture out of the room?”
Lorcan wrapped his arms around Nick from behind. “She’s made life hell for everyone else. Why should she be comfortable?”
Nick covered Lorcan’s hands with his and leaned into the Nightwalker’s embrace. “I can’t argue with that.”
Lorcan laid his head on Nick’s shoulder, wishing he could ease the hatred and desperation he could feel knotting up his lover’s muscles. “Have you heard from Rory?”
Nick shook his head. “He hasn’t said a word to me in two weeks.” He sighed. “I screwed up big this time, Ruarc.”
“Any progress in finding a solution?”
“There isn’t one. I’ve gone through every inch of Luscian’s memories of Court protocol. Someone has to die to make this right. Either me, Rory, or her.”
“I could help you out there, Nicholas.”
Nick pulled away and faced Lorcan. “Are you offering to kill her for me?”
Lorcan studied Kukiko on the screen. “Are you asking me to?”
“If she dies on your watch, you’d be recalled and executed.”
“They’d have to catch me first.”
Nick watched him silently for a time. Then he leaned in close and kissed him. “I wouldn’t sacrifice Rory; what makes you think I would sacrifice you?”
“You said it yourself,” Lorcan whispered. “Someone has to die.”
Nick turned his eyes back to Kukiko. “This is my mess. I have to clean it up.”
Dragging Nick around to face him again, Lorcan said, “Don’t you dare even think that, Nicholas. You can’t just lie down.”
“I’m trapped, Ruarc.” Nick’s face grew sad. “There are no other choices.”
“There’s always a choice.”
“What? Kill the Redeemer?” Nick snorted. “What good would it do? The Armistice would collapse. The Children of the Dawn would kill me in a heartbeat. I would have accomplished nothing but destroying the person who went to war to avenge my suffering and ended up saving my soul. That would be a hell of a way to repay him, wouldn’t it?” Nick turned away again to glare at the screen. “This is the only way. It’s time to put Luscian’s legacy to rest, forever.”
 
December 2038; Anchorpoint City, Colorado
As the door to their quarters chimed, Takeshi and Rory pushed their dinner plates away and looked up.
“Lorcan Primogenitor Diluthical is requesting entry.”
Rory frowned. “Let him in.”
Lorcan entered, scowling as Rory and Takeshi rose to meet him. “My Lords, may we speak plainly?”
Takeshi glared at the Nightwalker. “Fine. Say what you have to say.”
“Nicholas intends to go through with the duel.” Lorcan saw them both tense. “He intends to lose.”
Rory closed his eyes. “Christ. There has to be another alternative.”
“He has convinced himself that this is the only way to avoid further bloodshed.” Lorcan took a deep breath and continued. “As much as any of us would wish it otherwise, he’s most probably right. There are no conventional ways for the law to be circumvented once challenge has been called, unless the challenger recants.”
Takeshi leaned forward intently. “Do you think she can be convinced?”
Lorcan shook his head. “No. Her scheme has drawn the attention of the Court, and they support her one hundred percent. No matter how the situation is resolved, they win. If the Redeemer falls, the Armistice will crumble. If Nicholas falls, the Triumvirate is deprived of its strongest single ally. She knows that if she allows her plan to fail, she will face the displeasure of the Court.”
“Can she be eliminated?” Rory asked in a neutral voice.
“Not by an outsider.” Lorcan shrugged. “Before the Court caught wind of her plan it might have been possible for me to dispose of her quietly, but now that they know, her life is sacrosanct. Her guards owe first allegiance to the Court, and they’ve all been advised that their lives depend on keeping her safe. There is no way I could have her killed, even if I tried to do it myself.”
“I presume you didn’t come all this way to tell us it was impossible,” Rory said, waiting expectantly.
Lorcan glared at him, eyes red. “Nicholas has set his course. I cannot sway his mind. So, I came to appeal to you. Find another way. Please. You are the Redeemer. He has already suffered so much because of you. Don’t let him sacrifice himself for your sake.”
Rory sighed. “Lorcan, if there’s a way out, I don’t know what it is. I swear I’d do anything to save him.”
Lorcan snarled in frustration. “My Lord, if you truly care about him, then don’t give up. You brought down Luscian by thinking unconventionally. Do that again. Find a way around the inevitable.” He walked to the door. “Because if you allow Nicholas to die at your hands, I swear I will find a way for you to join him in death.”
 



CHAPTER 49
 
January 2039; Icehaven City, Hudson Bay, Canada; Two weeks later
The crowd silently filled the central square at the heart of the city, spilling out into the radial streets. The opalescent glow of the perimeter shield, which held back the weight of the water above them, lit the area with its soft radiance. Above the low obsidian buildings, virtual screens floated in the salt-scented air, carrying the scene to those who were too far away to see over the other onlookers.
At the center of the square, a mosaic depicted the cross and circle of the Armistice Nightwalkers, representing their hope for redemption. Nick, flanked by Scott, stood at one corner of the mosaic, Reaper flaming in his hand. At the opposite corner, Rory faced him, with Takeshi and Anaba standing to either side. Lorcan, accompanied by Kukiko and her guards, took up position on one of the corners between them.
From the final corner of the mosaic, Nemesis addressed them in turn, her voice amplified from multiple repeaters throughout the city so that all could hear.
“My Lady, will you withdraw this challenge?” Nemesis asked Kukiko.
The Nightwalker stood proudly. “I will not.”
“My Lord, will you reject this challenge?” Nemesis asked Rory.
“I will not,” Rory answered quietly.
Nemesis took a deep breath. “So be it. The challenge holds. Step forward and defend your honor.”
Rory raised his arms and a half-circle of blue flames spread out from behind him, separating him from Take and Anaba. “Two have entered.”
Nick raised his arms and green flames spread out behind him, completing the circle, leaving the two of them alone within the ring of flames. “One will leave.”
The flames ran together, causing the circle to burn an incandescent white.
Dropping his arms, Nick raised his eyes to Rory’s. “I’m sorry I got you into this, Rory.”
“I know you are, Nick. I had hoped it wouldn’t go this far.”
“Will you do me a favor?”
Rory frowned. “What?”
Nick opened his hand, allowing Reaper to fall to the tiled floor, remaining corporeal by Nick’s silent command. The surrounding Nightwalkers gasped, the sound spreading across the city like ripples in a pond. “Don’t beat yourself up about it later.”
Rory lifted his cutlass, laying the point of the blade against Nick’s chest, over his heart. “I’m so sorry, Nicholas.”
Nick smiled wistfully. “At least I was able to spend Christmas with my family. Promise you’ll take care of them when I’m gone?”
Rory lunged forward, driving the sword through Nick’s chest and out the other side. Reaching out for his friend, he pulled Nick close as the Daywalker tried breathlessly to scream. “I promise, Nick.”
Nick shuddered in Rory’s arms, struggling as his body tried to repair the damage and soaking them both in his heart’s blood. It went on so much longer than it had any right to, his strength prolonging the agony as his vampire physiology tried desperately to close the wound around the blade. Finally, Nick lay limp in Rory’s arms. Minutes later, the circle of flames faded away.
Rory eased Nick to the ground and drew the sword out of his chest. Bowing his head over Nick’s body, he quickly drew off his right glove, revealing the brilliant light of the cross brand on his hand. He placed his palm over the bloody wound in Nick’s chest. The angel didn’t say if this was allowed. Please, God, grant me this small mercy. “I forgive you,” he spoke the words as he had so many times before.
A blast of white light burned through Nick’s shirt, and the Daywalker’s life exploded in Rory’s awareness—all of his sins, all of his failures. Rory lifted his hand away from the glowing white cross burned onto Nick’s chest, and waited with his eyes closed.
“Rory?”
Rory’s eyes snapped open and he looked down at the white irises of Nick’s eyes, staring at him in confusion.
Still weak, the Daywalker struggled to sit, stopping when he saw the red stains on his shirt and the bloody sword next to him. “What did you do?”
Rory darted forward and wrapped his arms around Nick. “Oh, thank you, Lord. I didn’t know if it would work a second time.”
Nick returned the embrace, then leaned back and pressed his fingertips to the unbroken skin of his chest through the tear in his shirt. “I don’t understand. I should be dead.”
Rory leaned back and laughed. “You were dead. But that’s what the Grace was for, remember? Redemption is just a side effect.”
Nick’s gaze drifted down to fix on the sticky red pool of his blood that surrounded them. “I didn’t think the Grace worked twice on one person.”
Rory sobered. “We just assumed that, Nick. I never tried to use it on a Daywalker. Not until now.”
Closing his eyes, Nick laid his head on Rory’s shoulder. “I was ready to die for you.”
Rory laid a chaste kiss on his cheek. “I wasn’t ready to let you go.”
Layla’s voice interrupted their exchange. “The outcome is decided. The challenge is dismissed. Honor is satisfied.”
Lorcan faced Kukiko. “It seems your stratagem has failed, Consul.”
“This time.” She regarded him sourly. “I will exact vengeance for the death of my mate, Ambassador. If not now, then later.”
Lorcan shook his head. “No, Lady. I have already communicated word of your failure to the Court by way of my Master in the Council Chamber. They are most displeased. I’m afraid you will be made to answer for it.”
She stared at him, eyes wide. “I did not fail. Our intelligence indicated the Grace had never been used a second time. I cannot be held responsible.”
Lorcan chuckled. “I’m afraid your excuses will not go far, Consul.” He addressed the guards. “Take her away and execute her. Bring her head to me afterward so I can deliver it to the Court.” He grinned at her as she struggled against the grip of the guards. “Calm yourself, Kukiko. Show a little grace at your fate, as Nicholas did.” He laughed. “Unless you’d like to beg him for sanctuary again?”
She stood straight and glared at him. “Your time will come, Lorcan. The Court will not tolerate your twisted relationship with him forever. Sooner or later you will face the same fate. How graceful will you be?” Turning, she strode confidently back toward the embassy as her guards cleared a path through the silent spectators.
Lorcan scowled after her. Then he focused on Nick, who was still cradled protectively in Rory’s arms. “All in good time,” he said to himself. Then he turned his back on them both and walked away.
 



