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PART I:  REVELATIONS
 



CHAPTER 1
 
January 2040; Los Angeles, California
Everything seemed set for a celebration, whoever would be the victor. The award ceremony was widely televised, and people were actually tuning in this year because the outcome of the contest for Best Picture was a matter of contentious debate. The viewers watched the celebrities strut down the red carpet in their jewels and finery, the ladies’ colorful gowns forming a rich kaleidoscope that contrasted with the more somber styles of the men’s tuxedos.
Stars gathered under the refracted light of the chandelier in the center of the theater. Its multitude of angular crystals made the light dazzle and dance as it rotated, burnishing the curtains that concealed the stage and illuminating the azure and gold scrollwork that ran down the walls.
Jeremy Harkness noted all this on his television handset as he followed the rest of his team backstage. Ignored by everyone else, who thought him just another stagehand, he was conscious of the holstered pistol on his belt, covered by his loose shirt. If everything went to plan, Alpha team would have already secured the television control room. He glanced at Medusa. A middle-aged woman in a dark gray suit, she stood apart, calm and collected as always. Soon enough they would make their move, and his team would be front and center to secure the stage.
Under cover of the strident music, Gamma team pushed aside the risers for the final presentation and maneuvered the forklift into the open space. So far, everything was going by the numbers. Jeremy turned his attention back to the miniature television monitor in his hand. Timing was everything. It was his job to give the signal that would ultimately set the plan in motion.
As the final announcement of the ceremony approached, the shimmering curtains framed a holographic virtual screen that appeared over the stage. A hush fell over the audience. The dramatic music ceased. Glittering celebrities leaned forward in their seats as they watched clips of the nominees projected in midair.
After the final clip, Gavin St. Cloud, one of the hottest actors of his generation and the previous year’s Best Actor, stepped forward to the lectern.
“Are you ready?” he asked with a smile, picking up the white parchment envelope to a smattering of applause. He grinned wider. “I said, are you ready?” The applause came again, louder this time.
Jeremy signaled to the others, who pulled on their masks and drew their weapons as Medusa stepped up to the second curtain and waited.
On his monitor, he watched the actor tear open the sealed envelope and pull a printed white card from within. As St. Cloud faced the cameras and dropped his gaze to read, Jeremy signaled again. Medusa stepped out onto the stage in full view of the cameras, her combat shotgun in hand. Striding up behind the unsuspecting actor, who was milking the announcement for every last drop of suspense, she clubbed him over the head and he dropped, writhing, to the floor. Ignoring the gasps and screams of the audience, Medusa calmly beat him into unconsciousness with the stock of her weapon.
Jeremy snapped his fingers and followed his team onto the stage, his machine gun hanging from its strap. Two of the men from Beta team grabbed the unconscious actor by his limp arms and legs and dragged him off. Noting the appearance of more armed men at the exits, Jeremy and the rest of the team stood guard over their leader as she adjusted the microphone headset she wore over her close-cropped salt-and-pepper hair.
She fired her weapon in the air. “Silence!”
The celebrities paused, rigid with fear.
“Ladies and gentlemen, you may call me Medusa. Currently, my people have weapons trained on all the access points to the building, and this room in particular, as well as the television control room. I am now in complete control of your lives.” She signaled to her team in the control room.
The curtain behind her rose, revealing the forklift at center stage. It carried a white metal cylinder about four feet long and eighteen inches wide.
“The object before you is a nuclear bomb controlled by this remote.” She raised her right forearm, revealing a metal box strapped to her wrist. “I am prepared to detonate this device if my demands are not met. I hereby invite a single representative of the government to enter the building and inspect the bomb, just to demonstrate that I mean business. This invitation is good for one hour. I will issue my demands at that time. You should all get comfortable. None of you are going anywhere for a while.”
Jeremy watched the celebrities wilt in their seats, any thought of resistance cowed by Delta team covering the exits and even more armed men spreading out down the red-carpeted aisles. An actress in a red gown caught his eye; she clung to her husband in fear, real tears washing mascara down her face. Ironic, he thought. She had just received an award recognizing her impressive portrayal of a woman renowned for bravery in battle. I guess you never know what your limits are until you’re tested. Jeremy held his weapon at the ready, but inwardly he was calm, relaxed even, as he settled in to wait. The dice had been rolled. It was only a matter of time before the gamble paid off.
Thirty minutes later, Medusa still stood silently at the lectern, the shotgun cradled against her right shoulder. Gamma team, reassigned to perimeter duty, stepped onto the stage, leading a tall man in a navy blue suit. Medusa looked him up and down. Then she pulled the microphone free of the lectern and pointed it at the newcomer. “Tell the folks at home who you are.”
“Agent Jeffries of the Los Angeles branch of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. I am here to evaluate the nuclear threat.” The agent’s voice was calm and controlled.
Medusa waved at the bomb. “Be my guest, Agent.” Beta team escorted the agent to the white cylinder and pulled back the metal casing so he could view the compact, intricate workings. Taking no chances, Jeremy kept his weapon trained on the agent the entire time the man examined the weapon’s components.
“Do you believe me, Agent Jeffries?” she asked.
“It looks authentic,” he said in a noncommittal tone.
Medusa snorted. “Proof can be easily provided, Agent, but you really wouldn’t like it. Are you prepared to hear my demands?”
“I am.”
She smiled. “It has come to my attention that the United States government has secretly developed a new ground-launched cruise missile system suitable for nuclear deployment, in clear violation of our arms reduction treaties. I demand the United States acknowledge the existence of this illegal weapons program and make ready to turn the prototype delivery vehicle and projectiles over to a more responsible party for safekeeping.”
The agent stared owlishly at her as she turned the microphone on him. Finally, he blinked away his surprise and answered, “I have no knowledge of the weapon you describe. Even if it were real, I find it hard to believe that it would have come to anyone’s attention.”
Medusa gave a bark of laughter. “Oh, I assure you I am quite capable, Agent. I am also an honorable patriot. Therefore, I have decided to give the Daniels Administration the chance to come clean of its own accord.” She pointed her shotgun at the bomb. “Naturally, I needed to offer some incentive. It wasn’t that hard to put the right people in place to acquire the warhead from our outdated stockpiles. Now, I assure you that the weapons program exists. What are you going to do about it?”
Agent Jeffries watched her through narrowed eyes. “Suppose it does exist, and the government confirms it. What will you do?”
Medusa shrugged. “Once the weapon platform is safely in my hands, I will simply leave and take the bomb with me. Relatively simple, really.”
“Safely in your hands?” Agent Jeffries straightened up and his voice was cold.
“I will take possession of the missile launcher, Agent. You will bring it to me here, and my men and I will dispose of it to my satisfaction.” The terrorist’s smile grew wider. “Until then, consider the bomb my insurance policy against your inevitable attempt at betrayal.”
Agent Jeffries stared at her, stunned by her brazen request. “You want us to give you a missile launcher? I’m afraid that is quite unlikely.”
Medusa casually let the barrel of her shotgun drop to point at the agent as she checked her watch. “Then the city is going to die. That missile platform will be destroyed one way or another, Agent. You have twenty-two minutes left before my original deadline. If I do not receive confirmation of the disclosure within that time, I will detonate the bomb. I will graciously allow you another two hours after the deadline for actual delivery of the launch vehicle from its current location at the Los Angeles Air Force Base.” She waved her people forward. “My men will see you out, so you can communicate with your superiors.”
Gamma team escorted Agent Jeffries from the stage.
A high-pitched chime sounded throughout the hall and Medusa hesitated, trying to pinpoint the source of the noise. Behind his gauze mask, Jeremy frowned. Something was not going according to plan. A bright light flashed to his left and coalesced into the shape of a fair-skinned blond man about thirty years old who stood on the stage a few yards away from Medusa. He was dressed casually in a short-sleeved white linen shirt, blue jeans, and sneakers. Jeremy lowered his weapon into position to cover the intruder while the rest of Beta team surrounded him.
The man raised his hands calmly. “Peace, Medusa. I am not here to hurt you.” His voice echoed through the hall, perfectly relayed by the audio system even though he didn’t have a microphone.
“Who the hell are you?” asked Medusa, her composure slipping momentarily.
He dropped his hands, meeting her eyes with casual arrogance. “My name is Nicholas Magister Luscian, but feel free to call me Nick if it will help you relax.” He nodded amiably at the armed men that surrounded him. “I assure you I am no threat to you at this time. I am constrained by law from interfering in your operation.”
“How did you get in here?” she barked.
“Phased dimensional manipulation, otherwise known as class three teleportation.” Nick grinned at her. “And I came because I was invited.”
“Teleportation.” Medusa stepped closer, her show of temper ruthlessly suppressed and her shotgun never wavering from its target. “An interesting claim. I don’t know who you think you are or how you got past my men, but I know you weren’t invited.”
Nick crossed his arms over his chest, completely at ease as he ignored the weapons pointed at him. If this guy weren’t screwing up months of planning, Jeremy would have admired his self-possession. He had to admit that Nick cut an impressive figure, standing tall and unconcerned in a forest of machine guns, even if he was dressed to go bar hopping.
“Actually, I was. You issued an invitation for a single government representative to enter and inspect the bomb. You didn’t specify which government.” Jeremy stared at him through the thin layer of gauze. What the hell was that supposed to mean?
Nick glanced at him, as if he had heard Jeremy’s unspoken question, and then proceeded to answer it. “There are four national governments in North America: the United States, Canada, Mexico, and the Triumvirate Council. I am here on the Council’s behalf to evaluate the nuclear threat. You let the Americans have a look—now it’s our turn.”
Medusa regarded him coolly, but Jeremy could see her curiosity was piqued. Shit. She never let go of a problem when it sparked her interest. It was what made her such a gifted intelligence analyst, but it was only going to serve as a distraction here. “What exactly is the Triumvirate Council?” she asked.
“The Triumvirate rules over the Free People of North America and keeps the peace.” Nick maintained eye contact with Medusa, ignoring Jeremy and the rest of his men. “Generally speaking, our laws require us to leave your people alone to clean up your own messes, but this time, since you’ve placed a significant number of our own people at risk, the Council has chosen to intervene up to the stated limits of your invitation.”
Medusa smiled, amused despite herself. “And who do you mean by my people?”
Nick looked around at the armed men surrounding him. “The humans.”
Medusa laughed aloud. Turning to Jeremy, she commanded, “Get rid of him.”
Jeremy waved forward one of his largest men. The other terrorist let his weapon hang from its strap and stepped forward to grab Nick’s shoulder. Reaching up, Nick caught the man around the throat with one hand and casually lifted him off the floor. The rest of the men stepped back in surprise as their colleague choked, held firm in the intruder’s grasp.
Jeremy snapped out of his shock. “Keep your weapons on the target,” he ordered his men.
Nick turned to look at Medusa. “It’s against my honor to kill human beings, but I will cripple him without a second thought. Now why don’t you just let me do my job, and I will leave you to do yours?”
Medusa stared at her man, who was desperately trying to pry Nick’s fingers away from his windpipe. “Put him down.”
Nick dropped the man to the floor with a thud.
“The terms of your invitation were very specific, Medusa. Are you going to let me take a look at your bomb, or are you not so honorable after all?”
Medusa’s face reddened. “Fine. If that’s what it will take.”
Jeremy could see she was annoyed at the insult, but she was too smart to be baited. Whoever this guy was, they could control him until he could be disposed of.
Nick walked toward the metal cylinder, stopping a few feet away. Jeremy and three of his men followed, their weapons tracking his every movement.
“Rapier,” said Nick, “give me a tactical analysis of the device in front of me.”
A new voice echoed throughout the hall. “The device is a B83 thermonuclear weapon, estimated yield 1.2 megatons. It is primed to detonate by microwave remote control. Ground burst detonation will immediately destroy all artificial structures in a two-mile radius, with extensive damage to civilian buildings for several miles beyond that, followed by progressive destruction secondary to the ensuing thermal firestorm. The subsequent radioactive fallout will render the greater metropolitan area inimical to virtually all forms of life for at least three hundred years.”
“Projected casualties?”
“Estimated human casualties exceed three million deaths. Metahuman casualties are estimated at twenty thousand deaths.”
“Inform Armistice Security that the threat is credible and recommend immediate evacuation of all our people in the greater Los Angeles area.”
“Confirmed.”
Walking back to the front of the stage, he confronted Medusa. “Rapier seems to think you’re telling the truth.”
“Your partner must have a good view of the stage to be able to identify the weapon so precisely,” Medusa said, squinting into the shadows offstage. “Where is he hiding?”
“He’s not hiding. He’s right here. Introduce yourself, Rapier.”
“Greetings, Medusa,” said the voice. “I am Rapier, a third-generation artificial intelligence in contractual service to Nicholas Magister Luscian on behalf of Armistice Security. My function is to provide personal, administrative, and logistical support in his capacity as Triumvirate Council Ambassador to the Court of Shadows. My program is currently resident in a network of implanted cybernetic biocircuitry throughout the Ambassador’s body. My voice is generated by manipulation of the surrounding air to generate simulated sound, and I am transmitting the Ambassador’s voice and ambient sound directly to the local audio and television broadcast systems.”
As Rapier was speaking, Jeremy heard a faint whisper of sound, and then something changed. The colors of the room seemed too bright suddenly, and he felt the beginning of a migraine. Great. I haven’t had one of those in years. Why now? The noise level rose as the room filled with voices—too many to make out the words. He tried to focus on Medusa. I don’t have time for this. I have a job to do.
“Teleportation would be hard enough to swallow, without believing in AI.” Medusa snorted and glanced at her watch. “This has been a pleasant distraction, but you have now wasted eleven minutes of my time, and I am quite busy at the moment. I suggest you leave, or I will have you shot.”
“Nicholas,” said Rapier, “I am receiving a tactical update from Armistice Security being broadcast system-wide over the planetary communications grid. A level five emergency has been declared in the city of Los Angeles, California, subspecification: nuclear attack. Teleport evacuation of all Armistice personnel from the blast area will commence in ten seconds. Estimated time to complete evacuation is ninety seconds.”
Nick’s expression hardened. “Take me off the list, Rapier. I’ll be staying a little while longer.” He looked back at Medusa. “Just out of curiosity, what’s your real angle?”
She straightened a little. “My angle?”
“I know humans don’t need a reason to kill each other, though you’ve started to get more spectacular about it in recent decades.” Nick cocked his head. “But you knew the US government wouldn’t accede to your demands. Aren’t you even going to pretend to justify your actions?”
The terrorist stared at him in disbelief. “Are you mocking me?”
“A little,” Nick said without blinking. “I mean, you’ve gone to a lot of trouble to commit suicide and take millions of people with you. What’s your point?”
“I don’t answer to you, Boy.”
“Then who do you answer to?” Nick looked around at the armed men standing around him. “What about the rest of you? Are all of you so willing to spend your lives for nothing? Surely, you realize she intends to go through with it? She’s only held off this long to satisfy her own curiosity.”
Medusa laughed and gestured to her soldiers. “Don’t waste your breath, Nick. My men are deeply committed individuals. They know that we’re serving a higher purpose.”
As she spoke, just for a moment, Jeremy looked directly into her eyes. His awareness suddenly exploded—images and scenes he didn’t recognize but knew immediately to be true crowded together in his brain. He saw everything: from the present moment to the instant she first conceived the operation that had brought them here. Year upon year of memory unfolded before him in a heartbeat, and Jeremy finally understood just how completely he had been used.
“You unbelievable bitch!”
Nick and Medusa turned to face the interruption in surprise. Tossing his machine gun aside, Jeremy peeled off his mask and dropped it to the floor, revealing his pale skin and black hair. He stepped forward to stand between Nick and Medusa. “It’s all a lie, isn’t it?” he screamed at her. “We believed in you, and it’s all bullshit!”
The other armed men watched in confusion. Medusa’s backhand caught him by surprise, and he staggered.
“Get a hold of yourself, Harkness, and get back to your position!” she yelled.
Jeremy clenched his fists at his sides, his gray eyes blazing above the angry red mark on his cheek. “I can see what you are. You’ve been lying to us from the beginning! You said you were just going to threaten them, that the bomb was a last resort, but you planned to blow the city away right from the beginning, no matter what happened. This is all about revenge, that’s all!”
Medusa widened her eyes, and her face flushed. “You don’t know what you’re talking about, Harkness. Now shut your mouth and get back to your post!”
“Why didn’t you tell us about your family, then?” Jeremy asked. “The police killed them both, and now you’re just trying to make the city pay. There’s no noble cause here; there never was!”
Medusa turned white with rage and pointed her shotgun at Jeremy. “One more word and I will shoot you dead.”
“So kill me. But I won’t die for you.” Jeremy set his jaw defiantly. “My eyes are open, and I am not afraid.”
Medusa met his angry stare. “Fine. If that’s what you want.” She pulled the trigger just as Nick moved between them in a blur. The shotgun blast threw Nick backward into Jeremy’s chest, knocking both men to the floor.
Nick stood, his shirt now bright red and dripping. Jeremy watched in disbelief, unable to catch his breath as he lay on the floor.
“Stay down,” Nick said with a grim expression. He raised his clenched fist, and a bright orange light surrounded his hand. Then he hurled the ball of light at the bomb, which erupted in sparks.
Medusa screamed in rage before flipping open the remote on her arm and pressing the switch inside. Nothing happened. Howling, she shot Nick in the back.
Bright red stains bloomed across the back of his white shirt. Then he turned and snatched the gun out of his attacker’s hands, snapping it in half and tossing the pieces at Medusa’s feet. As she fumbled in her jacket for a handgun, Nick bent his knees and jumped backward, launching himself upward and into a graceful somersault in the air. As Jeremy watched, Nick came to rest about fifteen feet from her, suspended in the air about eight feet above the stage. Recovering from their shock, the rest of Medusa’s soldiers opened fire, but Nick ignored the bullets even as they struck him. His hands clasped in front of his body, Nick turned in a tight pirouette, spinning faster and faster as a tracery of brilliant lines blossomed around him, weaving itself into a cocoon of multicolored light. All at once, he stopped dead, facing the audience. He snapped his arms straight out from his sides, and the bubble of light expanded, washing over the terrorists still shooting at him. As the light touched them, they collapsed. The light continued to spread in a spherical wave until it eventually breached the confines of the room, armed men dropping like flies in its wake.
Jeremy lay where he was, huddled on the stage, untouched by whatever force had felled the others. Most of the audience, he saw, had snatched the opportunity to escape, trampling their erstwhile captors as they fled.
Nick lowered his arms to his sides and dropped to the floor. Walking to the front of the stage, he peered down at Medusa’s prone form and shook his head. Turning back to Jeremy, he held out his hand. “You can get up now.”
Jeremy scrambled to his feet, ignoring the proffered hand, and looked uncertainly around the stage at his fallen comrades. “Are they dead?”
“No. Just unconscious. Give them a few hours and they’ll all wake up with splitting headaches.” Nick pulled his shirt over his head and held it at arm’s length to inspect it, blood-soaked and full of holes. He sighed. “I really liked that shirt.” Balling it up, he then tossed it on top of the still-smoking bomb.
“How did you do that?” Jeremy stared at Nick in shock. “You’re covered in blood, but there’s not a mark on you.”
Nick shrugged. “I heal fast.” He scratched nonchalantly at his stomach. “But I’m not going to be able to go through a metal detector for a few days until I metabolize the bullets. I mean, damn, what are you people using? Steel-jacketed ammo?”
Jeremy nodded silently, his eyes seeking any sign of the bullet holes that should have riddled Nick’s chest.
“Ah, well then, make it a week.” Nick knit his fingers together, making a triangle out of his thumbs and index fingers. A soft green glow spread from his hands to envelop his body, then faded, leaving him standing fully clothed again, cleansed of bloodstains. He was now wearing white slacks tucked into white leather boots and a collarless, white, long-sleeved shirt with a Maltese cross embroidered over the right breast in silver thread, overlaid with three concentric circles in gold. “So, Harkness, is that your first name or your last?”
Jeremy continued to stare at him. “Last. My first name’s Jeremy.” He swallowed. “What are you?”
Nick smiled in approval. “That’s a good question, and probably the smartest thing you’ve said all day.” His eyes flickered to something unseen behind Jeremy. “Time to face the music.”
 