CHAPTER 50
 
January 2039; Court of Shadows Embassy, Icehaven City, Hudson Bay, Canada; One week later
Rory placed his hand on the security plate next to the door. After a moment, the door chimed and he let himself in.
Lorcan put down his book and looked up expectantly. “What can I do for you, my Lord? I’m afraid Nicholas is not here tonight.”
“Yes, I know. He told me he was going apartment hunting in the Citadel today. I came to see you.”
Lorcan sighed. “I see. My Lord, I hope this does not have to do with my threat to have you killed if you allowed Nick to die. You did as I asked and saved his life. I may fault your methods, but I can’t argue with your results. Honor is satisfied.”
“It’s not entirely about that, Ambassador. But yes, I came to speak to you about him.” He paused. “We need to find a way to coexist, Lorcan. We both care about him. It’s not fair to keep putting him in the middle of our instinctive hatred.”
Lorcan tilted his head in curiosity. “It has always been this way, my Lord. Normally, we would simply fight until one of us was dead.”
“I know, but that’s obviously not going to work in our case.” Rory sat in the chair opposite. “I propose we come to an arrangement, agreed upon in advance.”
Lorcan arched an eyebrow. “What kind of arrangement?”
“We alternate the nights we spend with him.”
“You wish to set up a rotation for his company?” Lorcan asked in disbelief.
Rory smiled. “Do you have a better idea?”
Lorcan slowly smiled in return. “No.”
“Excellent.” Rory’s fangs showed as he grinned. “Now we just have to decide who gets him first.”
Lorcan chuckled and pulled a quarter from his pocket. “Heads or tails, my Lord?”
 
January 2039; Anchorpoint City, Colorado
Nick scowled at him. “What the hell do you mean you won the toss?”
Rory shrugged. “Tonight I get to spend time with you, and tomorrow is Lorcan’s turn. It’s an equitable arrangement, and no one has to get hurt.”
Nick massaged his temples as he sat in Rory’s living room. “This is unreal.”
Rory sat next to him on the couch. “You should know by now that we Nightwalkers can be inflexible about some things.”
“I know.” He leaned back against the couch. “Honestly, I’m glad you guys are willing to work together. It just seems so wrong. But, thank you for trying to make it easier on me, in any case.”
Rory smiled. “You know we’d do anything for you.”
“I know.” Nick looked away. “I don’t deserve it.”
“What do you mean?”
“Look what happened because I was so sure of myself.” Nick slumped in his seat. “I was so used to getting away with anything I never considered the consequences of my actions. Kukiko played me like a violin. If the Grace had been a one-shot deal, I would be dead right now.”
Rory gave his shoulder a squeeze. “She fooled you. Next time you just have to be more wary.”
Nick sighed. “I want that. I want to live up to my responsibilities and make good on the second chance you gave me.”
“The Light gave you a second chance, Nicholas,” Rory said quietly, “not me.”
“The Light named you its instrument. It might have given you the power, but you made the choices. Twice now you’ve had to save me, and I have never done anything to repay you.”
Rory shook his head. “I didn’t ask you to repay me. I’m just glad you’re still here.”
Nick inhaled deeply and stood. “I want to give you something. Something to show you how much your support means to me, even if you think it’s just a gesture.” He slid off the couch to kneel at Rory’s feet and then bowed his head. “Sean Magister Jiao-long. My life is yours. I am your blade to wield.”
Rory put out a hand and lifted Nick’s head. “This isn’t necessary. I told you, you’re a free agent.”
“Look what I did as a free agent,” Nick said sadly. “I got myself killed. I forced you to kill me, all because I was too stubborn to know my limits. Don’t you see? I don’t want to live with Luscian as a role model. I need a better example to follow.”
Rory let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. “Are you sure?”
Nick nodded.
“All right. I accept your honor, to defend as if it were my own. Welcome to House Jiao-long, Primogenitor.”
Nick stood. “Thank you, my Lord. I’ll try to make you proud.”
Rory swallowed the lump that was forming in his throat. Oh, Nicholas, he thought. You already have.
“The world is made of choices, Nick,” he said. “All I ask is that you keep trying to make the right ones.”
 
January 2039; Armistice Security Headquarters, Anchorpoint City, Colorado; The next day
Layla rolled her eyes in derision. “You want to make Nicholas our Ambassador to the Court? Surely you realize the idea is ludicrous. He’s completely incompetent.”
“He’s addressed the Court before to present our arguments in proxy,” argued Rory. “This just makes it official. Now that he’s my Second, he needs to fill a role, and we don’t have another Magister who can serve in that capacity.”
“Sean, he just allowed himself to be tricked into fighting you to the death.” Layla was incensed at the suggestion. “How can you consider giving him such responsibility?”
“He let me kill him rather than fight.” Rory crossed his hands over his chest. “He took responsibility for his screw-up. Loyalty should count for something. As for his qualifications, he has thousands of years of Luscian’s experience in his head to draw upon. He’ll learn fast.”
Layla looked for support from Take, who watched with amusement. “Takeshi, surely you cannot accept this idea.”
Take shrugged. “We need someone to fill the role, and Nick is the only viable candidate. He wouldn’t be my first choice if there was anyone else, but there isn’t.” He grinned. “Not to mention that he’ll need a security detail if he’s going to be spending more time in Court territory, so that gives me a second chance to convince Scott to join Armistice Security. I think the risks are more than balanced by the benefits.”
She threw up her hands. “The two of you are fools.”
Rory smiled at her. “If it makes you feel better, think how the Court will react to having to deal with him, backed with all our power and influence, after Kukiko’s failure to force him to eliminate me. Imagine the awkwardness.”
Layla laughed out loud. “Now, that is an argument I can support. We can certainly profit from sowing dissension in the Court after House Sojosten’s fall from favor. There might be an opportunity to acquire new allies as the power structures realign, if Nicholas is astute enough to capitalize on them.”
Take smiled lazily. “You could always coach him through it if you think he needs assistance. You can listen in on the Court’s deliberations through his com implants when he’s present and talk him through it by bone conduction.”
Layla considered the implications of having access to the Court of Shadows again, even through a proxy. “Hmm. That has possibilities.” She sighed. “Very well, if this is the way you wish to play it, Sean, I agree. I will do everything I can to help him avoid making a fool of himself, but I suspect it will be an uphill battle.”
Rory stood from his chair. “Then it’s settled. I’ll give him the good news.” He walked to the teleport gateway and disappeared in a flash of white light.
Layla looked at Takeshi. “Is he in love with Nicholas?”
“Yes, he is.” Take sighed and leaned forward to fold his arms upon the table. “It’s a sore point between us. Nick doesn’t know, as far as I’m aware, and Rory has promised not to tell him unless Nick comes to him first.”
“He is the Redeemer, Takeshi. His honor cannot be questioned. If he chooses Nicholas over you, are you willing to stand aside?”
Takeshi scowled. “No.”
Layla laid her hand over Takeshi’s. “You are the Leshir Jiao-long, but Nicholas is now Primogenitor. The two of you have an equal claim on Sean’s loyalty under the law. Your formal mating would normally last for life, but you are not only mortal, but the highest ranked Sentinel in the world. The Court may choose not to recognize your claim if Sean chooses to set you aside, even if only to taunt the leader of their enemies. Consider carefully before you allow Sean to grant Nicholas any further favors. The two of you are rivals, whether or not you wish to be. Always remember that.”
“I never forget, Layla.”
“Then we should work together more often to counterbalance Sean’s enthusiasm.” She squeezed his hand. “Nicholas cannot be trusted fully. We must make sure Sean remembers.”
Takeshi considered her words. “I’ll keep that in mind.” He stood and walked to the teleport gateway. “I have to go make my pitch to bring Scott on board. Wish me luck.”
“Good luck, Takeshi,” she said quietly. “I hope my fears remain unfounded.”
Take shrugged as he stood on the gateway. “You might be right, Layla. You might be wrong. Either way, we just have to make our choices and hope for the best.”
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CHAPTER 51
 
January 2039; Court of Shadows Council Chamber Complex, Alexandria, Egypt; Five days later
Aleksei watched the floating black strands entwine until a knock sounded at the door. He covered the jar with a white cloth. “Enter.”
Nick walked into the room, accompanied by the Night’s Herald and her guards. “Thank you, Herald. You may leave the guards outside.”
“The Magister Luscian’s loyalty to the Court is compromised, my Lord Imperator. I must insist that you be protected.”
“I am certain that the Triumvirate would not be so tactless as to send an Ambassador to assassinate me.” Aleksei looked at Nick with disinterest. “If you wish, you may remain behind.”
Nodding, the Herald sent the guards out of the room and then disappeared behind a shroud of invisibility.
Nick glanced at the spot where she had been standing. “She’s good. I can’t feel her at all.”
Aleksei shrugged. “She is new to her post and takes her duties seriously. She hopes to live up to the example of her predecessor, who destroyed three of the Four Winds and most of their forces during their foolhardy assault on the Court three decades ago.”
“Radiant Burn,” Nick said softly. “Luscian watched it happen from the minaret above the Council chamber.”
“As did I.” Aleksei paid Nick more attention. “How much of the Eldest’s memory did you consume when you destroyed him?”
“Everything,” Nick said. “I know what you did, my Lord Imperator.”
“I have done many things, Prince Nicholas.”
“Not to me.” Nick met his eyes defiantly. “You told Luscian that Rory and I were friends.”
Aleksei smiled and sat down behind his desk. He indicated one of the chairs opposite. “Sit down, Ambassador, and tell me why you are here.”
“I am here because the Triumvirate asked me to be here. But I would have come anyway for the chance to meet you.”
Aleksei sat back in his seat, his fangs protruding as he watched Nick. “For what reason?”
Nick’s eyes grew red. “To give you fair warning. I died in pain because of you. That debt will be paid, sooner or later.”
In answer, Aleksei drew back the white cloth covering the glass jar on his desk.
Nick fixed his eyes on Kukiko’s head floating in the clear liquid.
“Fledgling, I am Aleksei Magister Talizered, called the Prince of Vengeance,” growled the Nightwalker in a low rumble. “It is dangerous to waste my time. If you contend with me, I will destroy you so completely that no one will even remember your name.”
Nick smiled. “The way you destroyed Luscian?”
Aleksei raised his eyebrows, caught off guard.
Nick pressed on before he could answer. “I have all of his memories, Aleksei. I know what he knew, and how much of it was lies—lies based on your intelligence. You set him up against the Triumvirate, hoping he would lose so you could step into the power vacuum. How would the rest of the Court react if they found out?”
Aleksei chuckled. “They would be incensed, some for being taken in by the lie, and others because I was inept enough to be caught. It would deeply erode my support from all quarters.”
Nick snapped his arm to the side and Reaper appeared in his hand. Sparks jumped from the blade as it brought the sword of the Night’s Herald to a jarring stop a foot away from his head. He turned his head to her as the shroud of invisibility dropped away. “Oh, and when I said I couldn’t feel you—I lied.”
Aleksei laughed out loud at her furious countenance. “Stand down, Herald. I think the Magister Luscian has said all he needed to say.”
Nick turned back to the Huntmaster and the Herald planted her feet between the two of them, her sword at the ready. The Daywalker leveled his sword at Aleksei’s face. “This isn’t over, my Lord.”
Stretching back, Aleksei laced his fingers behind his head and regarded Nick. “Welcome home, Nicholas,” he said with mock courtesy. “I think you’ll find you fit in perfectly.”
 
* * *
 
Nick walked through the empty halls of the Luscian Embassy until he came to the sanctum. He expected to find his maker’s private residence empty, the furnishings stolen after House Luscian fell, just like the other rooms; instead, he was shocked to see a four-poster bed next to a teak desk against one wall, a leather couch and coffee table against the other.
“Surprise, Nicholas.”
Nick spun around to see Lorcan standing behind him, smiling. “Playing decorator, Ruarc?”
Lorcan shrugged. “I had to get permission from the Night’s Herald to teleport some new furniture past the jumper blocks, but she couldn’t really object now that the embassy has been reinstated.” He draped his arms around Nick’s shoulders. “Welcome home.”
Nick smiled. “Talizered said the same thing.”
Lorcan’s expression lost some of its mirth. “How did your meeting go?”
“A little rattling of swords on either side, but otherwise it went well. I think he’s just awaiting my next move before deciding whether I’m a threat that needs to be dealt with. It shouldn’t be a problem. I was only making a courtesy visit today anyway, before heading back on the road to finish our tour.”
“Are you leaving right away, or would you like to stay long enough to christen the bed?”
Nick grinned lazily as his eyes turned red. “I still have a few hours before I have to meet Scott.”
Lorcan kissed him. “Then let me show you a real homecoming.”
 



PART VIII:  FALL TO EARTH
 



CHAPTER 52
 
March 2039; Jumpvessel Angelus; Two months later
Nick followed the markings on the walls of the white metal corridor until he reached the cabin he had booked. Stepping inside, he cast his eyes critically over the cramped stateroom, noting the bed and the small sitting area next to the adjoining bathroom. He set his suitcase down on the floor and lay on the bed, stretching out to his full six feet. Clasping his hands behind his head, he looked absently at the featureless white ceiling, reflecting on the concert tour he had recently completed. It had left him with a few weeks off before heading back into the recording studio. Scott had jumped at the idea of a real vacation with his family, and they had decided they would go their separate ways and meet up again in a month to start work on their new album.
“All hands, stand by for departure in two minutes,” the ship’s AI said from above him.
Should I have invited Ruarc to come with me? True, the Nightwalker hadn’t been granted privileges for off-world travel beyond the Citadel, but Nick could probably have pushed through an exception. No, it’s better to take a little time for myself and do something different with my time off. He loved Lorcan’s easy companionship, but he needed to be alone occasionally.
“All hands, Angelus departing now.”
Nick felt his stomach flutter as the ship lifted away from the lunar surface on gravity drive. Besides, he thought, here I am, a representative of an interplanetary culture, and I’ve never gone farther into space than Earth orbit. Ares was the best developed and closest of the Armistice colonies, a city of interconnected pyramids situated on the top of a plateau on the equator of Mars. I can’t wait to see it.
“Angelus has cleared the Citadel traffic pattern. Transition to Recursion Drive in ten seconds.”
He studied the cabin again. So this is home for four days, he thought. I might as well relax because I’m not going anywhere for a while. He smiled as he considered his options. I wonder if this spaceship has shuffleboard.
“Recursion Drive engaged. Estimated time to arrival at Ares Colony is one hundred hours.”
The colors of the room exploded in searing light, and Nick felt a lancinating pain stab into his eyes, penetrating deep into the back of his head. Jesus, he thought, what a time for a migraine. He curled up on the bed, pressing his hands against the sides of his head. The pain grew more intense, radiating down his spine as his back spasmed in agony. What the fuck?
Opening his vampire senses fully, he focused his mystical perceptions on his own mind. Neural feedback. His thoughts flashed back to Luscian, and his sire’s explanation of the searing pain he could inflict with just a touch. Is someone trying to kill me?
Through the storm of suffering, he tried to concentrate on finding a way to protect himself. He whimpered as he forced himself to direct his magic inward, casting the most powerful healing spell he knew on his own nervous system, trying to reinforce his mental defenses. Still, he was losing ground to the torture, his self-control faltering in the face of the pain that ripped through his body.
Nothing! Nothing was working. Nick writhed in anguish on the bed, struggling to even think. Oh, God, it hurts so much. Please, make it stop. He reached out feebly to Scott for help and felt the Sentinel fall to his knees in shock as Nick’s pain burned through the link, setting Scott’s nerves on fire as well.
Nick’s vision went red, then black, and he was blind. He quailed in terror, lost again in the dark, until reason failed and he simply began to scream.
 
March 2039; Citadel Central Infirmary, Lunar Farside
Draining his mystical strength for additional speed, Lorcan sprinted down the corridors of the hospital complex to the intensive care ward. He came to a dead stop when he saw Rory and Scott engaged in quiet conversation in the waiting room.
“What happened?” he demanded.
“We don’t know.” Scott rubbed his eyes wearily. “The first I knew something was wrong was when the agony started. After a couple of minutes, I couldn’t reach him anymore. He was too far gone in his own pain.”
“That’s all you can say?” Lorcan shouted. “He’s in a fucking coma and you’re telling me you have no idea why?”
“God, Lorcan, you have no idea what it was like those first minutes.” Scott shuddered. “Nothing could have prepared me enough to help him in the face of that. It was a nightmare. I’ve never felt anything like it.”
“Nick has,” Rory said in a quiet voice. “The day Luscian had him at his mercy.”
Lorcan collapsed into a chair. “Do we know anything? Who did this to him?”
“They said they’ll let us know as soon as they figure out what happened.” Rory squeezed Lorcan’s shoulder.
Lorcan slumped in his seat. “I can’t lose him, not like this, not without knowing why.”
“He’s tough, Lorcan.” Scott swallowed his dislike of Lorcan, recognizing that the Nightwalker’s obvious misery mirrored his own. “He’s pulled through worse.”
“Luscian tortured him to death, Sentinel.” Lorcan glared at Scott, rejecting his sympathy. “He only ‘pulled through’ into the second life because the Eldest allowed him to survive.”
“If that were true, he would have died with the rest of House Luscian,” said Rory. “He had the will to take back his destiny. He’ll fight this.”
The three broke off their conversation as a doctor, wearing a gray two-piece outfit with a green staff and serpent symbol on the right breast, came out of the ward. He focused intently on the three of them. “Which of you is his dyad brother?” he asked.
Scott stood up. “I am.”
The doctor nodded and then addressed Rory and Lorcan. “My Lords, forgive me, but patient confidentiality requires me to ask you to leave temporarily.”
“Nick is my Primogenitor,” said Rory. “I claim the right to be involved in the care of a member of my house.” He glanced at Lorcan. “Ambassador Lorcan is Leshir Luscian. He should be here, as well.”
Lorcan started at being referred to as Nick’s formal mate, but kept his mouth shut to avoid being ejected. “What can you tell us, doctor?”
“There is extensive damage to his nervous system, but he is regenerating the destroyed tissue at an accelerated rate. A less powerful vampire or a Sentinel would have died long before the Angelus returned to port.”
“Was he attacked?” asked Scott.
“We’re not certain.” The doctor frowned. “He appears to have suffered some form of focused neural injury uniformly throughout the central nervous system. I’ve seen something like it only once before—a rare metabolic syndrome called Recursion Dyssynchrony. It generates a destructive neurodegenerative cascade in response to jumpdrive exposure. But that doesn’t fit in this case.”
“Why not?” asked Lorcan. “He was on a jumpship, after all.”
“All the previous victims of Recursion Dyssynchrony either succumbed to their injuries or slipped into a comatose state within a few minutes of exposure.” He looked at Scott. “From your statement to the admitting staff, he was awake and aware for at least thirty minutes before his higher functions were compromised.”
“Will he recover?” asked Rory, his face grim.
The doctor hesitated as all three stared at him, desperate for answers. “He has a good chance of survival based on the rate his body is repairing itself. Whether he recovers full mental functions will depend on his body’s resilience and healing capacity. Even for a vampire, this is a severe injury to repair. He might never wake up. If he does regain consciousness, he could have suffered permanent damage to his mind. It’s too soon to tell. We should know more in a few weeks.”
“A few weeks?” said Scott, incredulous. “Can’t you do anything to help him? We can get you the strongest spellcasters in the Armistice.”
The doctor shook his head. “The more we interfere with his body’s healing mechanisms, the more chance we will destroy or alter the psychic template his body is using to repair the neural damage. We might speed his recovery but cost him his mind. I know it’s difficult to hear, but the best thing we can do now is to just wait and let his body repair itself at its own rate.”
“Can we see him, at least?” asked Lorcan.
“He’s in bay number six. I’ll take you to him.”
They followed the doctor through the medical ward until they reached Nick’s bed. Lorcan stroked Nick’s slack features with his fingertips.
“What do we tell his family?” asked Scott.
“Nothing.” Rory gently laid his hand on Lorcan’s shoulder. “If he dies, or wakes up damaged, then we tell them he had an accident. Otherwise, you say he’s on vacation.” He faced Scott. “You’d better get back to your family before they start wondering where you are.”
“You want me to take my vacation as usual and just pretend this never happened?”
“Yes. Unless you decide to tell them the truth, you have no knowledge of Nick’s condition. There’s no way you could admit what you know and still keep Nick’s family out of it.”
“Maybe they deserve to know,” snarled Scott.
“Of course they do,” Rory said with a hint of irritation. “But that’s not what Nick wanted, and I promised to look after them when he’s gone.”
“He’s not gone.” Lorcan pulled up a bedside chair and took a seat. “He’ll be back.”
Scott watched Lorcan stare fixedly at Nick’s face. “You really are in love with him, aren’t you?”
“Yes.” Lorcan didn’t even turn around. He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Does he know?”
“No,” said Scott. “He doesn’t have a clue.”
“We should set up a rotation if we want to keep an eye on him,” suggested Rory. He pointed at Scott. “You should go. I’ll call you if his condition changes.”
Scott looked ready to argue, but then his face fell, his anger burnt out. “Day or night, Rory. I want to know the second he wakes up.”
“And you let me know if you feel anything over the link before he regains consciousness.” Rory turned back to Lorcan, who remained still, gazing at Nick. “I assume you want first watch?”
“Yes.” Lorcan finally made eye contact. “Thank you for understanding, Redeemer.”
Rory nodded silently, and then he and Scott walked away, leaving Lorcan alone with Nick’s still form.
Lorcan clasped Nick’s limp hand. “Come back to me, Nicholas,” he said quietly. “I’m waiting for you.”
 