 



CHAPTER 2
 
The air behind Jeremy shimmered, and a third man appeared on the stage. He was dressed in a gray outfit, similar to Nick’s in design, and over the top wore a canvas vest embroidered with a logo—a blue sword surrounded by a circle half filled with white. Black leather bracers on his forearms each held a sheathed dagger. His wide, dark eyes silently expressed his amusement as his gaze raked over the fallen terrorists and the scorched bomb casing.
“Hello, Nicholas,” he said, and his chiseled features relaxed into a wide grin.
“Scott.” Nick gave him a crooked smile. “What brings you up here?”
Scott scratched idly at his chin. “Well, every gun-toting human for miles around just passed out. Your work, I believe?”
“Just something I’ve been working on.” Nick shrugged. “A souped-up version of standard Neural Shock, targeted at any human carrying gunpowder.”
“I figured that out as it passed me. Nice design. Well, after that, there didn’t seem to be any further need to keep out the Special Forces soldiers who were trying to storm the building, so I decided to see how you were getting along.” He nodded in Jeremy’s direction. “Looks like you missed one.”
“I thought I might need a witness.”
Scott’s voice hardened. “Is a witness really going to help your case, do you think?”
“That remains to be seen.”
“Why did you set the range so high? You knocked out police and soldiers all around the building, as well as the terrorists inside.”
“I didn’t have time to recalculate the parameters of the spell, so I had to stick with the original one-mile radius.” Nick’s voice was matter-of-fact.
Jeremy started at that, his gaze snapping from Scott’s face to Nick’s. “Spell?”
Scott ignored him. “You set it for a one-mile radius, with yourself at the center, and targeted it to incapacitate humans carrying firearms. What was it designed to do, take out an army?”
Nick was eloquently silent.
“I see.” Scott sighed. “Nick, I love you like a brother, but if I let you just walk out of here after this debacle, then they’ll hunt you down and kill you without mercy.”
“I know. Do what you have to do, Scotty.”
Scott was silent for a moment, lost in thought. “Quarrel,” he said finally, “bear witness.”
“Forensic recording enabled,” said another disembodied voice.
Scott stood straighter. “Armistice Security judicial proceeding initiated this time and date, Special Agent Scott Maxwell Phillips Consul Luscian presiding.” He looked at Nick. “Citizen, please state your full name for the record.”
“Nicholas Magister Luscian.”
“Nicholas Magister Luscian, the available evidence indicates you have engaged in multiple counts of the willful exercise of magic with hostile intent upon human beings without their consent. Do you challenge this interpretation of events?”
“No.”
“At the time of your actions, were you aware that they would constitute a class-one offense, punishable by immediate and final death?”
“Yes.”
“You are hereby charged with multiple counts of class-one breach of Armistice. Your unconditional surrender is required under article one of the Rules of Engagement.”
“I surrender.”
“The court finds sufficient evidence present to sustain a directed trial order of summary execution. Do you have anything to say in your defense before sentence is passed?”
Nick folded his arms and stood his ground. “I claim justification under article three of the Rules of Engagement.”
Scott scowled at him. “Acting in protection of life only applies to self-defense when your life is actually in danger. There is no weapon in this room sufficiently powerful to kill you, with the exception of the nuclear device itself, and you had ample opportunity to escape before detonation.”
“Not my life,” said Nick. He pointed at Jeremy, who watched with fascination. “I was protecting his.”
Scott glanced at Jeremy. “Article three doesn’t apply to defending humans.”
“He’s not human.”
Jeremy’s jaw dropped. “What?”
“I think he’s one of us. More specifically, I think he’s one of you,” Nick said.
Scott turned to Jeremy and scrutinized him. “I see no evidence of the Gift.”
“You’re looking in the wrong place.” Nick shook his head. “I believe his Gift has been silenced in favor of an alternate configuration.”
Scott’s eyebrows shot up. “The Celtic mutation?”
“So I believe.”
“Do you have any idea how long it’s been since the last confirmed case of the Celtic mutation coexisting with the full Gift?”
“Fourteen years.”
“And you think you found one of our Lost Brothers just in time to give you a pretext to prevent the massacre of the city of your birth? Isn’t that awfully convenient, Nick?”
Nick shrugged. “Coincidence.”
Scott gave him a calculating look. “Present your evidence.”
“While I was speaking to the terrorist leader, I conducted an active scan of all minds in the building in case an opportunity to intervene arose.” He looked at Jeremy. “A few seconds after I touched his mind, Jeremy demonstrated high-order telepathy. He performed a deep read on his leader, which revealed her true motivations—revenge for the murder of her family in a gang-related crossfire with police almost ten years ago. I had already independently verified that motive by my own deep read.”
Jeremy stared at him, eyes wide.
“His latent ability most likely responded to the direct touch of another mind,” said Scott, continuing to ignore Jeremy. “But telepathy is predominantly a function of human genetics and is not exclusive to those with access to the Gift, silenced or otherwise. The court dismisses your argument.”
Nick took a deep breath. “The Neural Shock spell I released was targeted at any human carrying a firearm. Jeremy is wearing a pistol on his hip.” All three men looked at the holstered weapon on Jeremy’s belt. “I did nothing to shield him from the spell, and he escaped its effects entirely.”
Scott considered that. “The court reserves judgment until such time as the parameters of the spell are reviewed in detail and an alternate explanation is excluded. Present your next argument.”
Nick met Scott’s eyes defiantly, straightening to his full six feet. “The last thing he did before the bullets started flying was quote the last line of the Words of Binding.”
Jeremy frowned. “What are you talking about?”
Scott pointed at him. “Please state your full name for the record.”
“What are the Words of Binding?”
“State your name, please,” Scott repeated.
“Jeremy Kenneth Harkness. What is he talking about?”
Scott spoke a few words in an unknown language, and then translated. “My eyes are open, and I am not afraid.”
Jeremy’s face paled and he clenched his fists at his sides. “That’s nothing.”
Scott stepped closer, maintaining eye contact. “They were the last words you were going to speak in your mortal life. Obviously, they have some meaning to you.”
Jeremy set his jaw. “It doesn’t matter.” The words are mine. No one can have them.
“My best friend is on trial for a capital crime, all because he saved your life. Don’t you think you owe it to him to be honest with me?”
Jeremy looked at Nick, who was watching him intently. It finally penetrated that he had come close to dying only a few minutes before. He sagged at the revelation, too shocked to censor his words. “It’s just a kid’s oath I made up, part of a game of make-believe I created in my head after my parents died. I never told anyone about it.”
“Will you tell me the rest of the oath?” asked Scott.
“No,” Jeremy spat.
“Because it means too much to you to share.” Scott’s voice was gentle. “Even if it was a kid’s oath. Even if it was just make-believe. It’s still vitally important to you, isn’t it?”
Jeremy said nothing, just scowled at him.
“Jeremy, I was born human, but I carried a powerful inherited magic called the Gift. It’s a hereditary spell woven into various bloodlines worldwide for tens of thousands of years. It only comes into its full power when inherited from both parents and then remains dormant until a very special set of circumstances awakens it. Nick believes you have the Gift but that it has been interrupted by a genetic mutation that arose in the human population of Ireland about three thousand years ago. It short circuits the Gift and diverts its power into human psychic abilities, such as telepathy, precognition, and telekinesis. The Celtic people referred to this phenomenon as Second Sight.”
“The Sight?” Jeremy’s eyes widened. “But that’s just a myth.”
“Do you have any Irish ancestry?”
Jeremy swallowed. “My mother’s family was from Dublin.” He shook his head. “No, this is crazy. I don’t believe you. You guys are trying to run some kind of scam on me.”
“Jeremy, when the Gift is kindled, it triggers a cascade of physical enhancements that magnify combat abilities, such as strength, agility, and endurance. Then it activates a preprogrammed sequence of memories and abilities attuned to the personality of the Gifted, turning the human into an instant soldier with all of the skills necessary to fight a war that has been raging in the shadows of this world for more than thirty thousand years.” Scott placed his hand on Jeremy’s shoulder. “The Gifted person stops being human and becomes a Sentinel.”
Jeremy stepped back, out of reach. “No. No, that isn’t possible. Sentinels are just in my imagination. I made them up. They were like knights in armor, but with magic.”
“That’s a fair description.”
“It was just a game,” Jeremy shouted. “It wasn’t real!”
“It was never a game, Jeremy,” Scott said with infinite patience. “It was a race memory from the remains of the Gift. A memory of who you were meant to be.”
“I don’t believe you!” Jeremy raised his fists and stepped forward to attack.
“I am a Child of the Twilight,” Scott said quietly.
Jeremy froze in place.
“I hold the line against the darkness, from the setting of the sun until the dawning of a new day.”
“I live for the Light; I die for the Light.” Jeremy’s voice softened with wonder as he let his hands fall back to his sides. “My eyes are open, and I am not afraid.”
“Are you satisfied?” Nick asked.
“The article three defense is sustained,” Scott told Nick, not taking his eyes off Jeremy. “The charges against you are withdrawn without prejudice. The court finds no fault in your actions and extends to you the thanks of the Sentinel people for your defense of our Lost Brother. This judicial proceeding is now closed. Set and done on this date over my seal and signature, Scott Maxwell Phillips Consul Luscian, called the Wind of Water, Armistice Security.”
“Forensic recording terminated,” said the voice of his AI.
Nick exhaled slowly. “Would you have done it, Scotty? If the verdict had gone the other way, would you have tried to kill me?”
“For a public breach this bad, I would have had to. No one would have stood for it. If I had let you go, the truce would have crumbled.” Scott grinned as he turned to face Nick. “Emphasis on the word ‘tried’. You’re stronger than I am, a lot stronger, but I would have slowed you down long enough for the others to get here.”
Nick raised his eyebrows. “Others?”
“You’re a high profile target.” Scott shrugged. “Every Sentinel in the country would have come running for the chance to help take down Soulkiller’s Bane.”
“Charming.” Nick grimaced. “A mystic free-for-all in the heart of Los Angeles.”
“It would have been a shame to have saved the city from nuclear destruction but then reduced all of Southern California to molten glass in the aftermath.” Scott looked around at the cameras. “So, I have to say, you certainly let the cat out of the bag this time. This kind of public disclosure would constitute a class three breach if the Triumvirate hadn’t agreed to let you handle it your way. I thought you were just supposed to provoke her into attacking you. Why didn’t you have Rapier knock out the cameras?”
“From reading Medusa’s mind, I knew she was going to press the button regardless. I had to keep her off balance until I could goad her into something rash. She was curious, though, and she had an authoritarian streak a mile wide. As long as I challenged her in public, with the cameras rolling, she would have held off on the detonation until she could put me in my place. Jeremy screwed everything up by taking my side. Anyway, it’s too late to do anything about it now.” Nick turned to Jeremy. “Speaking of which, it’s time for you to make a choice.”
“What choice?” Jeremy looked back and forth between them.
“One of our associates is maintaining force shields around the building. She’s keeping out the reinforcements that have arrived to replace the soldiers knocked out by Nick’s spell.”
“The shields will dissipate when we leave.” Nick indicated the bomb. “You came here to nuke the city, Jeremy. The fact that you changed your mind probably won’t cut much ice with the human authorities. If you want to stay here, you’re going to spend the rest of your life behind bars, along with Medusa and the rest of them.”
“But you have another option, if you choose to take it,” Scott said.
“What option?”
“You have obviously been able to subconsciously access some of the memories from your Gift, so they’re still there, just suppressed. I can bring those memories fully into your awareness and let you remember who you are, even if you won’t have the physical enhancements or the magic that should have been yours. If you choose that path, you can come with us and find sanctuary among the Free People, at least for a while.”
“What do I have to do?” Jeremy licked his lips nervously.
“You just have to give me your consent.”
“Can I ask a question first?”
“If you like.”
Jeremy looked at Nick. “If he’s a Sentinel, and I’m a Sentinel, then what are you?”
Nick smiled at Scott. “He’s a sharp one.”
“Maybe we should discuss this elsewhere,” Scott said, glancing at the cameras again.
“It’s too late to be coy, Scotty.”
Scott chuckled. “Jeremy, in your kid’s game, what was the purpose of Sentinels? What did they do?”
Jeremy frowned. “They killed vampires.” He shrugged. “I know—it’s stupid.”
Nick smiled wider, revealing his fangs.
 



CHAPTER 3
 
Jeremy stumbled back in surprise. “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph!” He stared at Nick. “You can’t be serious!”
“I didn’t say a word, Jeremy.” Nick stopped smiling, and his fangs retracted. His voice grew serious. “If you choose to live your life as a Sentinel, you’re going to have to catch up on current events. The rules have changed.”
“I don’t understand.”
“You will,” said Scott. “But I need your consent.”
“Fine.” Jeremy stood up straight. “Do whatever you need to do.”
Stepping forward, Scott laid the tip of his right index finger on the center of Jeremy’s forehead. Jeremy’s eyes widened as he stared straight ahead into a brilliant white light only he could see.
“Jeremy Kenneth Harkness, by your true name I bind you. I call your Gift to my hand, and I command you—remember.”
A cascade of images funneled through Jeremy’s mind, shattering his awareness into fragments of thought and memory. Immediately, the spell stitched together the torn pages of his personality, as if rebinding a book.
Scott lifted his finger away from Jeremy’s skin, and the younger man collapsed to the floor, shivering.
“How do you feel, brother?” Scott offered Jeremy his hand.
“Awake,” Jeremy said, dazed. “Like I’ve been asleep my whole life.” He let Scott help him to his feet. Then he turned to look at Nick. Eyes bulging, he stepped backward in shock. Jesus.
“Jeremy,” Nick said, hurriedly raising his hands. “Wait a minute.”
Jeremy snapped his right arm forward with his palm facing Nick and his fingers splayed. The knowledge of how to strike had automatically risen out of his subconscious, as if he had always known.
Nick staggered back and screamed. Falling to his knees, he clutched his head in his hands.
“Jeremy, wait!” Scott grabbed Jeremy’s wrist.
“He’s one of them,” said Jeremy, his voice brimming with hatred.
“Listen to me, Jeremy. There are things you don’t know, things you don’t understand. Let him go.” Scott squeezed the younger man’s wrist, and Jeremy winced in pain. “Trust me. Please, just let him go and I’ll explain everything.”
Still looking at Nick, Jeremy slowly closed his fingers into a fist, disengaging his attack. “Only because he saved my life. For that, I’ll let you explain.”
Nick shuddered and then leapt to his feet, fangs and talons extended. “That fucking hurt!” he yelled, his voice deepening.
Scott let go of Jeremy’s arm. “Nick, you’re Third Order. Weren’t you shielding?”
Nick growled, his eyes blazing red. “Of course I was shielding!” Then he paused and his fangs and claws retracted. “I am shielding.” He looked at Scott and his eyes faded back to blue again. “All of my mental defenses are intact. He didn’t go through them; he went over. That was a Fourth Order attack.”
“There hasn’t been a Fourth Order telepath in sixteen hundred years,” Scott scoffed, turning to look at Jeremy.
“Jacob of Glastonbury—he took out half of House Daviroquir all by himself before they finally killed him.”
“Well,” said Scott, showing doubt for the first time. “That’s disturbing.”
“No kidding. His Gift must be immense to have channeled that much energy into psychic power.” Nick whistled. “He may be physically human, but psychically, he could probably wipe the floor with both of us put together.”
“If the two of you are done talking about me like I’m not even here,” Jeremy said impatiently, “could one of you explain why you’re acting so chummy? You are enemies, after all.”
“That’s part of those current events I wanted to tell you about,” said Scott. “Anywhere else and you’d be right, but in North America there’s a peace treaty.”
Jeremy laughed. “Sure, a treaty with vampires. That’s rich.”
“It’s true,” said Scott. “The truce has held for almost twenty years. They don’t kill us, and we don’t kill them. Armistice Security maintains the terms of the treaty, and all major disputes are settled by the Triumvirate, composed of one representative from each of the three races: Sentinel, Nightwalker, and Daywalker.”
Jeremy raised an eyebrow. “What’s a Daywalker?”
“A Daywalker is what you get when a Nightwalker takes back his soul and is cleansed of the Red Wind through a power from the higher planes called the ‘Grace’,” Nick said.
“Wait,” said Jeremy. “There’s a cure for vampirism?”
“There is.” Nick stood straight. “We are the Children of the Dawn, the soldiers of darkness redeemed, and we are not your enemy.”
“But you’re still one of them,” Jeremy said, his thoughts circling the citadel of Nick’s mind, which bristled with power. “I can feel it. You’re not human—and not Sentinel.”
Nick shook his head. “The physical changes wrought by the Red Wind are irreversible. That’s what you’re feeling—the altered architecture of my mind. But I am not Red. You’d be able to feel the difference if you had full command of your Gift.”
“But I don’t, so why should I accept any of this?” Jeremy said defiantly. “Show me some proof.”
After a long pause, Nick said, “Do you have any particular religious beliefs, Jeremy?”
“What?” asked Jeremy, surprised at the change in tack. “My mom raised me Irish Catholic, but I haven’t been to church in years. Why?”
Nick looked at Scott. “Give him a cross.”
Scott hesitated. “Are you sure?”
Nick nodded.
Reaching into an inner pocket of his vest, Scott pulled out a long silver cross and handed it to Jeremy.
Jeremy looked at the cross in his hand, confused. “What am I supposed to do with this? I don’t have the magic to activate it.”
“You have a faith-matched holy symbol to use as a focus,” said Nick. “Do you remember how to invoke a Faith Ward?”
“Sure, I know the spell, but that won’t do me any good. I have no power.”
“A Faith Ward is borrowed power,” explained Scott. “It exists outside the parameters of the Gift. Frame your intent, invoke the spell, and if your purpose is judged pure, the Light will answer.”
Jeremy swallowed, looking down at the cross. He glanced at the bomb and at the bodies of his fallen comrades before turning to Nick. “I’m not exactly a pure person.”
“It doesn’t matter,” said Nick. “You’re a Sentinel. You swore your allegiance to the White Wind with your very first breath and will serve until the day you die. Once the ward is established, it will negate any dark magic that touches it. If I am a Child of Darkness, I will be reduced to dust when I try to cross your circle.”
Jeremy stared at him for several seconds. Taking a deep breath, he closed his eyes and bowed his head. Lord, I know we haven’t been on speaking terms lately, but I ask that You lend me the smallest part of Your strength so that I can see the truth for myself. His lips moved silently as he invoked the spell.
The world exploded in light. Jeremy’s eyes snapped open, focusing on Nick. The entire scene was lit by a bright blue glow, and he could see the light of the vampire’s soul shining from his chest. A halo composed of countless lights spun around his head. It was beautiful—beautiful beyond anything Jeremy had ever witnessed. That was enough to make him pause. I have to be sure. I have to know.
He lifted the cross in his hand and held it up toward Nick. It burst into searing blue light, encircling him with azure flames.
Stepping forward, Nick casually crossed the circle of flames unharmed. “Now do you believe me?” he asked.
“Take it.” Jeremy’s voice resonated with power. “Take the focus from my hand, and I will believe it all.”
Nick crossed the remaining distance between them and reached out to grasp the cross. For a moment, they both gripped it, and then the color of the light changed to a bright, actinic white as Jeremy let his hand fall. Nick was left clutching the radiant white cross, his eyes filled with light as the circle of flames died away.
“No!” yelled Scott. Sprinting forward, he pushed Jeremy out of the way and grasped Nick’s shoulders. “Nick, listen to me! You have to let go. You’re trying to channel a Pure Draw. You have to stop. It’ll kill you!”
“It’s so beautiful,” said Nick, lost in a dream, his eyes staring straight ahead. He began to sing softly in a language no one in the room could understand.
“I know. God, I know. But you can’t stay there! You have to stop!” He shook Nick roughly. “Nicholas! Come back!”
Nick slumped and slid from Scott’s grasp. Falling to his knees on the floor, still holding the glowing cross in both hands, he continued to sing.
Scott spun around and glared at Jeremy. “Damn you! What have you done?” Then he closed his eyes and yelled, “Ana, I need you! Come to me now!”
 
* * *
 
With a white flash of light, Anaba appeared on stage. Dressed as Scott was and holding a six-foot staff of crystal inscribed with runes, the Native American woman looked critically at the harsh white light streaming from the Daywalker’s eyes and from the cross he clenched in his hands. She turned back to the other Sentinel, her anger palpable. “You idiots shouldn’t have kept me away.” She glared at Scott, and her bronze skin flushed with rage. “What the hell do you expect me to do now?”
“There’s no time. I need you to anchor me while I go after him.”
Ana pointed into the heart of the light. “You can’t follow him into that! You’ll both die. Even if you don’t burn yourself out trying to reach him, he won’t come back willingly, and you won’t have enough strength left to compel him.”
“With both of us working together, we might have a chance of forcing him to return,” insisted Scott. “I have to try.”
“There’s no chance. None at all. You do this, and you’ll die. My soul alone won’t be enough to serve as an anchor. You’ll be swept away.”
“Are you going to help me or not?” Scott screamed.
Ana snarled in frustration. “If you’re dead set on suicide, we have to move fast—while he’s still close enough to reach. That’s the only chance you have.”
Turning around, Scott got down on both knees in front of Nick. Ana knelt beside him and cast the spell under her breath. Her staff flared with a crimson light, which filtered over her body and enshrouded her in a scarlet haze. Reaching out, she placed her hand on Scott’s shoulders, and the red glow spread out over Scott, too. Scott wrapped both hands around Nick’s, which were still locked on the glowing cross. Immediately, Scott gasped, and his eyes shone with bright light. The Sentinel hunched over in pain and cried out weakly. Ana felt the psychic anchor stretch to the breaking point. Please, God. Don’t do this to me. The anchor shivered, on the verge of shattering.
At that moment, she felt a hand on her shoulder. Shocked, Ana felt the presence of another Sentinel soul, and the anchor spell found extra purchase. The glow around the two kneeling Sentinels turned to scarlet flames. Scott’s head snapped up, and the light faded from his eyes. He drew a shallow breath.
“Now, Scott!” yelled Ana. “While there’s still time!”
Scott leaned forward, his eyes focused ahead of him, and shouted, “STOP!”
Nick raised his head, breaking off his song. “Scotty?”
“Forgive me, brother.” Scott clutched Nick’s hands tightly. Then the red flames washed over their interlocked grip and surrounded Nick as well.
A shriek of denial split the air as Nick tried to pull his hands out of Scott’s grasp.
“Nicholas Lawrence Jameson, by your true name I bind you.” Scott’s voice was perfectly synchronized by Ana’s as they simultaneously worked the binding spell. “I call your soul to my hand, and I command you—return!”
Nick wailed as the light faded from his eyes. The white fire of the cross faded to silver, and Scott wrenched it out of Nick’s hands and cast it aside. He wrapped his arms around his friend, ignoring the tears of blood that wet his shoulder as Nick sobbed.
As the red flames died away, Jeremy removed his hand from Ana’s shoulder and stepped back.
Ana turned to look at him. He was young, in his mid-twenties perhaps, and dressed in casual, non-descript clothes. Apparently, terrorists and stagehands make similar fashion choices. “Thanks for the assist. Without another soul to draw upon, the anchor would have failed. I would have lost them both if you hadn’t been here.”
“Don’t mention it.”
Ana walked over to Scott. “Scott, how could you let this happen?”
Scott carefully pulled away from Nick, leaving the Daywalker rocking slowly back and forth. Then he turned to face Jeremy.
 



CHAPTER 4
 
Scott shifted form. His bones and muscles flowed like liquid as he forced his hands into the shape he knew could inflict the most damage, growing red scales and long, curved claws.
“Sentinel Harkness,” Scott said through clenched teeth, “seeing as you all but tried to murder my dyad brother, I am completely within my rights to rip your head off in revenge, Lost Brother or not. Can you give me any reason why I shouldn’t?”
Jeremy took a step backward. “It wasn’t like that.”
“Then what was it like?” demanded Ana.
“It was what he needed,” Jeremy said unapologetically.
“What the hell do you know about what he needs?”
“Everything,” Jeremy replied with absolute confidence.
Scott scowled at him. “You have sixty seconds to explain that statement, Sentinel.”
“I invoked power to see the truth. When he touched the focus at the same time as I did, something happened. Time slowed down, and I could see everything around me.”
“An akashic event,” said Ana, her eyes narrowing. “The Light granted you a vision.”
“That’s right. It let me see him.” Jeremy stepped to the side, bringing Nick back into his direct view. “All of him. His entire life stretched out before me, and I saw everything. Every thought, every emotion, all his secrets, all the things he’s kept even from you both.” He turned back to Scott. “He was losing it. You may have thought your intervention helped before, but he was in a death spiral, slipping deeper and deeper into despair, wallowing in the darkness of what Luscian did to him. You were closest to him. You must have seen the signs.”
Scott was silent. Nick made the only sound—a quiet weeping.
Then Ana spoke. “That doesn’t explain what you did.”
“He needed something to believe in,” said Jeremy, “something to sustain him when the rest of you were gone. Honor and duty were the only things keeping him going. So I released my hold on the power and gave it away.”
Scott snarled, his teeth lengthening into razor-sharp fangs. “You gave the power to him after stripping away the constraints of your intent! You never let that kind of energy run free without restriction. Never! Nothing can stand against it. What were you thinking, passing him a Pure Draw? Unfiltered power of that magnitude destroys everything it touches.”
“It had to be pure,” said Jeremy. “Otherwise it wouldn’t have been enough. If he survived, he would have an eternal memory of perfect and everlasting light to keep him alive.”
“How was he supposed to survive that?” Ana demanded. “Nothing from our reality can coexist with what lives beyond the Gates. Nothing at all.”
“He is Soulkiller’s Bane,” argued Jeremy. “If anyone could have lived through it, it would have been him.”
“So you did it on purpose, knowing he would almost certainly die,” said Ana.
Scott flexed his claws. “Your sixty seconds are up, Sentinel. I hope you weren’t too attached to your head.”
“Enough,” said a tired voice behind them. They turned to see Nick struggling to his feet and wiping at the bloodied tear tracks on his face. “Leave him alone.”
“Nick, you can’t be serious,” said Ana. “He tried to kill you.”
“But he didn’t.” Nick walked past the two Sentinels to stand directly in front of Jeremy. “I heard you say what you did and that you thought I needed it, but you never said why you bothered. Why take the risk? You must have known Scott would kill you if I didn’t make it.”
“I was fully prepared never to leave this room.” Jeremy’s eyes returned to the bomb before he swung around to face Nick again. “You saved my life. You thought I was a pathetic, self-deluded zealot, ready to stain my hands with the blood of millions, but you did it anyway. You weren’t sure what I was, but you risked breaking the treaty just to give me the chance to know the truth, so that I wouldn’t die the way you died—alone, in the dark, without ever knowing what happened to me or why. You gambled your life to show me mercy, and you gave me a reason to keep living. The least I could do was follow your example.”
Nick smiled sadly. “Everything you said about me was true, and you succeeded in giving me a perfect memory that I will cherish forever. You’ve offered me a measure of hope I had lost.” He held out his hand. “For that, I thank you.”
Jeremy shook his hand. “We’re even now.”
“Yes, we are.” Nick let his hand drop. “We owe each other nothing.”
“I guess that offer of sanctuary has expired.”
“I guess it has.” Nick’s tone was neutral. “What will you do now?”
“I suppose I’ll get used to looking at the world through bars.” Jeremy gazed at the unconscious bodies littering the floor around them. “Maybe I’ll learn to play chess with the other inmates. I always meant to figure out that game. Now, I have nothing but free time.” He grinned at Nick. “I’m glad you survived, Nicholas. You’re all right, for a bloodsucker.”
Nick sighed. “Rapier, bear witness.”
“Forensic recording enabled.”
“I affirm and attest that Sentinel Jeremy Kenneth Harkness has demonstrated to my satisfaction the ability and willingness to think beyond the behavioral imperatives of the Sentinel Gift and, as such, has fulfilled the requirements of the Test of Reason set forth in the Armistice Declaration of 2021. Subject to his agreement to abide by the terms of the treaty, and ratification by the Triumvirate, he has my complete support and sponsorship should he desire to make an application for full citizenship among the Free People. Set and done this date over my seal and signature, Nicholas Lawrence Jameson Magister Luscian, called Soulkiller’s Bane, called the Prince of Thunder.”
Jeremy gaped at him as the AI spoke again. “Sentinel Harkness, do you accept this offer of sponsorship?”
“Before, you were going to hide me for a few months at most, until the heat died down,” Jeremy said, staring at Nick. “Not my entire life.”
“I changed my mind.” Nick gazed steadily into the younger man’s eyes. “Nothing is as precious as a second chance, Jeremy. What are you going to do with yours?”
Jeremy turned to look at Medusa’s unconscious body. “I accept the offer.”
“The sponsorship agreement has been duly registered and recorded,” said the AI. “Sentinel Harkness, you are required to present yourself to an Armistice Security facility within six hours for entry processing into the Armistice Zone. Failure to comply will result in severe penalties, up to and including imprisonment, forcible deportation, or final death. On behalf of the Triumvirate Council of North America, I welcome you among the Free People. Walk in the Light, Sentinel. Forensic recording terminated.”
Nick turned to face Scott. “Can you take him to the local chapterhouse?”
Scott shifted back to human form and nodded. “Come with me, Jeremy,” he said with unconcealed hostility. Ignoring the Sentinel’s bristling fury, Jeremy walked over to Scott, who placed his hand on Jeremy’s shoulder. The two men vanished with a crack of displaced air.
Nick was left on the stage with Ana, surrounded by the fallen terrorists.
“So, now what?” Ana gestured to the mess of bodies.
“Well, obviously, this didn’t work out exactly the way I planned.”
“Yeah, I kind of guessed that. It’s certainly going to put a crimp in all of our lives.”
“Things are different now. The humans know we’re here. We won’t be able to hide from them anymore.”
“We can try.”
“It’s too late for that.” He took a deep breath. “Well, I think my concert tonight is going to be canceled.”
Ana snorted. “You always did go the extra mile to get a day off, Nick.”
Nick grinned. “I might as well go and report.”
“If you don’t mind, I think I’ll take some time to explain this whole mess to my husband. I’ll meet you at Armistice Security Headquarters in a couple of hours. Will that be enough time for the Triumvirate to finish kicking your ass over how this went down?”
“Honestly? No, probably not. But I’ll be waiting when you arrive back in Anchorpoint.”
Ana’s staff flared as a radiant white light whisked her away.
Alone, Nick looked around at the bodies lying on the floor and the wisps of smoke rising lazily from the bomb. Then he took a deep breath and turned toward the cameras.
“Humans,” he said clearly, giving them his best showman’s smile, “we’ll be in touch.”
Then he gathered his will and jumped away.
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CHAPTER 5
 
Armistice Security Headquarters, Anchorpoint City, Grand Mesa, Colorado; Two hours after public exposure
Her skin dark against the ivory silk of her dress, Layla Magister Curallorn, called Nemesis, the Triumvirate Council Speaker for the Dawn, stood at attention before the window of the Council Chamber and calmly looked out over the city lights. Sean Magister Jiao-long, the Speaker for the Damned, known to his friends as Rory, paced in the open space behind her. He was running tactical simulations in his head, awaiting the more complex predictive model to finish compiling with the master AI. As always, he couldn’t hide his feelings, his face creased with concern as he contemplated the disaster. Takeshi Nakamura, the Speaker for the Watch, sat serenely at the conference table, seeming outwardly tranquil.
Curious,
Layla thought. Empires rise and fall, but they always seem to be taken by surprise when it happens, no matter how inevitable. It was a pattern she had seen play out many times before. This time, however, the outcome was entirely predictable. The wages of trusting such a delicate operation to that fool Nicholas, she thought.
 
Three hours earlier
Nick stepped off the teleport gateway into the Council Chamber to find the Triumvirate already there and watching the terrorist broadcast from Los Angeles.
Her aristocratic African features appearing unconcerned, Nemesis watched the human drama play out with all the detachment only five thousand years of perspective could offer. Dressed in black as usual, Rory sat at the conference table. The cross brands that marked his hands filled the room with harsh white light. Takeshi leaned back against the wraparound window that ran the circumference of the council chamber. He was dressed casually in a gray T-shirt and black jeans, and his face was composed, giving away none of his thoughts. To Nick’s vampire senses, however, Takeshi’s barely controlled fury lit up the room as much as the light of the Grace contained in Rory’s hands. “Are you going to do something?” Nick asked.
Turning away from the virtual screen that floated above the conference table, Rory sighed. “Nick, I want to help as much as you do, but we can’t interfere without an invitation. We made those laws absolute for situations exactly like this. The best we can do is jump our people out of harm’s way. It’s been that way for thousands of years.”
“Is that the only reason?” Nick’s eyes narrowed. “Fine, then we already have an invitation.”
Rory blinked. “What?”
Nick accessed the virtual display and replayed the end of Medusa’s speech. “There, you see? She invited a member of the government to inspect the bomb. She didn’t specify the Americans. We have a perfectly valid excuse to enter the building, but only if we go now. That invite expires in under forty minutes.”
Layla stared at him, appalled. “You can’t be serious. We were discussing a covert action. To exercise that invitation would require you openly to present yourself as a Triumvirate representative. Even if you get close enough to the stage to speak to her, she won’t believe your credentials.”
“She might,” Takeshi spoke up reluctantly, “if he teleported directly onto the stage.” He pushed himself away from the window, walked back toward the center of the room, and stood next to the other members of the Triumvirate. Ignoring the disbelieving gazes of his fellow Speakers, Takeshi pressed on. “Yes, it’s a restricted disclosure, but Nick is right, we have an invitation. An unprovoked assault on a declared Triumvirate representative who is acting in the line of duty is a class-two Armistice breach, which strips the perpetrator of any treaty protections. We never specified that such an offense didn’t apply to humans when we wrote the treaty, because it never came up before.
“As the law stands, if he goes in as our agent and gets her to attack him, we will be within our rights to intervene directly.” Takeshi fixed Nick with a stern glance. “That holds true only if you maintain the terms of the Armistice Declaration. You can’t kill any of them or initiate an attack on your own, or you become a criminal yourself. As soon as you open the door to a diplomatic incident, back off and let Scott and Anaba handle it. They’re Armistice Security, so they can legitimately intervene on our behalf under the terms of the treaty.”
“Scott’s in Australia, Take,” Nick said. “I was only supposed to be here in Anchorpoint for a couple of hours before jumping back there for our concert tonight.”
“Well, get him here, fast.” Rory turned to Takeshi. “Take, you get Ana over here from New York, and they’ll infiltrate the building ahead of Nick and triangulate his final jump onto the stage.”
Takeshi closed his eyes and communicated with Ana over their psychic link.
Rory growled at Nick. “As soon as you’re in, declare yourself and try to push Medusa’s buttons. When she attacks you, hang back and call in the cavalry. I’m trusting you here, Nicholas. Don’t screw this up.”
Moving away from the Triumvirate, Nick contacted Scott over their own link. In a matter of moments, the two Sentinels joined them in the Council Chamber.
“Are you sure this is the way you want things to play out?” asked Scott, incredulous.
Anaba nodded vigorously. “No matter what happens, we’ll be putting a lot of dangerous information out there.”
“This is Nick’s game to play,” said Layla, as she washed her hands of the whole enterprise. “It will be up to him to minimize the damage.” She sat at the conference table with practiced grace. “Creator save us all.”
 