CHAPTER 53
 
April 2039; Citadel Central Infirmary, Lunar Farside; Six weeks later
Nick kept screaming as he drowned in terror and excruciating pain. Then the torment ceased abruptly. The world became blessedly peaceful, his harsh breaths loud in the still darkness. He opened his eyes and found himself in bed, his surroundings faintly lit by a small lamp on the nightstand. Reaching out with his senses revealed only the slow rhythm of sleeping heartbeats across the room. The odor of ethanol and ozone stung his nose. Sterilization field, he thought. Hospital.
Uncomprehending, he tried to climb out of bed, but found he was too weak to even throw back the covers. He lay there, panting from the effort, until he finally realized there was someone sitting next to him in a chair. Forcing his eyes to focus, he identified Scott’s features in the semi-darkness.
Crap. I probably had an accident and someone pulled Scott off his vacation to babysit me. Nick winced, knowing the Sentinel had been looking forward to his time off for weeks. I’m never going to hear the end of this. What the hell happened? Thinking back, he was immediately submerged in pain, brightly and vividly real in his enhanced memory. He lost his tenuous hold on reality and slipped into a delirious, disjointed maelstrom of impressions, some recent, some from the day Luscian had come for him, all drenched in suffering. When he finally came to his senses again, he lay helpless, too weak and drained to even move. With difficulty, he turned his head to look at Scott, who was still fast asleep.
Wearily, Nick extended a psychic probe along the link. “Scott.”
“Five more minutes,” the Sentinel muttered, beginning to snore.
“Scott, wake up!” Nick put all of his remaining strength into the psychic shout.
Scott jumped and woke fully, peering around to see what had disturbed him. Then he found himself gazing into Nick’s open eyes. “Oh, my God.” Scott stabbed the call button on the nightstand.
“Scott,” thought Nick.“What’s happening?”
“We don’t know exactly.” Scott leaned forward and squeezed his hand. “It’s possible that you were attacked. What do you remember?”
Nick closed his eyes and shivered. “Pain.”
“Don’t think about it, Nicholas. It’s over now, and you’re safe.”
“Did I screw up your trip?”
Scott blinked, staring at him in shock. “You’ve been in a coma for more than six weeks and you’re asking about my travel plans?”
Nick’s eyes widened. “Coma?” he said, his voice hoarse.
Then the doctors came and there wasn’t time to talk further.
 
Two weeks later
Nick shook his head. “I can’t, Scott. I already tried.”
“Come on,” urged Scott, reaching out his hand. “One more try and I’ll leave you alone until tomorrow. Do it for me.”
Nick sighed. “Fine.” He glared at the parallel bars in front of him, just a little below eye level from where he sat in his wheelchair. Then he carefully pulled himself forward, while Scott hovered beside him, and levered himself up out of the chair. Managing to get both feet planted firmly on the floor, he shifted position until his weight rested entirely on his arms. He could feel the tremor in his muscles as they protested from the strain, but he concentrated on his legs and managed a shuffling step forward with his right foot. Slipping his right hand forward slightly on the bar, he stepped forward with his left foot.
Scott grinned widely. “Two steps. That’s a start. Only five more to go and you’ll be at the other side.”
Nick began to sweat. Five more steps seemed like a marathon. He shifted his grip on the parallel bars to lean forward slightly and took another shuffling step forward. The tremor in his arms was more pronounced now. He took one more step forward, experimentally placing a little more weight on his knees.
Scott moved a little closer, concerned. “Come on, Nicholas. You can do this. You’re halfway there already.”
Nick forced his feet to carry him one step closer to the other side of the bars.
“You’re doing great, Nick. Just take—”
Nick’s right arm gave out and he lurched sideways away from Scott, who darted forward to catch him. Rotating around the fulcrum of Scott’s grip, Nick fell forward, slamming his fist against the floor to break his fall. Pain blossomed along his knuckles and he cursed, and then suddenly he was lost in his memories again—screaming in the dark while his entire body spasmed in agony. When the flashback finally subsided, he found himself huddled in Scott’s arms, shivering and weeping blood.
Scott held him tight as he fought back tears. “That’s enough for today.”
 
May 2039; One month later
Recursion Dyssynchrony. They had finally put a name to what had happened. Nick was genetically incompatible with the jumpdrive matrix that enabled space travel. The Colonies were a closed door to him, he understood. He was Earthbound.
Nick gazed morosely out through the window at the rocky landscape of the lunar plain. The Citadel had always been a beacon of hope to him, the gateway to an imagined wider world. Now it was just a dead end, a reminder that from an infinite number of choices, he now had none. His friends tried to cheer him up, telling him there was so much to see on Earth that he would never miss the Colonies, and that he couldn’t lose something he never had. In his mind’s eye, however, he saw a series of interconnected pyramids on a high plateau and felt nothing but grief for the wonders that were out of reach.
He had progressed in his physical therapy, retraining his muscles to respond to his control. He was regaining function from the top down and had completely recovered the dexterity in his hands. Scott had brought him his guitar, but he honestly didn’t care enough to even bother with melody. He just picked at the strings, his atonal rhythms filling the empty space of his room and matching the disjointed memories that kept forcing their way into his awareness. In a way, the random music provided an excellent counterpoint to his circular thoughts. Those same thoughts kept him awake at night, reminding him there would be no miracle cure this time, no lucky break that would make everything all right again. This time, he had well and truly lost.
It was ironic that the healing spell he cast to protect himself had actually prolonged his agony, slowing the breakdown of his nervous system. Otherwise, he would have been blissfully unconscious or dead in a matter of minutes, just like the others.
The others.Nick tried to swallow his disappointment as he reread the letter in his hand. Tossing it carelessly on the table, he took another swig of whiskey. He had been avoiding bloodwine—the echoes of memory sliding through the liquor were too potent for him now and served only to remind him how little he wished to live in his own memories. The remembrance of pain was always just under the surface, waiting to engulf him if he wasn’t suitably distracted. Recollections of Luscian threatened from the other side of his mind, ready to drag him down. Just one more thing I can’t control.
Lorcan sat down next to him and poured himself some whiskey from Nick’s bottle. “The doctors say you’ve been making progress. That you can walk unassisted now.”
“So I can walk.” Nick shrugged. “Where should I go?”
Lorcan said nothing, only picked up the letter Nick had dropped and read the short message. “You finally heard from one of the others.”
Nick laughed softly. “Ten cases and three survivors, including me.” He waved his drink at the letter. “This one is a Daywalker. She says she lives in the Citadel, but doesn’t say where. The doctors won’t give me her address, or her name, so I had to be satisfied with an anonymous letter. She declined my invitation to talk, and asked me not to contact her again. Apparently, she doesn’t choose to dwell on it.”
Lorcan folded the letter and slipped it back into the torn envelope on the table. “What about the third survivor?”
Nick brought his glass to his lips and took another swallow. “No reply.”
Lorcan’s eyebrows inched upward as he noticed the bottle on the table was only a third full, and it was a completely different brand from the one Nick had been drinking when Lorcan had come by earlier that morning. “Nick, how much have you had to drink today?”
Nick poured himself another drink. “A couple of bottles. Maybe three.”
“Why are you doing this to yourself? Why won’t you let me take you home?”
“Why bother?” Nick slid a little deeper in his chair. “Where is home, anyway? Anchorpoint? Los Angeles? Where can I go that will protect me from the memories?”
“Nicholas, vampires don’t forget. The memories will stay fresh in your mind forever. Unless you come to terms with them, they’ll ride you into your grave.”
Nick snorted. “So what?”
Lorcan sighed. “You’re very important to me, Nick, but don’t expect that I will just sit here and watch you destroy yourself.”
Nick looked fully into the Nightwalker’s eyes for the first time during their conversation. “Then don’t watch, Ruarc.”
After staring at him for a long moment, Lorcan rose and stalked out of the room.
Nick faced the window, uncaring. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out one of the bottles of painkillers he had stolen from the hospital medication depot. Opening it, he counted out the number of pills remaining. Five. He was using them up too fast, and his tolerance was building. He’d have to find something stronger if he wanted to numb the memories that haunted his dreams. Nick slipped two of the pills back into the bottle and washed the other three down with whiskey, already making plans for his return to Los Angeles. There was someone he needed to see, someone who might have just what he was looking for. Nick closed his eyes and leaned back in his chair, smiling for the first time that day.
 