* * *
 
“Can you get inside?” Takeshi asked once their AIs had opened up a communications link.
“The entrances are heavily guarded, so we’ll wait until the government representative arrives,” Ana subvocalized to her AI implants. “We’ll jump inside by line of sight as soon as they open the doors.”
Takeshi faced the virtual screen, which showed the terrorist leader standing on the stage next to the podium. “Shuriken,” he told his AI, “stand by to jump Special Agents Phillips and Nizhoni back to Anchorpoint on my command.” He turned to Nick. “At the first sign that this is going bad, I’m going to pull them out. You might have a slight chance of protecting yourself from a blast of that magnitude; they don’t.”
“Agreed.”
A few minutes later, Ana’s voice came again. “We’re inside. It will take us a few minutes to reach the main theater.”
They watched tensely as the minutes ticked by and Medusa presented her terms to the FBI agent. Layla’s eyes narrowed as she listened. “She is just playing games. She never intended to negotiate and will detonate the device no matter what.”
“We have coordinates,” subvocalized Scott. “Nick is clear to jump whenever he wants.”
“Go now, if you must,” Layla told Nick. “There is no more time.”
With a deep breath, Nick jumped to the coordinates Scott had supplied him with over the link. He immediately appeared on the stage in a flash of light.
Rory’s eyes lost focus as he fed all of his perceptions into the probability matrix in his head and broadcast his findings telepathically to the other two members of the Triumvirate. “Baseline probability of success at forty-five percent.”
“Better than I expected,” Take commented, paying close attention as Nick introduced himself and explained that he wasn’t human. Take nodded as Medusa ordered her men to throw Nick out. Then Nick grabbed one of the terrorists around the neck and lifted him off the floor.
“No!” Takeshi said angrily. “She has to start the fight! What is he trying to do?”
“He is establishing himself as a threat in her mind, rather than a curiosity. Well-played, Nicholas.” Layla smiled slightly. “That was more subtle than I expected of you.”
Rory agreed. “Probability of success now fifty-five percent and increasing.”
Takeshi looked back at the screen. “I stand corrected.” He frowned as Medusa backed down and allowed Nick to examine the bomb. “Damn. What is she afraid of?”
“Pure narcissism,” Layla said contemptuously. “She wishes to die with her people singing her praises. Nicholas is tarnishing her perfection in their eyes, so she wishes to be rid of him quietly, rather than in open challenge where her position could be questioned.” She considered for a second or two. “Scott, can you hear me?”
“Yes.”
“Use your link to tell Nicholas he must make himself the terrorists’ champion if he is to provoke her into rash action.”
“I’ll tell him.” Scott paused for a moment. “I’m detecting a number of minds with hostile intent closing on the building from multiple directions. I think the Americans are finally making their move.”
“Keep them out,” instructed Takeshi. “Use passive shields across the entryways and external walls. We can claim we were protecting Nick’s negotiations. The last thing we need is for soldiers to start shooting up the place while we’re trying to save them.”
Rory watched the screen as Rapier reported his analysis of the weapon’s destructive potential. “Probability of success now sixty percent and holding.”
Considering the information Nick’s AI had offered, Take then addressed the security monitors. “Command Access.”
“Online,” said a voice from above them.
“Initiate a new tactical update to be broadcast system-wide over the planetary communication grid. A level five emergency is now declared in the city of Los Angeles, California, subspecification: nuclear attack. Teleport evacuation of all Armistice personnel from the Greater Los Angeles area is to commence ten seconds after broadcast. Authorization code Nakamura four-three-five-seven, authentication keyword ‘honorbound’.”
“Champion clearance confirmed. Message processed and ready for transmission.”
“Execute.”
“Transmission complete.”
Takeshi focused on Nick’s conversation again. “Initiate teleport evacuation of all Armistice personnel from the greater Los Angeles area, with the exception of Nicholas Magister Luscian, Anaba Nizhoni, and Scott Phillips.”
“Teleport sequence ready.”
“Execute.”
“Confirmed. Evacuation protocol in progress.”
On the screen, Nick smiled at Medusa and asked, “Just out of curiosity, what’s your real angle?”
Layla nodded in approval. “Good. Questioning her motives will help drive her to rage.”
“Nick performed a deep read on her,” Scott said through his com implants. “This is all some kind of personal vendetta against the city. Everything she’s told them about her motives is bullshit. He’s trying to think of some credible way to unmask her.”
Layla shook her head. “No, that will not work. He has no standing among her men to make such an accusation. Unless he is perceived to be drawing them to his side, she will not attack. Tell him to find another way.”
At that moment, the entire plan went to hell. One of the terrorists pulled off his mask and started screaming at his leader. Layla was the first to recover from her surprise. “Scott, tell Nicholas to silence this man! His rebellion will draw her anger like a lightning rod. Nicholas must be the target of her attack, not one of her own!”
Rory gulped as he ran the latest projection. “Thirty percent and degrading.”
Take opened his mouth to say something as Medusa pointed her shotgun at Jeremy but choked as Nick stepped in front of the blast and fell in a bloody heap.
“God damn it! It doesn’t work if he gets shot while interfering in a human conflict. The treaty doesn’t cover protecting humans from other humans! We can’t use—”
Nick stood again, the entire front of his shirt bright red and dripping as he threw a burst of power at the bomb, which erupted in smoke as its electronics fried.
“Fuck,” Takeshi said quietly.
“Probability of success: one hundred percent,” Rory said into the silence. “New projection: probability of class-one Armistice breach now eighty percent and increasing.”
On the screen, Nick leapt into the air, hovering above the stage as he began casting a spell.
“Ninety percent and increasing,” said Rory. He shook himself free of his Gift. “Scott, Ana, you have to stop him. Using combat magic on humans is a death sentence!”
“It’s too late,” answered Ana. “The casting has already gone past failsafe. If we interrupt it now, the collapsing waveform will kill everyone in the room.”
Rory stared at the cocoon of power surrounding Nick. “Ana, please! You have to do something—”
Nick’s spell exploded in a sphere of brilliant white light, and the armed men collapsed in its wake. Rory slumped in despair, dropping into his chair. “Oh, God.”
“Anaba,” Layla said with cold fury. “Take Nicholas into custody or contain him as best you can until we can send you reinforcements.”
“I’ll take care of it,” Scott said, out loud.
“That’s not necessary,” said Ana. “Let me—son of a bitch!”
“Ana, what’s wrong?” asked Takeshi.
“Scott cast a composite ward over the center of the theater, including the stage. It’s keyed to his link, so only members of his dyad can cross it.”
“Are you certain?” asked Layla. “Surely you can overpower a shield cast by a Sentinel other than Fire.”
“Normally, yes, but this casting is designed to channel the strength of his Gift to best effect. I should know: I helped him create the spellform. It will take me at least ten minutes to cut through, if Scott doesn’t dismiss it first.”
Layla threw up her hands in disgust. “Then Scott will simply allow Nicholas to escape!”
“No, he won’t,” said Take.
Layla frowned. “Meaning what?”
“Scott Phillips believes in the rule of law,” Rory said woodenly. “He will do everything he can to give Nick an out, but in the end, he will do exactly what he thinks is just.”
Layla took a step toward the screen and watched intently as Scott appeared on the stage. “Are you saying he would actually place his dyad brother on trial for a capital crime?”
Takeshi took his seat at the table again, pouring himself a cup of jasmine tea. “Sentinels have honor, too, Layla,” he said. “It’s out of our hands now.”
“Good luck, Nicholas,” Rory said, wearily tracing with his fingers the table’s inlaid seal of the Triumvirate. “You’re going to need it.”
 
Two hours after public exposure
A soft chime interrupted Layla’s private thoughts, signaling the completion of their latest AI simulation.
Rory dropped into his seat next to Takeshi, and they looked up to the virtual screen that floated above the conference table. “Play final conclusions,” said Take.
The voice of the master AI spoke from above them as the data played out on the screen. “Probability of war with the human race reaches thirty percent within twelve months after public exposure. Probability of war increases exponentially thereafter to approach unity within less than twenty-four months of initial exposure. Probability of short-term conventional victory, based on available data, is seventy-five percent. Probability of formation of a secondary front involving the Court of Shadows approaches ninety percent. Probability of offensive deployment of non-conventional weapons of mass destruction approaches unity within six months of start of hostilities. Probability of long-term victory is ten percent under most favorable conditions. Probability of long-term stalemate with global escalation is seventy percent.”
“Define the most favorable conditions for victory,” Layla said, not turning around.
“Successful withdrawal of all surviving segments of the Armistice population to off-world locations, followed by orbital bombardment of the planetary surface by high-energy kinetic projectiles and accompanying gravity pulse deployment against strategic military command centers.”
Rory slumped in his chair. “Jesus. That is the best plan you can come up with?”
“No other options allow for greater than fifty percent long-term survival of the Armistice population once hostilities begin.”
Takeshi folded his arms and stared grimly at the others. “Then we’re stuck with the original projection. We have to derail the movement toward war until the humans realize they can’t win either.”
Layla sighed as she spun away from the window and sat in her chair. “The original projection was based on an aggressive information campaign to diffuse racial tension and xenophobia by educating humanity about the society of the Free People,” she said, clasping her hands together on the table. “Nicholas has laid a good foundation today, but the rest will require a great deal of planning and luck. We can only do so much in preparation. The final effort cannot be done by committee. The humans will need a recognizable leader, a focal point to coax them into cooperating.
“Now that we are exposed, we must act quickly to put a sympathetic face to our people. As much as I hate to say it, by flouting our laws and saving the city, Nicholas may have cast himself as a hero to the humans. We should capitalize on that first impression while there is still time. If the worst befalls us and war becomes inevitable, we must have a single voice to lead us into battle or to offer our surrender. He is the only viable candidate for this role.”
“Nick’s not up to that,” Rory said despondently. “He’ll break under the pressure. Hell, he’s been sober for fewer than six months.”
“We can’t coddle him, Rory,” said Takeshi. “He’s already put himself in the line of fire. We have to keep him alive on the front lines for as long as it takes for him to become strong enough to handle what’s coming.” He turned to Layla. “We should start drafting a succession plan, in case we’re not around to pass over power when the shooting starts.”
“It will have to give him sweeping authority if he is to act in a crisis and we are eliminated,” said Layla.
Rory sighed. “The Armageddon Protocols were designed to allow any one of us to take full executive authority if the other two were killed or incapacitated in battle. I say we just modify them to allow a designate to take command if we’re destroyed or under direct threat of being killed during wartime, and we give him the authorization code.”
“That works,” Take said. He looked across the conference table. “Layla?”
“Nicholas Magister Luscian as our last hope?” She rolled her eyes and indulged in a rare moment of vulgarity. “We are so screwed.” She snorted. “Very well, I agree. However, I would strongly recommend against revealing our intent to Nicholas before the time comes, or he will become too timid to be of use.”
“I can’t argue with that,” said Takeshi. “You said it yourself, Rory. He won’t be able to handle it if we tell him. Maybe you’re right and he’ll turn his life around after today. But for now, we need to keep him in the dark.”
Rory seemed about to disagree but finally shook his head. “I know you’re right,” he said, “both of you. It will hurt to have to lie to him.”
“This is necessary for our survival,” Layla insisted. “You must isolate yourself from your feelings for him.”
“I can’t argue with that, either,” said Takeshi. “On that note, I suggest we adjourn. It’s going to be a long night.”
 



PART II:  TRUTH
 



CHAPTER 6
 
Marina District, San Francisco, California; Five hours after public exposure
Tobias Jameson fumbled for the remote and turned off the video feed, silencing the news anchor’s confused commentary. His thoughts were a maelstrom of questions and fears. What the hell just happened? Nothing made sense. The world was tilting off its axis. It had to be some kind of stunt, didn’t it? It couldn’t have been real. He’d watched the events play out on the award show just as everyone else had, tuning in after the news brief about the terrorist threat had broken on every channel, and he’d stayed glued to the set until the broadcast had finally been cut off while the Special Forces soldiers were carting the unconscious bodies off the stage.
Afterward, he’d made the rounds of the news programs for a couple of hours. They were pretty much still chasing their tails. No one understood what had happened or what to make of it. The only thing Toby knew for sure was that his brother had been on tour with his band, the Journeymen, in Australia as late as that morning. Nick had called from Melbourne just after their concert, and Toby had heard the screams of the crowd in the background. There was no way Nick could have been in Los Angeles not even six hours later. Teleportation doesn’t exist. It can’t exist.
Toby stood and paced around his apartment, pausing occasionally to look at the framed photos of his family that adorned the walls and noting how rarely the images contained the four of them together. Nick and Toby’s performing careers, not to mention Faith’s busy medical practice, tended to keep them apart.
Another image popped into his mind before he could suppress it: Nick yelling at Scott and the terrorist, showing visible fangs and claws. Somehow, his voice was an entire octave lower than it should have been. Toby pushed the memory from his mind. He didn’t know what was going on, but that was not his brother. His thoughts marched in circles as he wandered through the empty apartment, looking for answers.
His cell phone rang, and he answered it quickly. “Nick? Is that you?”
“Toby.” His brother sounded exhausted. “Did you see the broadcast?”
“Yes, I saw it! Who was that? They looked just like you guys! What’s going on?”
“Toby, do you trust me?”
“What?” Toby was shocked. “Of course.”
“Someone is coming to get you. Go with him.”
Toby took the phone away from his ear and stared at it in disbelief. Nick had actually hung up on him. At that moment, the doorbell rang. Toby walked to the door and disarmed the security system. The front office should have called the apartment before letting in any unknown visitors, so whoever it was must have been on his list of trusted friends. When Toby opened the door, he was surprised to see a man he didn’t recognize at all. About Toby’s age, he was dressed in a tan suit.
Toby’s fingers quickly moved to rest on the security system’s panic button. “Can I help you?”
“Mr. Jameson? Would you please come with me?”
The man’s tone was pleasant, but Toby knew that didn’t mean anything. He’d seen enough in his life to know that people were capable of anything.
“Do I know you?” asked Toby, ready to slam the door in his face if he tried anything.
“No, sir. My name is Lucas Daviroquir. Your brother asked me to pick you up.”
“You know Nick?” Toby asked, uncertain.
“No, sir. We’ve never met—but I live in this neighborhood as well, so I was the closest person he could find. He asked me to bring you to him.”
Toby looked the other man over again and noticed something he had missed the first time. The man was wearing a metal lapel pin, about an inch and a half across, in the shape of a white circle with the right half filled in. In the center was a silver Maltese cross overlaid with three gold circles—exactly like the symbol on the shirt of the person on TV who had looked so much like Nick. Toby swallowed and let his gaze rise to meet the other man’s eyes.
“It was really him, wasn’t it?”
The other man looked at him sympathetically.
“I think he wants to tell you himself, Toby. We’re already working on finding the rest of your family.”
Toby stepped out of the apartment and pulled the door closed behind him. “Then let’s go.”
“Initiate priority transit for two, relayed through the Anchorpoint master gateway directly to the Citadel.” Lucas reached out his hand and laid it on Toby’s shoulder.
A voice spoke out of the air. “Teleport ready.”
“Execute.”
The world disappeared in white light. When the light faded, they were standing in an open courtyard in the center of an eight-pointed star inlaid on the floor. Surrounding them were low white metal buildings. Narrow pillars stood at each of the eight points of the star, each about six feet high and four inches in diameter. The pillars and the outline of the star design glowed a luminous blue.
Toby looked around in wonder. Crowds of people moved purposefully about their business on all sides, most dressed in simple two-piece outfits of white, gray, or green that resembled surgical scrubs. The rest wore regular clothes, but again, the colors of white, gray, and green predominated. All of them completely ignored Lucas and Toby. There was a curious deadness to the sounds of their footsteps, as if the very air was muffled. Then Toby looked up. The area was brightly lit by overhead floodlights, suspended from an open framework of white metal that curved across the night sky. But what really caught his attention were the stars: there were so many, more than he had ever seen.
“Toby,” said Lucas.
Toby tore his eyes away from the sky to look where Lucas was pointing, at one of a number of slightly raised circular platforms. Each was about six feet across and situated at one of the points of the star.
“This way.”
Not trusting himself to ask any of the questions that threatened to burst from his lips, Toby followed.
When they both stood on the platform he’d indicated, Lucas said, “Initiate transit for two to Tower Alpha Seven, observation level.”
“Teleport ready.”
“Execute,” said Lucas. The world turned white again, and they were standing on a similar platform in the center of a large disk of bright white metal. The smaller platform was surrounded by numerous tables and chairs, all clear as glass except for the white cushions. Overhead, the numberless stars blazed brightly.
Toby barely had time to step off the platform before he heard someone call his name and felt himself wrapped in a tight embrace.
“Mom?” Toby was floored. All of his questions flew out of his head at the sight of her. He pulled back out of her arms. “What’s going on? How did you get here?”
Struggling to hold back tears, Claire Jameson met her younger son’s eyes. She turned to the side so Toby could see past her.
“Your brother brought me.”
Beyond her, Nick stood at the edge of the metal disk, facing away from them. Still dressed exactly as he'd been when Toby had last seen him on television, in a white collarless shirt and white slacks tucked into his boots, he stood with his hands clasped behind his back, staring straight ahead at the stars. Beside Nick, Scott stood next to another man seated in one of the clear chairs. Toby’s eyes widened. It’s the terrorist from the broadcast, Jeremy something or other. Toby turned back to his mother.
“It was real, wasn’t it? All of it.”
“I think so, Toby. He said he’d explain everything as soon as we were all here. We’re just waiting for your sister now.”
“They just picked her up in New York City, Mrs. Jameson,” said Lucas, standing beside them. “She’ll be here in a few minutes.”
Toby turned to face him. “You have the same kind of cross Nick wore. Are you a vampire, too?”
Lucas glanced nervously at Nick.
“Mr. Jameson, if I were to answer that question before your brother has a chance to talk to you, he would probably have me killed. If you will excuse me…” He stepped back onto the platform. “Initiate transit for one to Armistice Security garrison, main level.”
“Teleport ready.”
“Execute.” Lucas disappeared in a white haze.
Toby turned back to his mother. “Will you be okay if I go talk to him?”
She nodded. “I’ll wait for Faith and then join you.” She sat down at a nearby table.
Toby squared his shoulders and walked to Nick’s side, his footsteps silent in the heavy air. From the edge of the disk, he could finally see below the level of the sky. The view took his breath away. The black sky had led him to believe it was night, but the vista before him was starkly lit by bright sunlight. They were standing on top of a conical tower of white metal that swept downward to join a network of white buildings interconnected by cylindrical tubes. Clear domes atop the buildings shone in the light, like droplets of dew clinging to a spider’s web. Toby realized they were standing in a similar dome, so transparent that it was invisible from the inside.
Toby lifted his eyes to look beyond the edge of the city. A barren wasteland of tumbled gray and white rock stretched monotonously to the horizon.
“What is this place?” he whispered.
“The Citadel,” Nick said from beside him.
Toby turned to meet his brother’s eyes. “Everything I saw on the broadcast, everything I heard you say—it was all real, wasn’t it?”
“Why don’t you sit down? I’ll explain as soon as Faith gets here.”
“I’ll sit if you answer my question.”
“Toby,” Nick said, his voice deepening, “sit down.”
“Yes or no, Nick? Either way, I promise I’ll stay to hear your explanation. Just tell me the truth.”
Nick gazed into his brother’s eyes, measuring his resolve. Then he turned away and looked back out over the city again.
“Yes … it was all real.”
Toby took a deep breath. “Okay,” he said. Then he strode over to the table next to Scott and slugged Jeremy in the face as hard as he could, knocking the former terrorist onto the floor. “That’s for trying to kill my brother, you son of a bitch!”
Scott looked at Toby, then at Jeremy who lay on the floor in a daze, and burst out laughing.
“Go, Toby!” Scott smiled. They ignored the other Sentinel as he slowly rose to his feet, righted his chair, and sat back down without saying a word.
“Why is he even here?” Toby directed his question at Scott.
“I wanted to be here for Nick and the rest of you, but I don’t trust Jeremy enough to let him out of my sight,” Scott answered.
“Fine. Keep him away from me.” Toby walked back to one of the tables on the other side of Nick and sat by himself. A moment later, the rest of his family joined him, his sister and his mother wearing identical expressions of apprehension. “Well, we’re all here now, so go ahead,” he told his brother.
Sighing, Nick gazed at the expectant faces of his family. “Did all of you see what happened in Los Angeles?”
They nodded.
“Then you heard what Scott and I said about the war between Sentinels and Nightwalkers and the peace treaty in North America.”
“We heard it,” said Claire. “We also heard you say that you were one of these Daywalkers.”
“That’s right. I am.”
“You’re a vampire?” asked Faith.
“I’ve been redeemed,” Nick mumbled defensively. “I got my soul back.”
“Does that mean you lost it at some point?” asked Claire.
Nick met her eyes. “Yes.”
“When?” asked Toby. “How long have you been like this?”
“Over six years.”
 
June 2033; Castle Night, French Alps; Six years earlier
Nick picked his way through the rubble and flaming debris that littered the spiral stone staircase, breathing shallowly to avoid the acrid smoke. The white cloth of his short-sleeved shirt was stained with ash and blood. Reaching out with his mind, he scanned the main keep, starting with the lower levels and slowly working his way up, using a light touch that shouldn’t have been detectable by anyone less than a Third Order telepath.
A number of Triumvirate soldiers were scattered around the intersections of the major corridors, but the castle was so huge he was able to avoid them easily. He didn’t want to answer any awkward questions, and he knew that if he were caught, the Armistice Security forces would pin him down long enough for the Triumvirate to arrive and take charge. The soldiers would only be doing their jobs; he didn’t want to have to kill any of them.
To remain hidden, he kept to the shadows and back corridors, occasionally snuffing out the mystical white flames of the torches as he passed. He ignored the priceless tapestries that adorned the walls, as well as the bronze sculptures and marble statuary Luscian had plundered from every era in human history. His destination was one of the secret escape routes on the fourth level, and to get there he was reading from the map he carried in his mind—the one he had stolen from the vampire lord’s memories. It would lead him to a passage down the mountain and out of the layered jumper blocks Luscian had erected to keep unwanted visitors from teleporting into the fortress. Nick knew Luscian’s master codes to get through them, of course, but if he teleported through the blocks, it would leave a ripple in his wake that could be tracked.
He didn’t want to be followed when he left, nor did he have any desire to deal with the aftermath of the battle. Let the Triumvirate loot the place and burn it down, if they want. They deserve it for exterminating House Luscian. Good riddance. He idly continued his mental scan of the fortress up to the High Tower, where Takeshi had destroyed Luscian’s physical host, and found it to be oddly deserted. Then he realized a single mind waited alone on the upper battlements.
“Hello, Nick.”
The unexpected voice boomed in his head.
Cursing to himself, Nick withdrew his psychic probes and tried to remain hidden.
“I know you’re there, Nicholas,”
said the psychic voice in amusement.
Nick sighed and extended a tendril of thought out to the mind that had detected him. “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 to accept the invitation.
Silently cursing himself for being overconfident in his new abilities, Nick changed course for the staircase up into the High Tower. He hadn’t detected anyone inside, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there. Plenty of Sentinels in the upper echelons of Armistice Security were strong enough to mask their presence from him. Takeshi was by far the best, and Nick knew that wherever Rory was, Take wouldn’t be far away.
Nick made his way up the tower stairwell to the roof, stepping into the open air for the first time since he arrived. Night was giving way to dawn, the violet sky fading to dark blue as the stars began to wink out in the face of the rising light. However, Nick could instinctively feel that sunrise was still almost an hour away. Looking around, he easily found Rory standing between the crenellations of the chest-high stone wall that ran around the rooftop. He was facing east, toward the rising sun, and wore a long-sleeved black shirt, black pants, and black fingerless gloves. God, he looks so young. He hasn’t aged a day since we first met.
Snow-capped crags reached for the sky all around them and glowed faintly in the reddish light, although they seemed brightly lit to Nick’s enhanced senses. With a grateful breath of crisp mountain air, Nick walked across the cracked, burned stone, his bare feet avoiding the worst of the bloodstains. Rory stood watching the flickering blue flames of three huge bonfires in the courtyard below.
“What are you burning?” Nick asked.
Rory continued to watch the flames, listening to their faint crackling. “The bodies of House Luscian. Once they’re completely consumed, we will commit their ashes to the wind and the sunlight.”
Nick nodded, unsympathetic to 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. “Anaba 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 striking green eyes seemed to glow in the light of the blue flames, which highlighted the dark auburn of his hair. “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.” He paused for a moment. “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. “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 open wine bottle from the wall in front of him 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 to cast a warming cantrip over the two glasses and watched them steam as they reached body temperature. He took one of the glasses. “What shall we drink to?”
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. They both drank, watching the funeral pyres for a few minutes before Nick broke the silence. “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.”
“This is Sentinel?” Nick raised an eyebrow as he took another sip and rolled the wine 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?” Rory’s voice tightened 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 looked out at 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 curiously. “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.”
“And in the meantime, he indulged in a little recreational torture.” Rory’s words were laced with sympathy.
Nick shuddered but tried to cover it by picking up his glass again and taking another sip. “I try not to think about that.”
Rory turned back to face the bonfires. “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. “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 blue flames.
Nick leaned against the crenellated wall. “So, what now?”
“Now?” Rory paused and took a sip of 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, although 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 and grinned back at Nick, his fangs showing momentarily. “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.” He 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.” He finished his bloodwine, then turned around and leaned his forearms on the stone wall, holding the empty glass as he watched the vermillion sky.
Rory copied him. “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 and shrugging nonchalantly. “I just want to go home, back to my life.”
“Your life is over, Nicholas.” Rory stared at him, obviously appalled, then stood again and crossed his arms. “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 in irritation.
“I do know that, and so do you.” His eyes bored into Nick’s. “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.”
“There’s a way you can protect him.” Rory put his hand on Nick’s shoulder. “But only if you have the will.”
“How?”
“Walk away.” Rory’s voice hardened. “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 burned in his eyes. Finally, he straightened, and his expression grew stony. “Goodbye, Rory.”
“Where are you going?” Rory’s voice was calm.
“Home.”
“When the time comes, try to remember that I offered you a choice.”
Nick looked at him stolidly, saying nothing before jumping away.
 
January 2040; The Citadel, Lunar Farside; Five hours after public exposure
Nick’s siblings stared at him incredulously before Faith snapped her head around to look at Scott. “How long have you known?”
“Twenty-thirty-four, near the end of our tour in Europe,” said Scott. “A Nightwalker named Zachariah attacked Nick while we were in London; that kindled my Gift, turning me into a Sentinel.”
“Is that how it works? You said on TV that the Gift becomes active under special circumstances,” Faith said to her brother.
“The Gift is activated by the presence of any Nightwalker who isn’t shielding himself from detection,” Nick explained. “As long as they remain within the Armistice Zone, Nightwalkers are required to shield themselves whenever they’re out in public, to prevent the accidental activation of latent Sentinels.”
“And you just happened to be a latent Sentinel?” Toby asked Scott. “Isn’t that kind of unlikely?”
“Not really. Latents tend to aggregate. They’re subconsciously drawn together into social groupings, based on complementary talents. When they are finally activated, their peer group often becomes a linked team of two to four members.”
“Linked?” asked Faith.
“Sentinel groupings are linked mind to mind,” said Scott. “Members pass thoughts and memories among themselves, maintaining the highest level of communication and teamwork during combat. Once a link is established, it lasts for life, so most Sentinels stick to stable peer groups.” He glanced at Nick, who was standing impassively at the edge of the observation deck. “Sometimes, when a peer group contains one or more very strong members, the link becomes partially active even while the group is dormant. In those cases, the composition of the team becomes fixed, bound together forever. That’s what happened with the two of us.”
“Two?” Toby looked at Nick. “You, too?”
“I would have been a Sentinel if I hadn’t been turned. My circumstances were special, so the link remained even after I was dead.”
“What do you mean dead?” asked Claire.
“I’m a vampire, Mom. I died and came back. I didn’t have any choice about it, not until the Grace gave me the opportunity to reclaim my soul.”
She hesitated. “Do you drink blood?”
“Yes.” He looked away.
Silence stretched on for more than a minute as his family processed that information.
“Nick,” Faith said finally, “I don’t want to sound selfish, but Scott said you only become a Sentinel if you inherit it from both parents.” She glanced at Toby, who was obviously wondering what she was getting at. “If you were one of these latents, does that mean we could be as well?”
“Yes.”
Claire’s protest caught in her throat; she made a choked sound instead.
“I haven’t ever tested either of you for latency or allowed anyone else to do it,” Nick told his sister. “I didn’t want to know. I wanted to believe you’d be safe. But that’s not possible now that we’re in the open. We have to know the truth if we’re going to decide what to do next. Scott can test you for the Gift, if you let him.”
“Why can’t you do it?” asked Faith, looking from Scott to Nick.
Nick turned to look out over the white city again and then exhaled slowly, shakily. “Because I still don’t want to know. I can’t bear the thought of feeling the taint of magic on either of you. I never wanted you to be part of this world.”
“You’re part of it,” Toby said. “Doesn’t that mean we are, too?”
“You’re human,” Nick said, his voice ragged with emotion. “I want you to stay human. I want to watch you have a wife and children. I don’t want to worry that one day you might die protecting them from the monsters that walk the earth.” He turned to face them, and his expression was haunted. “I don’t want either of you to be forced into being soldiers. That would break my heart.”
“Do it then,” Toby told Scott. “Test us.”
Faith nodded. “Go ahead, Scott.”
Scott came forward and held each of their hands, looking deep into their eyes. His lips moved silently as he cast a spell. Walking to Nick, he placed his hand on his best friend’s shoulder. “I’m sorry,” he told Nick over the link.
Nick’s face twisted. It was his worst nightmare—one he’d had years to prepare for but never had the will to confront.
“Both of them?”
he thought, struggling to maintain control despite feeling Scott’s mind touch his in silent support.
“No. Faith is human. Toby is Fire latent, just like you were.”
Scott’s thoughts were sympathetic. “I wish I could give you better news.”
I always knew it was a possibility.
Nick closed his eyes. “I can’t do this, Scott. I’m not ready.”
“Do you want me to tell them?”
Nick opened his eyes and looked at his family, noticing their dread at his expression. “No,” he communicated to Scott. “They’re my responsibility.”
Nick stepped forward, trying to find the right words.
“We know it’s bad.” Toby took the matter out of his hands. “Just tell us who it is.”
“It’s you, Toby.” Nick watched his brother’s eyes widen in dismay. “You’re a latent Sentinel, element Fire.”
Toby reeled backward, stunned. “What does that mean?”
“The Gift programs Sentinels with magical and combat skills but also with an elemental power that is related to their fighting style.” He ticked them off on his fingers. “Fire for magicians, Air for mentalists, Water for shapeshifters, and Earth for weapons.”
“Who cares about any of that?” Claire said angrily. “What are you going to do to help him?”
“There’s nothing I can do. He’s old enough to make his own choices. I’ve managed to clear the Citadel of Nightwalkers temporarily, so he’s safe here until he decides how he wants to proceed. If he returns to the States, he can live out his life normally, in human society. Nightwalkers stay shielded in public throughout North America, so there should be no danger of accidentally kindling his Gift. If he enters any other Free People facility or he leaves the Armistice Zone, he’ll be at risk no matter what I do to protect him.”
“That’s not good enough, Nick,” his mother scolded.
“That’s the way it is, Mom. If he wants to stay human, he can’t leave North America. Not unless he decides to risk it and we try to take precautions.”
“What precautions?” Toby asked. “What can we do?”
Nick clasped his hands together, and a green light shone briefly from his palms before dying away. When he pulled his hands apart, he was holding a golden disk, the edge surrounded by sharp points. He handed it to Toby.
“This is the best defense I can give you.”
Toby looked at the disk. Inscribed on one side was a geometric seven-pointed design overlaid with a branching red symbol. The other side held a needle-like pin that extended from one edge of the disk to the other.
“What is it?”
“A message to the Children of Darkness,” Nick explained. “Wear it above your heart, on the left side of your chest, whenever you travel out of North America, and never take it off until you come home.”
“What does it mean?” asked Claire.
“It’s the seal of House Luscian,” said Nick. “My seal. It places him under my protection as long as he wears it. Any Nightwalker who sees it should leave him alone—if not run the other way.”
“That’s it? That’s the best you can do?” Faith’s anger seeped into her voice. “You think a pin will protect him against vampires?”
“I’ll inform the Court of Shadows of his existence and ask that the Children of Darkness not interfere with him in any way. The Court will respect my wishes. They know what will happen if they cross me.”
“And what does that mean?” asked Faith.
Nick was silent.
“Well? What will happen?”
“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.” Jeremy’s voice was loud in the silence. Scott moved to shut him up, but Nick put his hand on Scott’s arm and silently told him to wait. His family had all turned to face Jeremy, but Jeremy looked only at Nick. “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.”
Claire slowly turned back to face her elder son. “You said that?”
“I warned them,” Nick said quietly, looking past her to meet Jeremy’s eyes. “I told them my terms from the beginning.”
“Nicholas,” said Faith, as if seeing him for the first time. “What happened to you?”
“Life happened,” Nick told his sister. “Life and death, and life again.” He looked at Toby. “I will do everything in my power to protect you.” Then he turned to his sister. “I will pay any price to keep you safe.” Gazing directly at his mother, he spoke again, his words coldly formal. “I am Nicholas Magister Luscian, and my words are true.”
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CHAPTER 7
 
Albuquerque, New Mexico; Four hours earlier, one hour after public exposure
Anaba watched her husband from behind the soundproof glass of his studio. He was sanding down the lines of his latest sculpture—a firebird in bright alabaster. She could already see the silver, lapis, and coral inlays lying on the workbench behind him, waiting for the final shaping to fit neatly into place. He paused in his work, turning as he detected her presence. He raised an eyebrow above the line of his goggles, and she knew he was smiling behind the white surgical mask.
Ana sighed. That’s what I get for marrying a First Order telepath. She waited patiently, watching as he stripped off his protective gear and jumpsuit, opened the door to his studio, and stepped into their home. As he wrapped his arms around her, she inhaled his scent—rock dust, the familiar sour-sweetness of his sweat, the fragrance of home.
“Welcome home, Anaba.”
A mental probe reached out to her through the carefully defended notch in her psychic shields. “Aren’t you supposed to be two thousand miles away?”
“I jumped to the local chapterhouse and took a cab.”
He leaned forward and kissed her. “You know, if you’d just build a teleport gateway in the house, like the rest of them, you’d have a lot more freedom to get around.”
She sighed, enjoying the sensation of his lips against hers, the pressure of his body as he held her. “I keep telling you, Sike. I don’t want that life to come into this house.”
Sike broke the kiss and let go of her, stepping backward with a sad smile. “It’s our house, Hummingbird, and it’s your life. You deserve to have a place where every part of you is welcome.” He sat in the brown leather desk chair. “Would you like me to make you some dinner? I know they don’t exactly feed you celebrities well at those New York recording sessions. And you’re just going to have to jump right back again in the morning if you want to catch your flight home to maintain your cover.”
She sat in the small loveseat across from him. “That might not be an issue anymore, Badger.”
He looked at her shrewdly. “What happened?”
Her thoughts turned sharp. “Nick.”
“What did he do this time?”
Sike thought with a smile.
She sighed at his knowing look and carefully related the events in Los Angeles.
Sike walked over to sit on the loveseat next to her, draping his arm over her shoulders and drawing her close. “So, you’re out of the closet.”
“I’m sorry, Sike. We screwed it up big time. For everyone. My career is probably over, and we don’t have billions of dollars in Nightwalker assets scattered across the globe to draw on like Nick and Rory do.”
Sike kissed the top of her head. “We’ll get through this.”
“I don’t know if I’m strong enough.”
“Do you remember the night you came into my shop for the first time, Anaba?”
She smiled wistfully. “I remember.”
She had wanted a custom choker to match her grandmother’s bracelets. The jeweler she had asked told her Sike was the only silversmith in town who could work with traditional styles and would even consider doing it for the price she demanded.
Sike ran his fingers through Anaba’s straight black hair, removing the pins so that it hung freely. “Your strength was what attracted me to you in the first place. You knew exactly what you wanted and what you were willing to pay, and you wouldn’t take no for an answer.”
She snorted. “And here I thought it was the way I saved your life when the local vamps came calling.”
Sike grinned, burying his face in her hair and inhaling the faint orange blossom scent of her perfume. “Admittedly,” he thought, “the sight of you torching those three Nightwalkers to cinders was a little awe-inspiring, but I was already working up the courage to ask you out as soon as the necklace was ready.” He kissed her cheek. “You’re my little hummingbird, so fierce in defense of what’s yours.”
“Are you still mine, Badger?”
she asked, reaching up to stroke his short beard.
He laid his forehead against hers. “Do you even have to ask?”
 