CHAPTER 54
 
June 2039; Los Angeles, California; Three weeks later
Nick stood calmly in the center of the vacant lot. It was deserted at this time of night, no one willing to brave the darkened streets. He waited for almost half an hour before another man entered the open space and strode cockily toward him.
A few years younger than Nick, he was white with black hair and dark eyes, and was dressed for a morning jog. But it wasn’t morning, and he wasn’t here for the exercise. He stopped a few feet away and took a drag on his cigarette before dropping it to the ground and stubbing it out with his shoe.
Nick smiled pleasantly at him. “Are you Deaver? You came highly recommended.”
The younger man sneered. “It’s all true. Anything you want, I can get for you, as long as you can cough up the cash.”
Pulling a thick envelope from his jacket, Nick carefully counted out twenty hundred dollar bills and tossed them on the ground between them. “How much will that buy me?”
The younger man blinked as he glanced at the envelope. At least ten times that amount remained in Nick’s hand. “Anything you want. Name your poison.”
“It has to be strong. Otherwise, why don’t you just surprise me?”
Deaver laughed. “How about this for a surprise, then?” He pulled a revolver out of a shoulder holster and leveled it at the Daywalker’s head. “Why don’t you just lay the rest of that cash on the ground and we’ll call it a night.”
Nick rolled his eyes in annoyance. “Deaver, my contacts said you were a professional. Robbery is hardly your usual line of work.”
“What you’re holding in your hand is a week’s profits, rich boy.” Deaver scowled at him. “I know who you are. I’ll bet your squeaky clean image wouldn’t stand for this kind of bad publicity.”
Nick shrugged. “Whatever.” He slipped the envelope back into his jacket and turned away. “I don’t have time for games. Keep the change.”
Deaver cocked the hammer of his gun. “Do you have time for a trip to the morgue? Drop the envelope on the ground. I’m not playing games tonight.”
Nick began walking back to his car.
With a snort, Deaver pulled the trigger.
Instantly, Lorcan emerged from behind a shroud of invisibility and slipped his right index finger between the hammer and the chamber of the revolver, simultaneously reaching around with his left hand to casually snap the drug dealer’s forearm like a toothpick.
Deaver howled in pain, and the gun slipped from his nerveless fingers. Lorcan caught it, uncocked the hammer, and dropped it to the ground. The Nightwalker grasped the front of Deaver’s shirt and pulled him in close, growling. As his eyes shifted to red, Lorcan unsheathed his fangs. “Run, little man,” he said in a deep, reverberating voice. “If you hide well, maybe I won’t hunt you down tonight. I may even let you live.” Then he pushed the human away.
Deaver ran.
Lorcan watched until he was out of sight then approached Nick, who had walked back to retrieve the money from off the ground. “What the hell are you doing? If I hadn’t been following you, he would have shot you in the back!”
Nick tapped the bills into a square pile, which he slipped into his jacket next to the envelope of cash. “He couldn’t have killed me with just a bullet, Ruarc.”
Lorcan snarled. “And how would you have explained that to the police?”
Nick laughed. “Police? In this neighborhood?”
Clenching his fists, Lorcan stalked closer to Nick. “He would have exposed you, Nicholas. How did you think you were going to cover it up? Were you going to erase his memory while you were lying on the ground with a hole in your head?”
Nick shrugged. “If he’d actually shot me, I would have killed him.”
Lorcan stared at him. “You’re talking about committing a class-one breach, as if it was nothing. Armistice Security would have executed you on the spot.”
Nick smiled and lightly stroked Lorcan’s cheek. “Only if you turned me in, lover.”
Lorcan moved away from his touch. “Nick, I know you’ve been through an ordeal, but—” That was as far as he got before Nick’s fist connected with his chin in a blur of motion, even to vampire senses. Lorcan was thrown off his feet, landing on his back about six feet away. He lay there, dazed, tasting the blood from his shattered jaw. As the fragments of tooth and bone realigned themselves to heal the damage, he shuddered with pain. Finally, he opened his eyes again. Nick stood over him, his eyes red with rage.
“You don’t know anything, Ruarc.” Nick yelled. “You don’t know what I went through, and you certainly don’t know me anymore. I don’t need your pity, and I don’t need you.”
Lorcan climbed slowly to his feet and inhaled deeply. “Goodbye, Nicholas.” He closed his eyes and jumped away.
Alone, Nick stood in the center of the vacant lot and seethed. “I don’t need any of you,” he said quietly. Then he walked back to his car, mentally sifting through the list of contacts he had plucked from Deaver’s mind. One of them would have what he needed. He was sure of it.
 



CHAPTER 55
 
July 2039; Los Angeles, California; One month later
Rory pulled off his headset and threw it across the room in disgust. “Well, that was crap.”
Scott cued up the playback again. “Do you think maybe if we—”
“Don’t bother!” Rory was already regretting his decision to produce the Journeymen’s new album, but Scott had begged him to help keep Nick in line. “Nick might as well be on another planet for all the good he’s doing you. He hasn’t paid attention to his marks at all since we started recording, and he acts like he can barely remember how to play the guitar anymore. The engineers are already talking about quitting, and Nick doesn’t even care.”
“You know what he went through,” Scott pleaded. “He deserves a little slack, don’t you think?”
“Your record label already cut Nick all the slack they were willing to give, even after I fed them a story about a motorcycle accident. You only have until August to put a demo together before they cancel your studio time. Do you have any idea how much you’ll forfeit in penalties if you can’t get this album together on time?”
“Then maybe we need a new label,” Scott said belligerently.
Rory shook his head. “Your contract is good for another year, and they don’t make a dime if they let you out of it. Just watch. They’ll sue you for breach as soon as the deadline passes. It’s the only way to make any more money off you.”
“That’s just great,” Scott said with a sour expression. He checked his watch. “We might as well give this song another try. Any idea where Nick wandered off to?”
Rory snorted. “Who knows? We might not see him again for hours if yesterday was anything to go by.”
Scott winced at the memory of Nick walking into their recording session after a three-hour lunch break. He’d calmly listened to the engineers scream at him for wasting their time, then yawned and walked out again. Scott had never seen anything like it in the two decades he’d known Nick. Sure, the Daywalker could be a prima donna occasionally, when the mood took him, but he had always been serious about his music.
Scott had begun to think that Nick hadn’t come back at all from the coma, although the doctors assured them he had made a full recovery, at least physically. Mentally, the shift in his personality was totally foreign to Scott’s experience. Whatever happened to Nick on the Angelus, it robbed him of his best friend. Nick treated him like a business partner, and right now, Scott didn’t give a damn about their business. All he wanted was his dyad brother back.
Idly, Scott tapped into the link, expecting to find Nick’s mind closed off and hidden. He was completely unprepared to find himself looking through Nick’s eyes as the vampire leaned forward and snorted a line of white power through a straw. The rush of adrenaline that burned through his mind nailed Scott down in his seat, and he shuddered at the euphoria boiling off Nick’s psyche until the initial high subsided.
“WHAT THE FUCK WAS THAT?”he screamed out loud.
Rory jumped in his seat. “What’s wrong?”
Two floors below them, Nick frowned into the restroom mirror, enabling Scott to see his expression. “Scott, a little privacy, please.” Using a razor blade, he began scraping the powder back into a small vial.
Scott’s horror bled through his mental shields to saturate the link. “What are you doing?”
Nick screwed the top back on the vial. “I’m getting through the day. Now, we should get back to work. I’ll be up in few minutes.” The mask came down and the link was severed.
“What’s going on, Scott?” Rory frowned.
Scott scrambled to his feet, his fists balled up in fury. “Stay here,” he said through gritted teeth. He barreled through the door of the recording booth and ran down the hall, roaring with rage as he tapped his Gift for speed. People stumbled out of his way in surprise as he blurred into motion at the limits of his Sentinel agility, weaving through the densely populated halls.
Rory ran after him, planting a recall meme in the minds of the spectators as he went, wiping their memories of the past five minutes. He caught up when the Water Sentinel bolted down the stairs to the second floor. Together, they ran side by side down the hall, Rory projecting a psychic command that drove the humans to clear the area. Scott didn’t even slow down as he slammed a door off its hinges with his open palm.
Nick looked up expectantly as the door crashed into the far wall. He calmly finished washing his hands and grabbed a couple of paper towels from the dispenser. “I said I’d be up in a couple of minutes, Scott.”
Scott’s eyes turned gold with vertically slitted pupils. Simultaneously, his teeth lengthened into long, pointed fangs. “Give it to me, Nicholas!” He held out his hand, now equipped with retractable claws. “Now! Or I swear I’ll hurt you.”
Nick wiped his hands and casually tossed the paper towels in the trashcan. “You can’t hurt me, Scott. No one can.”
Scott snarled. “Nick, let me help you.” He could feel his fury rising as his thought patterns adjusted to the form he was emulating. Another minute and he’d lose control of the situation. “Where are the drugs?”
Nick reached into his pocket and took out the vial. He placed it gently down next to the sink. Then, his eyes red and his fangs extended, he smirked. “If you can reach it, you can have it.”
Scott bellowed and leapt forward, claws extended, his control snapping. Ducking under Scott’s body, Nick threw himself upward and backward, slamming into Scott’s midsection and diverting the Water Sentinel’s forward momentum into a crazed somersault. His dyad brother went flying end over end to crash into the far wall.
Rory launched a containment spell at Nick while Scott dragged himself upright. To avoid it, Nick hit the floor and rolled, coming to his feet again in a smooth motion, his lips already halfway through the spell he was casting. Rory dropped to his knees, beneath the horizontal plane of green flames that burned through the space where he had been standing. The spell charred the metal doorframe and set fire to the walls on either side.
Then both Scott and Rory collapsed, writhing in agony as Nick projected his memory to them both, submerging them in his perfect recollection of the half hour he had spent on the Angelus. Nick watched them shudder on the floor for several minutes and then picked up the vial and slipped it into his pocket. “I think we’re done for today.” He stepped over Rory’s prone form and walked to the door, ignoring the flames and the sound of the fire alarm in the background. “Call me when you want to get together again.”
“Wait,” gasped Rory, trying to focus his thoughts. Scott, he could see, had passed out completely. “Don’t walk away from us. This isn’t you, Nicholas.”
Nick gazed down at him, his face empty of expression. “It is now,” he said bleakly. Then he turned and walked out, his form obscured by the fire and smoke, as if he were descending into hell.
Rory pulled the unconscious Sentinel into his arms and teleported away just as the ceiling collapsed in flames.
 