Court of Shadows Embassy, Icehaven City, Hudson Bay, Canada; Six hours after public exposure
Lorcan shook his head in disbelief as he watched the recording of Nick’s actions in Los Angeles. How did I wind up with someone so reckless? he thought to himself. Come to think of it, Connor was like that, too. Lorcan was about to rewind to the beginning when the door to his office chimed.
“Nicholas Magister Luscian is requesting entry,” said the security AI.
Lorcan paused the recording, looking at the frozen image of Nick staring into the cameras and giving them all a winning smile as the nuclear bomb smoked behind him.
“Let him in,” he instructed.
The door opened silently, and Nick shuffled in looking drained. He stared momentarily at the image of himself floating in the air beside Lorcan’s desk before turning to the Nightwalker. “I take it you heard.”
Lorcan put the remote on the desk and sighed, staring at Nick. Finally, he stood and held out his arms.
Stumbling forward, Nick threw himself into Lorcan’s embrace and rested his head on the Nightwalker’s shoulder. “God, Ruarc, what the hell have I done?”
“You’ve exposed us all to the humans and probably saved millions of lives.” Lorcan reached up and gently stroked the Daywalker’s hair, concealing the thrill he felt at Nick’s use of his true name.
“That part I knew.” Leaning back, Nick gazed into Lorcan’s green eyes and smiled. “Maybe I should have asked, ‘What the hell do I do now?’”
Lorcan chuckled, then reluctantly pulled away to sit at the conference table. “You certainly made a mess of things this time, Nicholas. Everyone, and I do mean everyone, on both sides is going to be after your head for this.”
Nick collapsed into the other chair. “You’re right about that. Nemesis was ready to explode with rage when I made my report. Even Rory took a turn yelling at me.”
Lorcan’s forehead wrinkled in surprise. “Then he must have been seriously upset. I didn’t think you could ever screw up enough to make the Traveler take sides against you.”
“Neither did I.”
Lorcan leaned forward and steepled his fingers in front of him. “What are they going to do?”
“I don’t know. They were already debating when I left the Council Chamber. They’re probably still at it for all I know. I had other bridges to burn.”
Hearing the bitterness in his Nick’s voice, Lorcan looked at him curiously. “What happened?”
“I told my family the truth. About everything.”
“Fire and Darkness!” cursed Lorcan. He studied Nick’s defeated posture. “I presume it didn’t go well?”
Nick rested his forearms on the table, then laid his head on his arms. “It went fine, right up to the point where I had to tell my little brother he’s a latent Sentinel. Things deteriorated after that.”
“Oh, Nicholas. I’m so sorry.” Lorcan squeezed Nick’s shoulder. “I know you hoped it would all just pass them by.”
“I shouldn’t have lied to myself. I should have tested them right away so I could have given him some warning. But it’s too late now. We just have to move forward.”
“I suppose. What does he plan to do?”
“He still wants to do his concert series later this year. That will take him outside of the Armistice Zone.”
Lorcan sighed. So reckless. “Nick, I don’t think that’s a good idea. You’re a high profile target, now even more so, and your brother will be a prime proxy candidate to get to you. You might not be able to protect him.”
“I’m not going to protect him. You are.”
Lorcan sat back in his chair. “Perhaps you should explain that.”
“I said once that if they troubled my family, I would scorch the earth and sow the ground with salt,” Nick said through clenched jaws. “Tell the other houses that if anything—anything at all—happens to my brother in one of their territories, I will use all the power at my disposal to smite that house and that territory into dust and gravel. Nothing will be left when I get through with them, and nothing will ever grow there again. I swear it on the Light.”
“Nicholas, are you sure? That kind of threat will almost certainly invite a reprisal.” He reached out and clasped Nick’s hands in his.
“As long as it falls on me and no one else, they can do their worst. But if they so much as breathe wrong at someone I care about, they’ll all pay dearly for it. Tell them that.” He pulled his hand free and stroked Lorcan’s cheek. “Please. Do this for me.”
Lorcan closed his eyes, leaning into the familiar touch, knowing Nick didn’t mean it to be anything but a gesture of friendship. Lorcan didn’t care. He opened his eyes again. “All right, Nicholas,” he said quietly. “I’ll tell them.” Leaning forward, he whispered into Nick’s ear. “I’ll see you tonight, maybe. I’ll let you know what they say.”
 
Armistice Security Headquarters, Anchorpoint City, Grand Mesa, Colorado
Ana strode along the deeply carpeted gray halls of Armistice Security Headquarters, her expression stormy. Gauging her mood, agents she had worked with for years wisely scattered before her, choosing to get out of her way.
When she finally entered the central room in the suite of offices she occupied with Nick and Scott, she closed the door behind her and headed for her private office. Like Scott’s, her office door was marked with the half-circle symbol of Armistice Security overlaid with the colored sword of an element—in her case, the red sword of fire. The door to Nick’s office carried the seal of House Luscian. As she passed the window, she stopped momentarily to gaze out at the view of the lesser spires of the city, which she had always loved. Only when she turned back toward her office did she notice a person sitting on the comfortable black leather couch that adorned the room—a person she never imagined she would find here.
Michelle Phillips took her eyes off her son, Peter, who was playing on the floor, to coolly acknowledge Ana’s presence before pointedly ignoring her.
Ana watched for a moment, stung by the snub in spite of herself. Scott’s wife had every right to be angry, of course. Her husband and closest friends had been lying like dogs to her for years about their secret lives, and Scott had almost made her a widow tonight. Ana sighed inwardly and opened the door of her office, flipping on the overhead lights as she stepped inside. Letting the door close behind her, she walked up to the desk and sat in her high-backed leather chair.
“Nice of you to finally show up,” Takeshi muttered, dropping his shroud of invisibility.
Ana swiveled in her chair. Take leaned against a filing cabinet with his arms crossed.
“I’m here now. I wanted to tell Sike first, before he saw it on the news.”
“I know, and I don’t blame you at all.”
“Where are they? Nick said he’d meet me when I arrived.” Ana drummed her fingers on the desk.
“Scott went to tell Michelle the truth. It didn’t go well. She demanded to come here and confront all three of you together. Scott turned off the internal security sensors after they arrived, but the screaming was pretty intense if what leaked through the soundproofing on the outer door was anything to go by. Anyway, since they were in the doghouse down here, they headed up to the Citadel so Nick could tell his family the truth.”
Ana frowned. “The Citadel? Why not here?”
“Because it’s the smallest of the Hidden Cities and is predominantly populated by Daywalkers. It was the easiest for him to get the local Nightwalkers to evacuate.”
“Oh, Christ, I forgot about that. Is he finally going to test them? It’s been six years, for God’s sake.”
“I know. He’s trying to be careful in case either of them is actually latent. He told the Nightwalkers of the Citadel that if one of his siblings kindled due to their presence, he would consider it a personal affront to his honor. They cleared out pretty fast after that. It hasn’t been that long since the last time they had to rebuild the city because of him.”
“What’s he going to do if they are latent?”
“I don’t believe he’s thought that far ahead.”
“If either of them turns up positive, it would absolutely destroy him, Take.” Ana rubbed her eyes tiredly. “At least, it would have yesterday. I hate to admit it, but Jeremy did us all a huge favor by giving Nick something to believe in again. It was a horrendous risk—and almost went so completely wrong—but Nick just might find a new balance now, with a bit of light to even out the darkness.”
“Rory thinks so, too.” Takeshi pushed himself away from the filing cabinet and sat in the chair across from Ana’s desk. “Forgive me for saying what we’re both thinking, but Nick does have a knack for making life difficult for the rest of us.”
Ana sighed. “You’ve got that right.”
“Are you ready to get to work, Special Agent Nizhoni?” Takeshi asked.
“Yes I am, Director.”
“To begin with,” Take said, lacing his fingers behind his head, “we need to discuss a change in your duties as Lead Agent on Nick’s security detail.”
“I’m all ears.”
“It is the unanimous decision of the Triumvirate, following the events of this evening, that Nick be reassigned to new diplomatic duties. We’ll find someone else to be our liaison with the Court of Shadows. We want him to fill a new position we’ve created, and I’d like your input on the best way to set up the logistics of supporting that role.”
“What new position?”
Take met her eyes gravely.
“Ambassador to Humanity.”
 



CHAPTER 8
 
“Are you serious?” Ana asked incredulously. “You want to open diplomatic relations with the human governments?”
“Yeah.” Takeshi shrugged. “We’re exposed now. The safest course is to be proactive about releasing information so the humans don’t start making up whatever they want to believe. We’ll retask the Washington, Ottawa, and Mexico City chapterhouses to serve as embassies. He can rotate between the three governments as needed. We can even set up another base of operations for him at the chapterhouse in New York City, in case he ever needs to address the United Nations.”
“Why Nick?”
“Because he’s already out in the open, and he has a track record with being in the human media spotlight.” Take looked at her with a grim expression. “And because he’s strong enough to make him hard to kill. That’s why we let him deal with the Los Angeles situation. Aside from Rory, he had the best chance of protecting himself if he was caught in the blast.”
“How do you want to do this, Take?”
“We’ve already started upgrading the fixed, non-lethal defenses in the new embassies. If the humans decide to attack, we’ll be able to hold them off. The upgrades should be complete in about a week. In the meantime, we think you three should start brainstorming how to make initial contact with the human governments. They’ll be resistant, so you’ll have to find a way to get them to acknowledge our legitimacy.”
“That’ll be difficult,” said Ana, turning her head to look at the hologram hovering in the center of the opposite wall: an image of all four Winds together, the strongest Sentinels in the world. “We’re a challenge to their authority. They won’t be willing to share power.”
“Then you’ll have to figure out a way to make them listen. We’re out in the open now, and we’re not going to disappear.”
“Takeshi,” Ana said after a moment of silence, “do you ever wish things were different? That your life could just go back to the way things were before the Gift?”
Takeshi’s expression was inscrutable. “No.”
“Was that a completely self-serving lie to get out of answering my question?” Ana asked with a smirk.
“Yes.”
Ana stopped smiling and straightened the framed photograph of her husband on the desk.
“Whatever happens next is going to be a nightmare, no matter how we slice it. This isn’t the first time Nick’s gotten us thrown to the wolves, and I’m betting it won’t be the last. Rory’s just as bad. I mean, you saw how he turned on us when Jiao-long made him a Nightwalker. What could possibly make this all worthwhile?”
Takeshi closed his eyes and leaned back in his chair. “You know my grandmother raised me. She was from a traditional background, and she tried to give me the same upbringing. To her, in the end everything came down to giri and ninjo. One is self-sacrifice, duty, and obligation, versus the other, which is emotion, compassion, and love. Yes, Rory killed me, but that was his nature at the time. He fought against it—even gave me the opportunity to escape with my life or to join him in the darkness. I couldn’t bring myself to do either. Running away would have meant living my life without him, and staying with him would have meant becoming the kind of monster I spent half my life killing. So instead, I died. I let him kill me to break the deadlock.
“That should have been the end of it, but Rory wouldn’t let it go. He faced the same choice I did—living as a monster in the darkness without me, or entering the service of heaven for the power to bring me back. He accepted the Grace and bound himself to being a slave to the Light, quite possibly until the end of time, unable to die until the Grace releases him. He did that for me, Ana. I owe him my continued existence, and everything in my life after that is a tribute to him.
“My duty belongs to him, and so does my heart. There’s no conflict between giri and ninjo for me anymore, between honor and desire. No matter what happens with the rest of my life, I will be content with him beside me.” He opened his eyes and turned to face Ana. “Does that answer your question?”
“Yes,” Ana said, her expression thoughtful. “Thank you for answering me.”
There was a knock at the door; Takeshi stood. “Good luck with your new job.” He gave Ana one of his rare grins. “Don’t forget, poker night is at Scott’s tomorrow.” He spoke to his AI and teleported away.
“The others are back,” Michelle Phillips said curtly when Ana opened the door.
Ana followed her into the outer office. Scott and Jeremy stood together, looking uncomfortable. Michelle took her seat again on the couch, next to her son. There was a distinct demarcation between the two groups, as if an uncrossable moat divided them.
Ana approached Scott, noticing, as she did so, that Jeremy was now sporting a black eye. Good. He deserves it.
“Where’s Nick?” she asked.
“The Court of Shadows Embassy in Icehaven, so he could give their Ambassador a message,” said Jeremy.
“What message?”
“He wanted to warn them off of Toby,” Scott told her.
Michelle looked up at that. “What does Toby have to do any with this?”
“He’s Sentinel latent,” Scott said.
His wife’s face paled as she looked fearfully toward their own child.
“It’s all right. He’s fine.” Scott hastened to reassure her. “I already tested him to make sure he was safe. You haven’t inherited the Gift, so your children won’t ever be part of it.”
“Well, thank heaven for that,” Michelle said. “As soon as Nick gets here, I have something to say to you all.”
Ana looked at Scott, who was watching his wife with concern. “All right,” she said. “We’ll wait.” She extended a psychic probe to Scott and felt the Water Sentinel respond in kind, forging a temporary link. “What is Nick doing?”
Scott unmasked his link to Nick and looked through the Daywalker’s eyes. He saw another young man with spiky black hair and pale skin sitting opposite Nick: Lorcan Primogenitor Diluthical, the Court of Shadows Ambassador to the Triumvirate. He was dressed casually in a green T-shirt and black slacks and he held Nick’s hands in his own. The Nightwalker talked quietly to Nick, his expression troubled.
“I’m surprised they’ve still got their clothes on,” Ana said on a private level of their psychic link.
“Yeah, well, I’m sure they’ll get around to that eventually. They always do,”
thought Scott, his tone edged with disapproval. “Nick still insists they’re just friends.”
“Nick is an idiot,”
Ana said as she watched Lorcan stand and walk out of the room.
“He’ll see through Lorcan eventually,”
thought Scott. “Personally, I can’t wait.”
The two felt Nick turn his attention to their joined minds.
“Welcome back, Ana.”
Ana laid her psychic touch on Nick’s shoulder. “I’m sorry to hear about Toby.”
“You were right.”
Nick’s grief echoed along the link. “I should have tested them years ago.”
“What’s he going to do?”
asked Ana.
“They’re all going to spend the night at my place at the Citadel. Toby still wants to do the overseas concert tour with his band in the fall, despite the danger. That’s assuming they don’t cancel on him after all of this comes out. Lorcan will warn the Nightwalkers around the scheduled venues that Toby is to be left strictly alone, but there’s always a risk someone won’t get the message.”
Nick’s psychic voice grew brutally cold. “I told him they would all pay dearly if anything happens to my brother. Lorcan says he’ll make sure the Court understands the cost of making a mistake.”
“Nick,”
said Ana, “Michelle says she has something to tell us when you get back here.”
She felt him stiffen and then slump again, resigned. “Might as well get it over with then.”
A moment later, a soft chime rang in the outer office and Nick appeared in a white haze. Ana and the two Journeymen lined up facing the couch, ignoring Jeremy for the moment, who simply stepped out of the way. Michelle stood to confront them.
“You lied to me,” Michelle accused Scott. “Betrayed me. You never even gave me the chance to be a true partner in your life. You had every opportunity to trust me with your secrets. Instead you chose to keep me in the dark while you placed yourself in danger over and over again, without any regard for how it might affect me and your son if something happened to you.”
She turned to Nick. “You, I can understand. You don’t have anyone depending on you. But Scott and Ana have families.” She glared at Ana. “You’re supposed to put us first, but neither of you even tried to give up this life for our sakes. Neither of you has any courage in your convictions.” She looked directly at Scott, whose face was contorted by anguish and remorse.
“Tell me, if you had to do it over again,” she asked, “would you do anything differently?”
“Michelle,” Scott pleaded, “please don’t ask me that.”
“Answer me, Scott! Tell me the truth—for once.”
“No,” he said, his voice breaking. “I would have done everything the same. You were never born to this world. I was. I never had any choice about what I became. You’re my Light. How could I drag you down to join me in the darkness with the monsters?”
“That’s probably the most honest thing you’ve said to me in five years.” Michelle’s expression softened as she stepped forward and took his hands. “I vowed to stay with you for better and for worse, Scott. If this is God’s plan for you, then we’ll walk the road together, you and I. But you have to tell me the truth. No more secrets.”
He pulled her to him and wrapped his arms around her.
“No more secrets,” he whispered in her ear.
 
* * *
 
As Nick watched his dyad brother try to mend his family, he suddenly felt a presence in his mind. It had forged its way between the inner and outer ring of his mental shields, where no one but he could detect it. Resisting the urge to turn, he reached out a tendril of thought to the presence. “What do you want, Jeremy?”
“Magic requires sacrifice,”
Jeremy said.
“That’s what the angel told Rory when they bargained for the Grace,”
Nick answered silently. “Did you see his memories I carry when you saw my life in the Faith Ward?”
“No. The Light only showed me you. But I did see you say the words to each other many times. I know what it means.”
“Every bargain has a price.”
“What’s my price, Nick? I damaged their family relationships when I forced them to come forward and expose what they were to save you. They have every right to hate me, and I understand that. But you’re different. You said we owe each other nothing. I gambled with your life, and you still brought me here. What do you want from me?”
Nick felt the tangle of Scott’s regret seeping through the link. “Why did you tell my family what I said to the Court of Shadows all those years ago?”
Jeremy’s inner voice was unapologetic. “Because you were afraid to let them see what you were, and Scott wasn’t willing to force you to be honest. I didn’t want you to end up like him, hiding your face out of fear. So I gave you a push in the right direction, to do what you knew you had to do.”
“Scott thought you were just being presumptuous. You made him hate you even more.”
“I know.”
Jeremy shrugged mentally. “I don’t care about his opinion of me.”
“Then what do you care about? Why do you keep doing these things for my sake?”
Jeremy’s telepathic voice was silent for a moment. “My parents died when I was seven. I lived in foster homes until I was eighteen, never staying more than a year with any family. I have no real friends. Medusa recruited me because she thought I was an easy mark—bitter and vulnerable, looking for a parental figure. She played on my insecurities to give me a false ideal to believe in. She became my whole world. You don’t know how deeply it tore me up inside to see what she really thought of me.”
“Am I your parental figure now?”
Nick’s inner voice was neutral, without judgment.
“No. You’re the only person who has ever looked at me and actually seen someone worth saving.”
“And you’re the only person in a long time who’s had the guts to cut through all of my bullshit and force me to confront the truths I needed to see.”
Nick turned around finally to meet the Sentinel’s eyes, letting his own irises glow red. “Keep doing that, Jeremy. That’s my price.”
Jeremy’s eyes narrowed. “You want me to be your conscience?”
“You’re a new voice in an old chorus. I want your insight, and I think I can trust you never to hold back the truth for my sake. Are you up for it?”
Jeremy’s gray eyes stared into Nick’s red ones. “Yes. If that’s what you want.”
“Then welcome to the team, Sentinel.”
Nick turned back around to face the others, letting his eyes fade back to blue.
“What was that all about?”
Scott asked over the link, turning part of his mind away from comforting his wife as he picked up his son.
Nick gave Scott and Ana the complete memory of the conversation without comment, letting them digest the information.
When Ana raised her inner voice again, it was distinctly amused. “First Lorcan, and now Jeremy. You really do like to collect strays, don’t you, Nick?”
“Fuck you, Ana,”
Nick said silently, without any particular emphasis.
“Seriously,”
thought Scott, “he’s still in shock, betrayed by Medusa. He’s traumatized, though he doesn’t fully realize it. Are you going to stick with him while he works through that? Because if not, it would be kinder to cut him loose. He doesn’t need another betrayal.”
“Jeremy will be fine,”
answered Nick brusquely. “I’ll be here for him if he wants a friend, but I need an outside perspective to measure myself against, and he’s it. I can’t afford to slide into despair again, especially now.”
“We should have done something sooner, Nick. I’m sorry.”
“You couldn’t have helped me, Scott. I have seen too much, and nothing was ever going to get better. It’s all part and parcel of who we are. I needed something drastic to break the cycle, and Jeremy gave it to me.”
“He did,”
agreed Ana. “But I still think he’s a prick.”
Nick smiled. “Maybe he is. But he’s mine now, and I’m keeping him.”
“Strays,”
Ana thought again.
Nick stepped forward. “Excuse me,” he said aloud. The others turned to look at him. “It’s late, and we’re all tired.” He addressed Michelle. “If you want to continue this discussion, I’m sure you’d rather do it in private. The three of us maintain apartments in the city, and there’s probably a media circus at your home by now. You might want to consider spending the night here. Maybe in the morning we can all get together and decide what to do next.”
The Sentinels separated to their homes, with Ana agreeing to help Jeremy find the quarters the city’s central AI had assigned to him. Nick teleported directly back to his apartment after they had all left. Grabbing a bottle of Double Voice out of storage, he pulled off his boots and sat in his living room. Reaching out with his mind to the compact stereo on the bookcase nearby, he turned on some quiet jazz from Toby’s latest album and then settled into the slate-blue leather couch, staring morosely at the scale model of the Citadel on the glass coffee table.
He had kept up a stoic front for his family and Scott, but as he relaxed, he let himself feel his doubts and anxiety over what he’d done that day. There was no going back to what he had been before. He looked around his apartment and the memories it contained, knowing that his old life was gone.
Unlike the others, who had their families to take care of, Nick spent more time in his apartment than at his house in North Carolina. He had taken the time to move in properly and make it more like a home, softening the stark white walls with burgundy paint and covering the existing floor with a floating floor of cherry wood. The couch had been a present from his parents when he’d bought his first house back in Los Angeles, and he’d brought it with him to retain a connection to his past.
The walls were hung with photographs of his family and friends and the platinum album that, in a moment of vanity, he couldn’t resist displaying. The mahogany table and chairs were another present from his mother, as well as the matching cabinet that held her wedding china and fine crystal. Honestly, Nick wasn’t sure what to do with it all, but his mother had insisted, assuming he’d eventually get over his phase and get married. After a while, Nick just went along with it, rather than fight anymore. At least Toby was straight. Nick thought maybe he’d pass the whole setup to his brother when the younger Jameson finally tired of the perks of fame and stopped being such a ladies’ man.
Nick sighed as he sipped at his bloodwine. From the bedroom, the king-sized bed with Egyptian cotton sheets beckoned invitingly. He knew it was too late for second thoughts. This was his life, for better or for worse, and the apartment was going to be home now; not that he would have much time to spend at home if he understood the Triumvirate’s plans for him correctly. He hadn’t believed Ana at first when the Sentinel had related Takeshi’s words. Ambassador to Humanity. Christ. What the hell were they thinking? Might as well get drunk and enjoy it, because it might be the last night I’ll have to myself for quite a while.
He was just finishing his first glass of Tiamat when a soft tone resonated through the apartment, announcing a visitor. Sighing, he put down his glass and went to the front door. The door was in the center of the large Impressionist mural Rory had painted for him as a housewarming present. He checked the external monitor to see who it was, then unsealed the warded door and opened it.
Lorcan wore a black sport coat over the green T-shirt and black slacks he had been wearing earlier. “Need a friend, Nicholas?”
Nick silently waved him inside. As soon as Lorcan stepped across the threshold, Nick closed the door and sealed it behind him. Then he slammed Lorcan back against the door, kissing him violently. Lorcan’s left hand reached up around the back of Nick’s neck, drawing Nick’s head to him, while his right fumbled with the buttons of Nick’s shirt. Breaking the kiss, Nick pulled his head back a little, his fangs primed, his red eyes locked on Lorcan’s green. “Ruarc, it’s been a hell of a long day,” he whispered as his hands slid up to ease off Lorcan’s jacket. “All I need now is to feel your arms around me.”
Lorcan grinned. His eyes changing color and his fangs fully extending, he let go of Nick just long enough to let his jacket fall to the ground. “Why, Nicholas,” he said mockingly, “aren’t you a romantic tonight?” Then he grabbed a fistful of the younger vampire’s hair and levered his head back and to the side. Abandoning his attempt to undo the buttons on Nick’s shirt, he shredded the fabric with his claws. His lips brushed Nick’s neck as he breathed in the Daywalker’s scent. Then he bit down, driving his fangs into Nick’s pulsating jugular.
As Lorcan fed, Nick felt the blood magic bridge the psychic gap between them, filling his thoughts with images and memories from his lover’s mind. At the same time, he knew his memories were running through Lorcan’s mind in turn. He shifted in Lorcan’s arms, trying to reach the Nightwalker’s neck, but Lorcan held tightly to his fistful of hair, preventing the Daywalker from feeding. Not until he had lifted his mouth from Nick’s flesh, healing the incisions of his fangs, did Lorcan allow the younger vampire to feed. As he closed his eyes in the ecstasy of the blood magic, Nick’s talons ripped through the cloth of the Nightwalker’s T-shirt, tearing it to pieces in his haste to expose more of his lover’s flesh.
Lorcan pulled Nick tightly to him, lifting the Daywalker off the floor, Nick’s fangs never leaving his neck. With ease of long familiarity, he walked them both to the bedroom and eased them down onto the bed. Nick gasped, feeling the blood magic bridge fade and experiencing the usual sense of loss as the intimacy of the connection evaporated. Swirling, myriad shades of red shifted and rippled over Lorcan’s irises.
“Ruarc,” said Nick, his voice hoarse with need, “I want you so much.” He ran his hands down Lorcan’s naked back as the Nightwalker leaned down to kiss him deeply.
“Then come and get me.”
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CHAPTER 9
 
The next day
Lorcan woke to the realization he’d slept through the sunrise. He rolled over onto his back, noting Nick’s absence. Lacing his fingers behind his head, he stared at the ceiling. Luckily, the Armistice engineers had carefully considered the needs of the Nightwalker portion of their population. He’d have to take the tunnels to get back to the embassy gateway, which would be embarrassing if he met anyone he knew. He chuckled. He was a superb tactician, having skillfully orchestrated his own meteoric rise through the ranks of his house to second-in-command; only Nick made him so careless. It had been that way from the beginning.
 
August 2034; Milan, Italy; Five years earlier
Once the sun slipped below the horizon, Lorcan left his morning refuge and walked down the streets of the city to his target. He entered the lobby of the Journeymen’s hotel and immediately felt an interlocking series of mystical defenses slide into place behind him, blocking his way out of the building. At the touch of another mind, he stopped, and opening his mental defenses slightly, he reached out a tendril of thought to the other vampire he could feel on the upper floor.
“Lorcan Consul Diluthical,”
Nick said with cold arrogance, “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.
Lorcan smiled, appreciating the gesture of dominance as a reasonable opening move in their negotiations. He made his way to the front desk and was introduced to the bodyguard, who led him upstairs to stand before the Journeymen’s suite. A few minutes later, the door opened, and the guard showed the vampire inside. Nick studied the Nightwalker, who was dressed casually in a dark purple long-sleeved shirt, untucked over a pair of black slacks.
“Come in, Consul.”
Lorcan stepped forward and made a shallow bow. “Prince Nicholas, I greet you on behalf of the Court of Shadows. What is your answer to their proposal?”
Nick’s eyes were hard. “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 gave him a small smile. “An inventive solution. I agree to your terms.” He dropped to 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 a 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 hands toward the empty room, and a shroud of invisibility dropped away, revealing Scott.
Lorcan’s eyes widened as he felt the shape of Scott’s unshielded power and realized what he was.
“Lorcan Praetor Luscian,” Nick said with a predatory smirk. “I’d like you to meet Scott Phillips, my Consul.”
Lorcan found his voice. “A Sentinel? You consort with a Sentinel?”
Nick smiled, showing his fangs. “He is Consul Luscian, Praetor, and you will report directly to him.”
“My Lord, please. You must be joking.” Lorcan was completely taken aback. “Sentinels have no honor. How can you allow one of them to speak for you?”
Nick growled menacingly and clenched his fists. A black beam of energy sprang from his right hand and became a longsword forged of blackened metal, the blade inscribed with glowing blue runes and surrounded by a thin sheath of azure flames. Lorcan went completely still at the sight of Luscian’s sword in Nick’s hand.
“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 so that the point almost rested on Lorcan’s shoulder, the blue flames hissing angrily. His voice was soft and menacing. “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.” The black sword faded away, and Nick unclenched his fist. With his open hand, he indicated the chairs arranged in front of the couch. “By all means, sit. As you said, we have much to discuss.”
Lorcan sat in one of the chairs and the Journeymen on the couch opposite him. Lorcan looked at Scott. “The Wind of Water? Truly?”
The Sentinel nodded.
“That is unexpected. We were unaware of your emergence.”
“Zachariah Consul Daviroquir kindled his Gift when he attacked me in a restaurant in London two weeks ago. I punished him for his presumption. In any case, we need to discuss matters of house security with you.”
Scott spoke first. “If you’re going to be seen with us, we’ll need to arrange a cover identity for you.”
Lorcan smiled, keeping his discomfort at speaking to a Sentinel well hidden. “It has already been arranged.” He reached into his shirt pocket and drew out a number of laminated cards on a lanyard. He passed them to Scott, careful to avoid touching him in case his distaste became obvious.
Scott flipped through the plastic-coated cards, all of which carried the name Lorcan Kildare. “These are press credentials.” He raised his eyebrows. “They almost look real.”
“They are real.”
They both looked at him, surprised. Lorcan shrugged. “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, abashed.
“What exactly do you need to know from us 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’ll actually settle for.”
“No hunting at our concerts,” said Scott.
“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.
“Or at dinner,” Nick said sarcastically.
“That will be difficult to arrange.” Lorcan frowned. “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?” said Lorcan, his irritation showing. “Very well, I’ll try to invent some additional outrageous demands that I can negotiate away. Is there anything else?”
“One more thing, 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.”
“My Lord, you cannot ask that of me!”
Nick returned Lorcan’s shocked gaze without flinching. “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,” Lorcan said heatedly. “We are at war here. I have no willing donors to sustain me.”
“Then find some,” suggested Nick. “Alternately, I can share my supply of bloodwine. It meets the requirements of the treaty.”
Lorcan grew suddenly intrigued. “You are speaking of Tiamat, are you not? I have heard of it.” He considered his options, thinking of ways to turn the situation to his advantage. “Very well, my Lord. If this is your will, I shall abide by it.”
Scott handed back Lorcan’s press credentials, and 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 coldly, “you are not, under any circumstances, to have any contact with the Magister without me being present.”
Nick turned to the Sentinel in obvious surprise.
Lorcan, watching them, his vampire senses fully primed, immediately saw the unmistakable signs of silently shifting emotions. They were conversing telepathically. “Fire and Darkness.”
The Journeymen 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.”
“Yes, we are,” Nick answered, fixing him with a sour expression. “Is that a problem, Lorcan?”
“No, my Lord,” he whispered, continuing to stare at Nick, overwhelmed by pity. He’s linked to a mortal for life. Could there be anything worse? “If there’s nothing else, I will begin negotiations immediately and report my progress to you tonight after your concert.”
“By all means, Praetor. You are dismissed.”
Lorcan bowed to Nick and felt a window open in the jumper block that surrounded the building. “My Lord.” He nodded at Scott. “Consul.” Then he jumped away, back to his morning refuge. Immediately, he collapsed against the wall and slumped to the floor. He took a deep breath and forgot that Nick was his enemy in a rare moment of sympathy. “God help him.”
 