CHAPTER 56
 
August 2039; Anchorpoint City, Colorado; Two days later
“He’s completely out of control!” Scott paced back and forth in Take and Rory’s quarters. “If you hadn’t pushed the humans into leaving before the fight, there’s no telling how many people he could killed when the building burned down.”
“At least the force majeure clause got you out of your contract with the record label for a while.” Takeshi spoke up from his seat on the white leather couch. He took a sip of his tea, savoring the taste. “You still have a little breathing room before they expect Nick to show up at work.”
“He’s a drug addict.” Scott’s expression was dour. “All the signs were there, if I had been paying attention. Even if I had another year, I might not be able to dry him out in time to save our careers.”
Rory, sitting at the dining room table, said nothing.
“But that’s not the issue,” Scott continued. “What do we do about Nick? We can’t just sit back and watch him throw his life away.”
“After everything he’s seen, maybe that’s exactly what we have to do.” Rory leaned back in his chair as Scott stared at him in disbelief. “After Luscian, and Kukiko, and the Angelus, maybe he needs to bottom out before he can rebuild his life.” Rory looked at Take. “I offered him a choice once: walk away from the human life he’d led and live in the sunlight, or live in fear of discovery, hiding what he was from everyone he cared about. He chose to hide, clutching the tatters of his human life around him for comfort. Maybe he needs to let go of that life, and the things it gave him, if he ever wants to find his feet again and stop running.”
Scott scowled. “And when was this choice, exactly?”
“The day after he died the first time,” said Take.
Scott rounded on Rory. “Is that why he avoided you for a year? Because you told him to give up on a normal life?”
“Nick died because I tried to live in human company again!” Rory snapped. “Look what happened to you because he refused to accept that ‘normal’ just doesn’t apply to us.”
Scott glared at him. “I have no regrets about opening my eyes, Rory.”
“Then why don’t you invite your wife over to dinner with us, here in Anchorpoint?”
Scott gritted his teeth. “So you think we should just let his life implode around him, so he can start over?” He scoffed. “That’s a cop out.”
“It’s a point of view,” Rory said with a sigh. “It might not be yours, and hell, it might not even be mine, but it’s something we should consider before you try to force him to live by your rules.”
Scott was saved the trouble of answering when the front door chimed. “Lorcan Primogenitor Diluthical is requesting entry.”
Take frowned as he glanced at the clock on the wall. “What the hell is he doing here at this hour?”
“I invited him.” Rory raised his voice. “Let him in.”
The door opened and Lorcan entered. Then he stopped and looked at each of the occupants in turn. The door closed silently behind him as he walked into the living room. “My Lord Traveler, your message said you needed to speak to me on a matter of some urgency.”
“Yes. When was the last time you spoke to Nick?”
Lorcan stood up straight. “Last month, in Los Angeles. He made it plain that he would not face his fears and that he had no need of my help.” Lorcan growled, his eyes flashing. “Did you call me here to talk about Nicholas? He cast me aside.” Spinning around, he started toward the door. “If you will excuse me, my Lord? I have a little pride left.”
“Will pride keep you warm at night?” Rory asked bitterly. “I called you here because you love him, just as we all do.”
Takeshi rolled his eyes at that statement, but Rory ignored him, pressing ahead with his pitch. “You deserve to have a say in what we do to try and save him.”
Lorcan marched back to Rory and slammed his hands down on the table to either side of the other Nightwalker. “He doesn’t need you to save him, Redeemer!” Lorcan bared his fangs. “He needs to save himself.”
“What do you mean?” asked Scott.
Lorcan snorted in contempt. “At every crossroads of his life, Nick has relied on others for his salvation.” He glared at Rory. “He drew on your strength to defeat Luscian. He called on the higher powers to escape the fall of the Citadel. He provoked you into using the Grace to revive him after the duel. Now he has finally reached a crisis he cannot cheat his way out of, and he is lost in despair because he doesn’t know how to cope. You can’t save him. Only he can choose to make his own way back from the darkness into the light.”
“Then how do we convince him?” Rory asked.
“I’m sure you have your methods,” Lorcan said dismissively. “You don’t need my input.”
Rory leaned forward and laced his fingers together. “You are five hundred years old, Primogenitor Diluthical. You have more experience with the destructive side of your nature than all of the rest of us combined.”
“I don’t have a soul, Magister Jiao-long. Destruction is all I have.”
“You said you loved him,” said Scott. “Was that a lie, then?”
Lorcan chuckled. “Love is the most damaging emotion there is, Sentinel. That is true, no matter how creative it can be.”
“Help us, Lorcan.” Rory stood up from the table and walked around Scott to stand in front of the other Nightwalker. “Tell us what we need to do.”
Lorcan shook his head sadly before meeting Rory’s gaze. “You truly want my advice?”
“That’s why you’re here,” Rory said softly. “And that’s why you haven’t walked out that door yet, because you have something left to say.”
“Then my advice is this: human, Sentinel, or vampire, it doesn’t matter. In the end, we are all selfish. We surround ourselves with friends, family, and lovers for one purpose only: to keep the darkness at bay.” Lorcan took a deep breath. “If you want Nick to save himself, then you must force him to face that darkness and turn aside. Find out what he loves, and threaten to take it away. You may provide him with just enough incentive to fight for it.”
 



CHAPTER 57
 
August 2039; Hollywood Hills, Los Angeles, California; Three weeks later
“Nicholas!” yelled Toby.
Nick started up off the couch and gazed blearily at his brother, trying to claw the sleep from his senses. “Toby? What are you doing here?”
“I came to see you, shithead!” Toby was practically spitting in anger. “You gave me a key, remember?” He looked pointedly at the pile of empty liquor bottles and sticky, unwashed glasses that were strewn on the coffee table and scattered across the floor. “How long has this been going on?”
“Christ, what’s your problem?”
“My problem?” screamed Toby. He dumped the contents of a cardboard box on the floor in front of Nick. “Why don’t we talk about your fucking problem instead?”
Nick regarded the lighter and syringes Toby had spilled on the floor and the bag of white powder his brother still held. Well, shit. “Where do you get off, going through my stuff?”
“Where do I get off? Are you kidding me? I find a bag of drugs in your house, and that’s all you have to say?” Toby shook the bag of powder at Nick. “What is this? Coke?”
Nick snorted, settling back into the couch and crossing his arms. “Of course not. Cocaine is for dilettantes. That’s heroin.”
Toby gaped at him, appalled. “You’re joking about it?” He scowled. “Well, how’s this for a joke?” He ripped the bag open and poured the drug out on the floor. Then he kicked the pile of powder, spreading it haphazardly across the carpet. He turned angrily back to Nick. “What do you think of that?”
Nick shrugged. “I think I need to go shopping again—and you owe me ten thousand dollars.”
“This is why you changed, isn’t it? You never call, you disappear for days or weeks at a time, and the gossip rags keep publishing pictures of you walking around smashed in public. You’re just following your habit like any other fucking junkie!”
Nick laughed. “Smile when you say that.”
Toby stood with his mouth open in shock. Then he snapped his jaw shut and marched to the front door. “You can go straight to hell, Nicholas.”
“Don’t bother locking up,” Nick called after him. “I’m going to have to go out in a minute to pick up some new snacks.”
Toby slammed the door behind him.
“You wouldn’t understand,” Nick said into the silence. He sat morosely on the couch, staring at the spilled powder on the floor. “No one understands.” Then he drew the heroin off the floor with telekinesis and let it fall into an empty wineglass on the coffee table. Gathering up the syringes and the rest of the drug paraphernalia, he placed them on the table next to the narcotic. Then he calmly stripped the wrapping away from one of the syringes and affixed a needle to the end.
 
* * *
 
Toby stood with his head against Nick’s front door for an entire minute, waiting to see if his brother would come after him. Finally, he sighed and walked down the front steps, reaching into his pocket for his sat-phone. He dialed Scott’s number and waited for the Journeyman to pick up. “You were right, Scott. The stash was exactly where you said it would be hidden.” He listened to Scott’s question. “No, it’s worse. It was heroin. Yeah, I know. I’ll see you when I get there.”
 
* * *
 
Scott hung up and turned to the others in the living room of the Los Angeles hotel suite they had booked for the night. “He graduated to heroin.”
“Shit.” Rory slumped in his seat.
Lorcan’s eyes were hard. “He won’t give it up willingly.”
“Then we need a better plan,” said Ana. “We can’t let this go on.”
“He’s ready to sacrifice anything for the sake of his habit, guys,” said Scott.
“Maybe,” Takeshi said as he wearily got to his feet. “But ‘anything’ isn’t the same as ‘anyone’.”
Ana stood as well. “It will be ugly, Take. Are you sure you want to do this?”
“It has to be done if we want to put this behind us,” Take said, bitterly.
“Then we have to follow the plan and work together,” said Lorcan, understanding the subtext perfectly. “We have maybe an hour or two before Toby makes it back here; that’s our window of opportunity. We have a script to follow, so let’s get moving.”
 
* * *
 
Nick was floating, alone in the darkness, reveling in the perfect stillness. Then the euphoric high evaporated and he crashed back to earth. Snapping his eyes open, he found himself sitting on his couch, one end of Ana’s staff resting on his left shoulder. Then he looked into her eyes and realized that it wasn’t Anaba he was facing.
Fire drew back the heel of her staff and rested it on the ground. Air and Water regarded him from either side of her, and Earth stood behind them, his arms crossed.
“Nicholas Magister Luscian,” said Earth, “we wish to speak to you rationally, so we hope you understand why we have scrubbed the poison from your mind.”
Nick regarded the Four Winds with a sour expression. “Whatever. There’s more where that came from.”
“Is this the road you wish to walk, brother?” asked Water.
“Is there truly nothing left in your life worth saving?” asked Air.
Nick glared at them defiantly. “No, nothing. You’re wasting your time. Now get out.”
“If friendship means so little to you, what about family?” asked Fire.
“You allowed your brother to see what you have become, Nicholas,” Air berated him. “You stripped away a portion of his innocence. For what?”
Nick swallowed. “Toby’s a big boy. He can handle a little truth about the real world.”
The Four Winds smiled at him, wearing identical expressions of triumph, and Nick realized he had walked into a trap. Fire lifted her staff and the air rippled between them, roiling with colors that stabilized into the image of a nondescript hotel room. Toby was sitting at a table with Lorcan seated across from him.
“So, Lorcan,” asked Toby, “Nick has told me a lot about Rory—how the two of them became friends—but he never mentioned you.” He sighed. “Not that he’s been a paragon of honesty lately, but how do you fit into all of this? Do you work with the band?”
Lorcan sipped at his glass of Tiamat. “We met when Nick was on tour a few years ago in Europe, and then we ran into each other again while we were working.” Lorcan shrugged. “We’ve been sleeping together for over a year.”
Toby spat his liquor on the table in shock, coughing.
“What the hell is he doing?” screamed Nick.
“Telling your family the truth,” said Earth. “You said he could handle it.”
“Wow,” Toby said, once he could talk again, still onscreen. “I knew Nick had some experience with the other team, but I never met anyone he was, um, attached to.”
“There’s a lot you haven’t heard about Nick,” suggested Lorcan. “How much do you want to know?”
Toby scowled. “I want to know what was so terrible that he would throw away his entire career and flush his life down the toilet for the sake of the needle. Can you tell me that?”
“Yes,” Lorcan said softly. “Yes, I can.”
Toby nodded impatiently and crossed his arms on the table. “Tell me everything.”
“NO!” yelled Nick, leaping to his feet, fangs and talons extended.
Water calmly kicked the coffee table into his legs, causing the Daywalker to fall heavily over the table onto the floor.
The image dissolved into the air as Fire lowered her staff.
“Soon he will see your true face, Nicholas,” said Air. “What do you think he’ll say?”
“Damn you all!” yelled Nick, climbing to his feet. “Leave him alone! He doesn’t need to know!”
“Yes, he does,” said Water. “Or at least he will, after Lorcan drops his shields and exposes him to the Red Wind.”
Nick went perfectly still. “He’s latent?” he whispered.
Water nodded. “We tested him before he came to see you this afternoon, brother. By tomorrow, he will have opened his eyes to the real world, as it truly is. Will he thank you for the insight?”
Nick shivered and took two steps forward. Wrapping his hands in Scott’s shirt, he said in a broken voice, “Scotty, please don’t do this. Please! Don’t make him into a monster just to spite me. I’m not worth it.”
Air’s expression turned brutally cold. “Beg us.”
Nick blinked. “What?”
“Get on your knees and beg us for your brother’s innocence,” Earth said.
“Prove to us that his life has value to you, and we will spare it,” said Fire.
Slowly, carefully, Nick lowered himself to his knees and clasped his hands before him. “Please. I’ll do anything you ask, just let him go. He doesn’t deserve to be forced into being like us.” His heart pounded wildly as he searched the Winds’ faces for an answer.
Water knelt before him, so that their eyes met. “You lied, brother.”
Nick stared at him. “What?”
Air smiled kindly. “You said there was nothing in your life worth saving.”
Fire raised her staff again, and the window reformed, showing Lorcan and Toby sitting at the table, talking. Lorcan stood when he heard the sound of a key turning in the lock and then snapped his fingers. The image of Toby flashed white and shattered into opalescent fragments, which evaporated as they fell to the floor. Then the door opened and the real Toby walked into the hotel room. He peered around at the otherwise empty suite and frowned. “Where did the others go?”
“They went to get Nick,” Lorcan told him. “We decided you were right. We need to do something. Are you up for an intervention?”
Toby’s eyes lit up and he grinned. “Damn right.”
The screen faded again as Air leaned forward through the space where the image had been. “The simulacrum was only to make a point, but who can say whether he will be safe without you to shield him?”
“We have respected your wishes and not tested him for latency, but he remains at risk,” said Earth. “As does your sister. Will you honor your promise?”
From where he knelt, Nick turned his gaze to each of them in turn. “What promise?”
“You said you would do anything we asked, brother.” Water stood again. “We ask only that you stop destroying yourself and live again; if not for your own sake, then for theirs. Who will protect them from the darkness, if not you?”
“I can’t.” Nick’s voice shook. “I’m not strong enough.”
Air came forward, and his expression changed as he withdrew from the Wind link, leaving only Rory. “Then we’ll do it together, Nicholas. I’ll be beside you every step of the way. All you have to do is ask.”
Nick shivered. “I don’t know if I can.”
Rory extended his uncovered right hand, illuminating the room with the light of the cross brand in his palm. “Try.”
Nick lifted his eyes to meet the Redeemer’s for a long moment. Then, hesitantly, he reached out and took the proffered hand.
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CHAPTER 58
 
August 2039; Court of Shadows Council Chamber Complex, Alexandria, Egypt; The next week
“So it was a failed assassination attempt.” Aleksei frowned at Lorcan. “By whom?”
“Unknown, my Lord. But Nicholas appears to have recovered from the ordeal.” Lorcan kept his tone carefully neutral.
“Very good.” Aleksei regarded the floating head of Kukiko, still pristinely preserved in its jar. “He seemed to have potential. It would have been unfortunate to lose such a useful resource. From your reports, I see you have used the episode to ingratiate yourself with his allies. I am impressed, Lorcan. A lesser spy might have allowed the opportunity to pass him by.”
Lorcan smiled. “My Lord Imperator, I also am a useful resource.”
Aleksei cocked his head in amusement at Lorcan’s arrogance. “Lorcan, you might actually live up to your Master’s admiration. I thought Brion was exaggerating your skill.”
Lorcan bowed. “Thank you, my Lord. How do you wish me to proceed?”
“Continue as before. You play the role of the concerned lover well, if my reports are accurate.” Aleksei smiled. “Maintain the charade as long as possible, and pass me whatever intelligence you can gather from Nicholas and his circle of allies. You are one of them now, Lorcan, for all intents and purposes. Until the time comes for us to strike, you will remain our eyes and ears within the Armistice.”
Lorcan bowed again. “Your will, Master.”
“You are excused, Lorcan.”
As the door closed behind Lorcan, the Night’s Herald appeared from behind her shroud, her sword unsheathed. “Master, it would be a mistake to trust him. His devotion to Nicholas may be his true face, not merely a role that he plays.”
Aleksei nodded. “To be sure. But until we know for certain, he will continue to pass us information to maintain his deception, whichever side he intends to betray. In the end, Lorcan will serve his purpose, one way or another.”
 
August 2039; Hollywood Hills, Los Angeles, California
Nick padded silently through his deserted house, the night sky showing through the bare windows. It seemed only an empty shell now that the furnishings had all been packed up for shipment to his new home in North Carolina, where he was due to start the treatment program Rory had organized. My life ended twice in this room, he reflected, turning to look at the far wall, where Luscian had crucified his body after torturing him to death. Then he dropped his gaze to where he had knelt when he begged for his brother’s life. Death and resurrection.
How many more second chances will I be offered before fate casts me into the sunrise for real?
The fake intervention had satisfied Toby, and had allowed the others to vent their anger once they withdrew from the Wind link and their normal personalities reemerged. It had also given Nick a lot to think about. He still didn’t know if he could face eternity with the memory of his two—no, three—encounters with death ever present in his mind, but for the moment, he was willing to make the attempt.
Rory walked up behind him and laid a hand on his shoulder. “They’ve loaded the last of the boxes. We can leave whenever you’re ready.”
Nick nodded, saying nothing.
“I remember when you bought this place.” Rory indicated the empty walls. “You were so proud. It was the first thing you did when you got your advance on the fourth album, before the royalties started pouring in. You were so innocent, I thought. The way I was before Jiao-long or the Gift.” He faced Nick. “I don’t think I ever told you how much it meant to me, that night we spent after the Christmas party. You gave me someone to care about again—a window into the world I left behind.”
“I was so young,” Nick said, tracing the faint lines that marked where the pictures of his family and friends had hung. In his perfect memory, he could see their faces smiling at him. “I was alone on top of my world, and so were you.” He lifted his gaze to meet Rory’s eyes. “I never told you how much that night meant to me either. Despite all the darkness that came after, just for a moment maybe we saved each other.”
“Nick, we’ll get through this,” Rory said, wrapping his arms around Nick. “You just have to have faith, and trust in the people you love. We’re all behind you.”
Nick murmured in his ear. “I believe it.”
“Are you going to miss this place?”
Nick pulled away from Rory and studied the ghosts of memory that still haunted the room. “No.” Turning his back on the life he had led, Nick walked out of the room with Rory, side by side.
 
 



EPILOGUE
 
February 2042; Chapel Hill, North Carolina
The game was tied, vampires vs. Sentinels. Nick’s husband Jeremy tossed the basketball in the air and quickly ducked out of the way to sit on the sidelines with Sike and Michelle. Nick caught the ball and passed to Rory who dribbled it between his feet as Layla and Rafael went for the goal. Ana and Scott immediately split up to cover them, and Takeshi tried to snatch the ball from his lover’s hands. Rory jumped over him and tried to pass the ball back to Nick, but the ball changed direction in mid-air and flew to Toby’s hands.
The Fire Sentinel tapped his Gift for speed and blurred toward the opposite goal, but Rory teleported ahead of him to cover the basket. Toby passed to Scott, who ducked around Rory and lifted the ball over the goal, his arms lengthening as he dropped the ball into the basket. When it touched the rim of the goal, however, the ball shattered into iridescent shards and evaporated.
Everyone stopped then, frozen in shock, before turning to face Nick at the other side of the court, holding the real ball. The Daywalker grinned and casually tossed the ball into the goal. “And that, ladies and gentlemen, is how the game is played.”
Sike laughed and took another sip of his beer. “If the humans could see you guys now, well, they’d probably be just as awestruck.”
Jeremy tapped his beer against Sike’s. “They’d certainly make some cool cash as ringers.”
Toby draped his arm over Layla’s shoulders. “See, I told you you’d enjoy it.”
Layla attempted to give him a look of disdain, but then gave up and grinned. “Who knew your ideas weren’t all insane?”
Nick snorted. “Not me.” He dug a beer out of the cooler. “Any pepperoni left?”
Jeremy handed him a pizza box. “Don’t I always save you some?”
Nick reached in and grabbed a slice. “Bless you, Leshir. I knew I kept you around for a reason.”
Jeremy was about to reply when the perimeter ward chimed twice, announcing a visitor with access privileges. Everyone turned to face the backyard gate as Claire Jameson opened the door and walked onto the court holding a manila folder.
Nick and Toby stepped forward to meet her, their faces showing identical expressions of concern. Nick spoke first. “Hi, Mom. I thought you were supposed to be in California.”
“Is something wrong?” Toby asked.
“The Armistice Security garrison in Los Angeles did me a favor and jumped me to the local chapterhouse here,” Claire said. She hesitated as she chose her next words. “Boys, there’s something we need to talk about in private.”
Nick headed for the glass doors leading back into the house. “Sure. Let’s go inside.”
The three of them entered Nick’s house, and Toby closed the glass doors behind them. “What’s going on, Mom?” Toby asked.
“Nick, do you remember when your father died?”
Nick stiffened. “Of course. I was on tour, but I came home as soon as you called me.”
“Do you remember me asking you to watch Toby and Faith when I went to the reading of the will?”
“I didn’t want to go anyway. It felt morbid.”
She sighed. “There was a specific bequest he made the night he died. At the time, I didn’t understand what he meant, and there were so many arrangements to make with the funeral, that it slipped my mind afterward. I only discovered it again when I was going through his things to find his watch for your wedding.”
Nick glanced down at the heavy mechanical timepiece on his wrist. “Mom, that was two months ago.”
“I know, and I’m sorry. But it was just so unexpected that I couldn’t accept it. I debated whether to tell you since then, and I finally decided that it was your right to know.” She opened the manila folder and pulled out a yellowed business-sized envelope. “He left this for the two of you.”
Nick took it from her hand, and froze. Toby stepped to his aide and read what was written on the envelope.
 
To my sons, for when they open their eyes.
 
Nick lifted his eyes to pin his mother with a shocked look. “He was a Sentinel?”
Claire sat in Nick’s armchair. “It looks that way. I haven’t been able to open the envelope.”
“It’s been spell-locked,” Toby said. He reached out and tapped his fingers on the brittle paper, and a glowing sigil appeared over the seam, then faded. Nick broke the crumbling seal and drew out two sheets of paper covered with their father’s handwriting.
In Arcolin.
The two of them said nothing as they read the letter.
 
Boys,
 
If you’re reading this then I must not have made it back. Damn the Triumvirate’s black hearts for drafting me into service, but I suppose I can’t blame them. They needed as many Fire Sentinels as they could get to try and seal the borders before the Court attacked. If they’d given me a choice, I would have refused, for your sakes. But, if you’re reading this, then you’ve opened your eyes, as I always knew you would, and you understand that sometimes there is no choice.
I did everything I could to shield our family from the world I left behind, but some doors just won’t close. You’re Sentinels now, and that means I failed. It’s a father’s duty to protect his family, but it’s also his duty to prepare his children for the life they must lead. The life of a Sentinel is a lonely, bleak existence, and dying in the line of duty is scant comfort at the end of a long life of denial.
Don’t make the same mistakes as I did. Live your lives, and be happy. But don’t ever think you can escape your duty. If you ever think you’re out, then it’s an illusion, and the truth is always better than any illusion. I learned that from my friend, Antonio. He chose duty. I chose family. And both of us died for the cause in the end.
I’m sorry I wasn’t there to teach you this last lesson in person, but I only just now learned it myself. Take care of your mother and your sister. They may not be part of your world, but you’re part of theirs. Live in both worlds, and you won’t die alone, as so many of us do.
So live.
 
My name is Sentinel Edgar Francis Jameson,
and my words are true.
 
Nick handed the letter to Toby and walked back to the glass doors, looking out at his friends, who had become his family. He listened as Toby translated the letter for their mother. Then he slammed the doors open hard enough that the glass shattered in the frame. Everyone on the basketball court turned to stare at him as he stalked out into the backyard, his vampire senses fully open.
“My father was a Sentinel.”
He saw Layla’s shields strengthen quite clearly, but both Ana and Take appeared unsurprised. Of the metahumans, only Rory, Rafael, and Scott seemed genuinely shocked. Behind him, he heard Toby and Claire follow him outside. “He died 2024, apparently during a Triumvirate operation. How many of you knew?”
“I knew,” Takeshi said.
Ana’s answer was surprisingly matter-of-fact. “I created the simulacrum that we planted in your house after he died.”
“I take it he didn’t die of a heart attack, then?” Toby asked, his voice heavy with sarcasm.
“He died a hero,” Layla said. “He blocked an attempt by the Inquisition to blow up one of the power stations with a Radiant Burn, the night the coastal defense grid went online. His actions saved an entire city of innocent lives. But he was caught in the Burn, and there was nothing left for Sean to resurrect.”
Rory paled. “Edgar Jameson? He was your father?” He turned to Takeshi. “How long have you known who he was?”
“I spoke to him after Antonio died.”
Rory just stared at him.
“I researched him thoroughly when I planned my move against Antonio Martinez,” Layla said. “In the end, he seemed like too much trouble to use as bait.”
Takeshi gave her a sour look. “So you used Nick instead.”
Nick raised his head at that. “What do you mean, she used me?”
Layla met his gaze. “I held you hostage to force Antonio to surrender. It’s how I captured him. I knew he owed your father a debt of honor for saving him from the Radiant Burn at the battle in Alexandria, so it was reasonable that he would feel obligated to ransom you.”
Toby exhaled sharply. “Dad was at Alexandria?”
“He and Antonio were the only survivors of the first-strike team,” Take answered.
Nick was seething with rage. “And why am I only finding this out now?”
“I wiped your memory when I let you go,” Layla said. “There was no reason to raise these issues again.”
“And if he had wanted you to know, then he would have told you,” Take said.
Nick jabbed his finger at Layla, Take, and Ana in turn. “The three of you, get out of my house. I can’t stand to look at you.”
Take and Ana stood and walked toward the gate. Layla followed them, but stopped momentarily to look at Toby. “Are you all right?”
Toby shook his head. “Not right now. But I will be. I’ll talk to you later.”
Layla nodded, then walked away.
Nick turned to stare at Toby. “You’re going to let her off the hook? Just like that?”
Toby shrugged. “It was Dad’s secret. He could have told us himself, instead of writing us a damn letter from the grave. I don’t blame her for not bringing it up.” He handed the letter to Nick and led his mother back in the house.
Nick faced his remaining friends. “The rest of you can leave now as well. The party’s over.”
Nick sat in one of the chairs at the edge of the court and stared at the letter in his hands, the last words from his father.
“Can I see that?”
Nick looked up to see that everyone had cleared out with the exception of Jeremy and Scott. “Sorry, what?”
“Can I read the letter?” Scott asked, again. “If you don’t mind.”
Nick looked down at the narrow Arcolin pictograms and felt numb. “Sure, Scotty. Take a look.”
Scott flipped through the pages, then handed them to Jeremy who settled in to read. “Your father was a smart man.”
Nick lifted his head to stare at his best friend and dyad brother in amazement. “How do you figure that? He kept us in the dark his entire life.”
“He tried to protect you both, even though he knew he would fail. For the longest time, I thought I could protect my family from my job as a Sentinel. You remember the lengths I went to in order to deceive them about what I actually do. Then you outed us all at Los Angeles and everything changed.” Scott sighed. “My son used to call me the Music Man, a place in his life I built for myself, something to be proud of. Now he calls me the Wolfman, and I think it’s his way of trying to be less afraid of me.”
Nick squeezed Scott’s arm. “You’re a good father, in an impossible situation.”
“But if it weren’t for Los Angeles, Peter might have been the one reading this letter after I died. What you’re feeling now is the reaction he would have had, learning of my double life. I doubt I’d come off as a very sympathetic figure.”
“All of that is over, now, Scotty. You can tell him the truth, as much as he can handle.”
“And what do I say to my next child? Do I tell her my secrets from the beginning, or try to shield her as long as I can from the horror that’s part of what we are?”
“That’s a tough one, but it’s not something you have to think about right now.”
“Michelle is pregnant.”
“Oh.”
“Forgive your father for lying, Nick. Otherwise, how am I going to sleep at night knowing that this is what I have to look forward to?” Scott walked back to the teleport gateway in the living room, skirting the broken glass, and jumped away.
Nick sighed and turned to Jeremy. “Do you agree with him? Am I being childish?”
Jeremy folded the letter up and slid it back into its envelope. “Nicholas, ask yourself what you were thinking, the first time you accepted honor combat without telling me that I was the challenged party.”
Nick closed his eyes and slumped in his chair. “That I would do anything it took to protect your life, even if it cost me your love in the end.”
“Sound familiar?”
Nick slowly exhaled a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding, and felt some of his tension ease. “I wish I had known. So many things could have been different between us if I had truly understood what he was trying to protect me from.”
“Magic requires sacrifice. He let that part of your relationship go to raise you as a human child. That was a choice, which he made for you. But not a blind choice. This letter just goes to show he knew it would all come back to him in the end, and it sounds like he was prepared to accept the consequences, even if you ended up hating him.”
“I don’t hate him,” Nick said. He lifted his head to meet Jeremy’s gaze, and his eyes were bright red with unshed tears of blood. “I miss him so much.”
Jeremy stood from his chair and came to stand next to Nick. “You can argue his choices, but you can’t argue that he made them with your welfare in mind. So you were ignorant of much of what he could have taught you. At least you had the part of him that he could safely share with you, and you were a family. Some people will never have that.” Jeremy spun his wedding band on his left ring finger. “I never had that, growing up.”
“Leshir, I’m sorry. I know you grew up alone.”
“That’s not the point, Nick. I was alone in every sense until the day you touched the focus in my hand, and I realized everything I had ever wanted was right in front of me, just out of reach. I never dreamed that you would ever love me back.”
Nick reached out and enfolded his lover in his arms. “Jeremy Kenneth Harkness Jameson, you have a family now. We may be a bunch of psychopaths on occasion, but we all love you. You’ll never have to be alone again.”
“I know. But I also know you very well, and I can say with some degree of confidence that if it was your son who was growing up latent, you would have done exactly the same thing.”
Nick said nothing, merely stood, and held his hand out to Jeremy. Jeremy clasped his hand, and the Daywalker jumped them away, back to their residence in Anchorpoint City.
Behind them, unnoticed, the letter lay on the table where Jeremy had left it.
Forgotten and forgiven.
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GLOSSARY
 
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
 
THE SENTINEL HIERARCHY:
The Four Winds: Leaders of the Sentinel race
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 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 demonic power of the lower planes, creator of the Nightwalkers via the Pact Arcanum
The White Wind: An angelic 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 Crown of Souls: A spiritual prison created by Luscian Firstborn via the Pact Arcanum that permanently enslaves the souls of beings killed by the artifact sword Reaper in order to augment the wielder’s mystical strength
 
THE NIGHTWALKER HIERARCHY:
The Court of Shadows: Leaders of the Nightwalker Race
Imperator: Adjudicator between Houses, called the Huntmaster
Night’s Herald: Spymaster, leader of the Inquisition
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
Consul: Senior Councilor
Praetor: Senior Diplomat
 
Notable Houses and Territories:
House Talizered: Russia
House Jiao-long: Western United States, China
House Curallorn: Eastern United States
House Luscian: France, Ukraine
House Daviroquir: United Kingdom, excluding Ireland
House Diluthical: Ireland
House Tervilant: Spain, Portugal
House Sojosten: Japan
 



THE PRINCIPAL CAST
 
The Mortals:
Antonio Martinez: The Wind of Fire
Edgar Jameson: Fire Sentinel
Takeshi Nakamura (Nightfall)
Anaba Nizhoni (Nightfall)
Sean Rory Brennigan (Nightfall)
Nicholas Jameson (The Journeymen): Elder son of Edgar Jameson
Tobias Jameson: Younger son of Edgar Jameson
Scott Phillips (The Journeymen)
 
The Immortals:
Aleksei Magister Talizered: The Prince of Vengeance
Liang Primogenitor Jiao-long
Layla Magister Curallorn: Nemesis, the Prince of Wrath
Jiao-long Firstborn: The Serpent, the Prince of Sorrows
Imperator Luscian Firstborn: Soulkiller, the Eldest, the Prince of Nightmares, Founder of the Court of Shadows
Lorcan Consul Diluthical
Kukiko Consul Sojosten
 
 



TIMELINE
 
1504    Lorcan born
1525    Lorcan turned
1601    Connor dies
1993    Rory, Takeshi, Anaba born
2001    Scott born
2003    Nick born
2008    Sentinel assault on Court of Shadows defeated
2015    Nightfall kindles
2016    Toby born
2020    Rory turned by Jiao-long Firstborn, the Pact Arcanum
2021    Armistice Declaration signed
2023    Anaba develops recursion drive, Armistice space program established
2024    North American coastal defense barrier established
2026    The Citadel founded
2030    Spacer Guild established
2032    Nick and Rory meet at Christmas party and renew friendship
2033    Nick turned by Luscian Firstborn, the Burning
2034    Scott kindles, Nick meets Lorcan
2038    Lorcan appointed Court Ambassador to the Triumvirate Council
2039    Nick appointed Triumvirate Ambassador to the Court of Shadows
2040    Los Angeles incident
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