August 2034; Paris, France; Two weeks later
Lorcan knocked lightly on the warded door. After a moment, Nick appeared, leaning against the doorway and dressed in a faded blue T-shirt and white sweatpants. He left the ward intact, sealing the threshold of the doorway from entry as he frowned at the Nightwalker. “What do you want, Lorcan?”
Lorcan’s gaze was intent, even 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 grimly. “He’s been quite an effective chaperone.”
“That’s his job. Why would I possibly want to speak to you alone?” Nick asked icily.
“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.”
Nick considered Lorcan suspiciously. Then he reached out and laid his hand on the solid wall of air between them. “The way is opened.” The ward dissolved, and he stepped back to allow Lorcan across the threshold.
Lorcan entered and sat in the chair across from the couch. Locking the door and reactivating the ward, Nick then walked back to the couch and sat. He removed the shroud of invisibility over the bottle on the table, picked up his half-full glass of steaming red liquor, and put it to his lips.
“Would you mind sharing?” Lorcan licked his suddenly dry lips.
Nick pushed an empty glass toward him, and Lorcan filled the glass and warmed it. He sat back and took a sip, savoring the bloodwine. “Triple Voice?”
“Yes.” Nick nodded impatiently. “You said you had something to say to me, so go ahead and say it.”
Lorcan took another sip and then placed the glass on the table and laced his fingers together in front of him, considering his words carefully. “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.”
“Go ahead.”
“Scott Phillips Consul Luscian.”
Nick’s eyes narrowed. “What about him?”
“Is he your lover?”
Nick looked like he had been dunked in ice water. “No,” he whispered.
“Do you want him to be?”
Nick seemed unable to form the words to reply.
With all of his vampire senses fully intent, Lorcan watched the emotions chase themselves across Nick’s psyche. He sighed. “I was afraid of that. I noticed how you watch him whenever he isn’t paying attention, the way your scent changes when he touches you. I hoped I was wrong.”
“What business is it of yours?” Nick 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 aching with honest sadness. “You can never allow it to happen. To even try to let yourself feel such a thing is an unimaginable nightmare.”
“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.” He reclaimed his glass and took a long draught. “Trust me when I say it isn’t enough.”
Nick struggled to find words to express what he wanted to say. “What does a Nightwalker know about love?” he asked finally.
Lorcan looked at him with 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 walked around the table to sit beside Nick. He took the Daywalker’s hands in his. “Loving one of them is torture, Nicholas, worse than any punishment we could ever impose on each other. Believe me, I know.”
“Who was it?” Nick gazed directly into the Nightwalker’s eyes.
“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 grew soft, remembering. “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.”
Nick considered Lorcan’s words, unconsciously caressing the Nightwalker’s hand with his thumb. “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 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.”
“Meaning what?”
“I could let you touch my memories of him. You can see for yourself what it was like for me.”
Nick gasped in astonishment. “You would let me into your mind?”
“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.”
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. “Then I’d like to see what you have to show me.”
Lorcan reached out a tendril of thought to the Daywalker, feeling him respond in kind. Their thoughts met and a psychic link formed between them, not as deep as the Sentinel link but strong enough.
Reaching back into his memories of Connor, the ones he never shared, Lorcan drew forth the night they’d met. His grief burned brightly anew as he let the memory wash over him, seeing again his lover’s smile, so full of life. He began to pull out more and more memories, forgetting about Nick as he returned to the heart of his secret pain, letting it all play out as it had before. He remembered the day he found the house burned and his love murdered by soldiers, the rage as he tracked them down and slaughtered the entire force in an orgy of bloodshed, the feel of the hands of the House Diluthical soldiers as they held him back from the bright sunlight he fought to reach.
Years of despair and aching emptiness followed, until he finally stopped fighting and just accepted it would never end. With difficulty, he shut the memories away, wanting to simply break down and weep, but that would serve no purpose. He had stopped wallowing in his grief centuries ago. He wasn’t about to start all over again.
“So now you know,”
he sent wearily along the link. “Was it worth it? Do you finally understand?”
Lorcan felt a memory slam into him, a vision of a much younger Sentinel than the one he’d come to know. He watched Scott introduce himself and listened as his music joined with Nick’s in perfect harmony. He felt the impact of Scott’s voice, the flash of his eyes, the light of his smile. More memories came, year after year, as the face aged, but the emotions only grew more vivid: deeply aching need and loneliness mingling with frank desire.
He felt Nick’s wrenching despair at the excitement on Scott’s face as he announced his engagement; the violent anguish at having to maintain his joyous facade at the wedding; and the hopelessness of drinking himself into a stupor afterward; the self-hatred at witnessing the Sentinel’s pride and happiness at the birth of his only child. Overlaid through all of it was the knowledge that Nick had never even tried, never made the slightest effort to tell him the truth—that he had let Scott go without a fight.
Nick wept in frustration and fear, only belatedly noticing Lorcan when he reached out to gently wipe away Nick’s tears. The younger man flinched at the intimate contact, clearly unsure what it meant. Such a child, Lorcan thought, reaching out to anyone for comfort, even an enemy. Oh, Nicholas, how can you be so trusting? The Court will tear you to pieces. Then Lorcan leaned forward and kissed him. After a moment, Nick responded, 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. The mission is over. There’s nothing to be gained by taking advantage of him now. Why the hell did I do that? “I shouldn’t have—” For a moment, he remembered Connor again, the old pain clawing its way back into his heart, and he knew. Because he’s alone, and so am I. I am such a fool. He’s the enemy. Why would he want—
His thoughts broke off as Nick leaned forward and kissed him back, wrapping his fists in the older vampire’s shirt to pull him closer. Finally, Nick pulled back and stood, dragging Lorcan up off the couch with him. He pushed the other vampire backward and Lorcan let himself be guided, spellbound by the Daywalker’s eyes as they shifted from blue to red. Only when he felt the mattress pressed against the back of his legs did Lorcan realize he was about to make a huge mistake. He tried to pull himself together and regain control. “Nick,” he said, “I didn’t mean for—”
Nick’s kiss, harder this time, cut the rest of his words short. Then the Daywalker pushed Lorcan’s chest firmly, tipping him backward onto the bed. Nick straddled him, his fingers roughly working the buttons of the Nightwalker’s shirt.
“This isn’t why I came to see you tonight, Nicholas.” Lorcan caught the younger vampire’s hands in his, his voice edged with desperation.
Nick’s blazing red eyes locked on the other’s green. “But you’re not going to turn me down, are you?” He smiled confidently, his fangs drawing closer to Lorcan’s neck.
Unable to look away, Lorcan swallowed and felt his own eyes change, his own fangs extend as his control began to slip. “No,” he whispered, his voice deepening. I want this. I don’t care what it means. “No, I’m not.”
Nick leaned forward and kissed him again, then reached out with his mind to turn off the lights.
 
* * *
 
Lorcan woke just before dawn, instinctively feeling the sunrise about an hour away. Hearing a soft rustling, he opened his eyes to find Nick in a chair across from him. Wearing only white sweat pants, he was sketching Lorcan’s naked body with a charcoal pencil. Noticing Lorcan was awake, Nick continued to draw, taking it for granted his subject wouldn’t move or interrupt.
Lorcan tried to generate some indignation at the casual assumption of dominance but couldn’t muster the will. I am five hundred years old, he thought ruefully, and after one night together, this fledgling thinks he already has me wrapped around his fingers. The Nightwalker watched as Nick’s eyes darted between him and the drawing, focused and intent. Lorcan found himself curiously pleased at being the object of their attention. Maybe he’s right.
The whisper of charcoal on paper stopped, and Nick put the sketchpad and pencil down on the coffee table. The two vampires regarded each other appraisingly.
Finally, Lorcan broke the silence. “Come back to bed, Nick.”
Nick gave him a crooked smile. “Why?”
“Because I asked you to.”
Nick didn’t move, just continued to smile.
Lorcan sighed. Dominance be damned. “Because I want you.”
Nick’s smile widened into a grin, and he stood. Pushing down his sweatpants, he slid naked into bed next to Lorcan, who drew the covers over them. He gazed into Nick’s eyes momentarily, then pushed him back, rolling Nick’s body so that the younger man faced away from him. Inching forward, he molded his body to the Daywalker’s back, their legs intertwined, and fit his chin into the crook of Nick’s neck. “This wasn’t supposed to happen,” he whispered, intoxicated by Nick’s scent and thrilled by the reverberation of Nick’s sudden laughter as it rippled through his body.
“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.”
Reaching up to clasp Lorcan’s arm where it wrapped around his chest, Nick said, “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.”
Nick pushed back slightly, embedding himself more firmly in Lorcan’s embrace as the Nightwalker tightened his arm around him. “Thanks, that was actually pretty decent of you.” He was silent for a moment, thinking. “If you were sent to try and recruit me, is your lack of success going to be a problem?”
Lorcan pulled Nick toward him, turning him onto his back. Lying on his side, with his head propped on his arm, Lorcan trailed his fingers up and down Nick’s lean, well-muscled chest. “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 lightly on the lips, smiling. “I can at least report a qualified success on making a personal connection.”
Nick grinned at him again. “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 looked at him wistfully and reached up to stroke Nick’s cheek. “My beautiful Nicholas,” he whispered, “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 caught Lorcan’s hand in his own, lacing their fingers together. “You could always come with me, Ruarc.”
Hearing his true name out loud, Lorcan’s breath stilled in his throat. “I haven’t used that name in four hundred years. No one has called me that since Connor.”
“I’m sorry,” said Nick. “I didn’t mean—”
“It’s all right, Nick,” he whispered. “I don’t mind hearing it from you.”
“Think about it, Ruarc. The Triumvirate needs people with your skills, your experience.”
Lorcan smiled indulgently at him. “Nicholas, you’re not honestly telling me you dragged me into bed to try and enlist me to your side, are you?”
“No.” Nick grinned. “Not entirely. Turnabout is fair play, after all.” Nick let his smile fade as he brushed his fingers gently 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 moved to lie on top of Lorcan. “In the meantime, we still have an hour or two before Scott wakes up.”
Lorcan smiled up at him. “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 watched from behind a shroud of invisibility as Nick followed his bandmate into the dressing room. He could still hear the screams of the crowd back in the arena.
“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 at that.
“Something funny, Fang Boy?”
“Scotty, the Armistice space program is light years more advanced than anything the human governments have put together.” Nick tried to keep a straight face.
The Sentinel looked at him, trying to figure out if he were joking. “You’re just making that up.”
Nick held out his hand, palm upward, and the image of a brightly 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.” He paused and 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’s face suddenly reddened. “Um, at least it was. I’m not sure they’re rebuilding entirely in the same spot.”
Noticing Nick’s change in tone, Scott asked, “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 looked distinctly uncomfortable as Scott stared at him expectantly, awaiting an explanation. “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.”
Opening his mouth to say something pithy and pointed, Scott was interrupted by Lorcan, who dropped his shroud of invisibility and cleared his throat. The Sentinel scowled at the invasion of their privacy. “What do you want, Lorcan?”
Lorcan stepped forward and nodded to Scott. “Consul.” He turned to Nick. “My Lord.” He looked back and forth between the two of them. “May I congratulate you on a fine performance?”
“You saw it?” Nick asked.
Lorcan noted with interest that Nick’s gaze raked his body, as if he could see right through the Nightwalker’s clothes. Lorcan shrugged. “I was curious, so I bought a ticket from a scalper.” He smiled, mentally letting Nick see his pleasure at his lover’s frank stare. “It was not exactly my kind of music. But I could see its appeal for mortals.”
Oblivious, Scott bristled at Lorcan.
“Once again, Lorcan, what do you want?” Scott asked.
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.”
“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. “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, keeping his emotions hidden, then he stepped forward, cradled Nick’s head in his hands and leaned in to kiss him passionately. Nick froze as Lorcan’s tongue invaded his mouth and stiffened even more as the Nightwalker’s fangs sliced into his tongue. The bridge opened between them. Lorcan fed hungrily, letting Nick feel his amusement at the waves of desire that rushed through the Daywalker’s body as he leaned into the kiss.
In return, Nick shared with Lorcan the sensation of his touch, the weight of the Nightwalker’s body against his, the hardness Nick could feel pressing against his lower body. Lorcan felt Nick’s thirst rise in response, knowing the younger vampire was just moments from clawing at the layers of cloth that separated them.
Suddenly, Lorcan broke away, leaving Nick gasping to control his bloodlust. Lorcan grinned, his eyes shifting from red back to green as he let his hands fall to his sides, delighted at the level of response he had been able to evoke. “Goodbye, Nicholas.”
Nick licked a bead of blood from his lips. “Goodbye, Ruarc.”
Lorcan, realizing Nick must have bitten him too at some point, turned back to face Scott. The Sentinel was glued to the floor in shock. “Take good care of him, Consul,” Lorcan said. “I’m trusting you to keep him out of trouble.” Then he gathered his will and jumped to the local House Tervilant stronghold to make his report.
 



CHAPTER 10
 
January 2040; Anchorpoint City, Grand Mesa, Colorado; One day after public exposure
Lorcan slipped out of bed and padded naked into the living room, extending his senses to find Nick out on the balcony. Hmm. Inconvenient. Pulling open the frosted glass door between the living room and the open air, the Nightwalker, his breath steaming, stood in the doorway, careful to avoid the swath of direct sunlight that lay between him and Nick.
Nick lived in one of Anchorpoint’s highest buildings, second only to the central spire of Armistice Security Headquarters, and was standing at the edge of the balcony, gazing out across the spires of the city. Dressed only in white sweatpants, Nick’s chest and feet were bare despite the frigid temperature. Lorcan watched as Nick’s gaze roamed from the lesser towers beneath him up to the shimmering perimeter screen that stretched across the sky and kept the city hidden from detection. Anchorpoint was the pinnacle of Armistice engineering, surpassed only by the Citadel. It had been built in a bubble of accelerated time, compacting decades of construction into less than a year. Even after living in the Armistice Zone for two years, the vista still astounded Lorcan.
“Rapier,” said Nick, “activate flare shielding.”
The bright balcony view was immediately obscured by an iridescent screen of force that filtered out all visible and ultraviolet light. Lorcan came up behind Nick, equally immune to the freezing air, and wrapped his arms loosely around the Daywalker. Relishing the feel of Nick’s skin against his bare chest, Lorcan rested his head on his lover’s shoulder.
Nick laid his hands over Lorcan’s. “You overslept, Ruarc.”
“You should have woken me.” Lorcan breathed in the younger vampire’s scent.
“You looked so peaceful. I didn’t have the heart.”
Lorcan smiled. “And you thought it would teach me a lesson in humility to have to take the tunnels back home.”
Nick reached up to stroke Lorcan’s spiky hair. “That, too.”
Lorcan closed his eyes, focusing on not becoming fully aroused again at Nick’s familiar, maddeningly casual touch. My beautiful Nicholas, he thought. If you only knew. As he had so many times before, Lorcan ruthlessly suppressed the desire to say the words he had promised himself, for four hundred years, never again to utter. He knew Nick thought of him as a friend, maybe even a fuck buddy in modern parlance, but that was all. In the future, he might mean something more to the young Daywalker, but not yet. For now, there was no room in Nick’s heart for anyone but Scott. Lorcan understood, and he could wait.
“The Court of Shadows is debating what to do about the events of last evening,” he said aloud.
Nick snorted. “It’s too late to do anything about it, Ruarc. We can only move forward and find a way to coexist with the humans, now that they know we exist.”
“That’s not exactly a popular attitude in the Court at the moment. I suggest you refrain from leaving the Armistice Zone for a while, unless you want to fight a few duels.” Lorcan sighed. “And by ‘a few’, I mean a whole hell of a lot.”
“I’ll be careful.” Nick stopped running his fingertips through Lorcan’s hair and dropped his hand to his side.
Resisting the urge to demand that Nick continue stroking him, Lorcan reluctantly drew away from the skin-to-skin contact he craved. “I should get going. I’ll see you in a couple of days.”
“A couple of days?”
“Last night was supposed to be the Traveler’s night to spend time with you. He called me an hour after the events in Los Angeles and asked if I thought you would want me to spend the night. I said yes, so we switched. The next two nights are his now.”
“You know, Ruarc,” said Nick, “this weird arrangement you and Rory have going freaks me out sometimes. If the two of you could stand to be in the same room, it would make my life a whole lot easier.”
“The Traveler and I get along perfectly well on a professional level, as long as you’re not around. I’m sure he thinks I’m a bad influence on you, but he’s your closest friend, and I’m your lover.” Lorcan shrugged. “Nightwalkers are violently territorial by nature. It’s next to impossible for us to back down from fighting over you when you’re present, and I have no desire to offer insult to the Redeemer. If he took offense, every vampire within earshot would take it upon themselves to avenge his honor. I wouldn’t survive long enough to even draw my sword.”
Nick sighed. “I should check in with my family up at the Citadel anyway, as well as Scott and Ana.” He leaned forward and kissed Lorcan gently on the cheek. “I’m going to take a shower. Take care, Ruarc. Feel free to help yourself to a new shirt on your way out.” Nick went back inside, leaving Lorcan alone on the balcony.
Lorcan gazed out over the infrared, watching the sun climb into the sky, its warmth suffusing the towers of the city. When he heard the shower running, he re-entered the apartment and made his way directly to the bedroom closet. His fingers caressing the hanging clothes, he inhaled deeply, seeking the one with the strongest lingering scent of his lover. Eventually, he pulled out a pale-blue short-sleeved shirt and slipped it over his head, then quickly dressed in the rest of his clothes.
At the front door, Lorcan retrieved his sport coat from the floor where he had dropped it, brushing off the shreds of green T-shirt. Shrugging into the jacket, he turned toward the faint echo of Nick’s heartbeat, barely audible over the sound of running water. “See you in a couple of days, Nicholas,” he said to the empty room, pitching his voice so quietly that not even vampire senses could hear him. “I love you.”
 
* * *
 
“How are you settling in, Jeremy?” asked Nick, turning away from the window of Jeremy’s new quarters to where Jeremy lounged on the apartment’s white couch.
“Nick, yesterday you exposed your entire civilization to humanity. I’m sure you have more important things to do today than worry about me.”
Nick glanced around the sparsely furnished room, noting the small stack of cardboard packing boxes on the floor. “I told you, Jeremy, you’re part of the team now. That makes you my responsibility.”
“Your responsibility?”
Pulling a dining chair away from the utilitarian metal table, Nick set it down across from Jeremy. “As far as I’m concerned, you’re part of House Luscian now. You can swear allegiance to me at your leisure.”
A calculating expression crossed Jeremy’s face. Then he shrugged. “My life is yours. I am your blade to wield.”
Nick’s jaw dropped open in surprise. Closing his mouth with a snap, he considered his next words carefully. “Jeremy, I was kidding. I don’t think you understand how much those words mean in this society. You can’t say them lightly or take them back. You don’t know me well enough to—” He trailed off, remembering.
Jeremy smiled, watching the cogs turn in Nick’s head. “I know you better than anyone else in the world. The Light made sure of that. I know exactly what the words mean. If you like, I can kneel at your feet and say them again.”
Nick took a deep breath, his heightened perceptions reading the Sentinel’s resolve, as he considered the offer. Finally, he nodded. “That won’t be necessary. I accept your honor, to defend as if it were my own. Welcome to House Luscian, Praetor.”
Jeremy sat up straighter on the couch, and Nick heard the Sentinel’s heart skip a beat. “Nick, Praetor is a diplomatic rank, just one step below your dyad brother. You’ve known me for one day. Surely you don’t expect me to speak on your behalf? I’m totally unqualified.”
“I didn’t have any qualifications when I started either, other than what I learned from Luscian’s memories.” Nick leaned back in his chair and regarded the Sentinel calmly. “You’ve already absorbed my entire diplomatic career, such as it was, by your own admission. As for speaking on my behalf, well, why don’t you tell me about yourself?” He smiled. “Consider this a job interview.”
Jeremy gave him a long look and then rose from the couch and rummaged through one of the cardboard boxes. “By the way, thanks for asking Armistice Security to take me back to my old apartment long enough to pack up the things I wanted to keep. I’m sure the FBI has figured out where I lived and impounded the rest by now.”
“No problem.”
“Ah, here we go.” Jeremy pulled a cardboard mailing tube out of the box and handed it to him. “That about says it all.”
Pulling out a rolled-up sheet of parchment, Nick spread it out on the coffee table. One eyebrow shot up as he read. “Bachelor of Science in Intelligence. Are you saying there’s an actual college out there for spies?”
“Yeah.” Jeremy shrugged. “It’s operated by the Defense Department, and they sponsored me for admission. Medusa was a guest instructor. I guess I made an impression, because she recruited me right out of the program.” He sighed. “That was a year ago.”
“I see.” Nick rolled up the scroll and slipped it back into the tube. “I’m surprised you didn’t have it framed.”
“Never had any reason to display it,” Jeremy mumbled. “I didn’t have anyone left in my life I wanted to make proud of me.” He let his gaze meet Nick’s. “Not until I met you.”
“You’re giving me too much credit, Jeremy,” Nick replied tersely, discomforted by the Sentinel’s intense scrutiny.
“I don’t think so. Not after everything you’ve been through.” Jeremy let his gaze wander over the room’s stark white walls. “That’s about it, as far as I’m concerned. I was an orphan, then a student, then a spy with training wheels, and finally a terrorist. Now I’m a psychic and unemployed.” He sighed. “Not much of a résumé.”
“Do you regret what you did in Los Angeles?”
Jeremy shook his head. “Not in the way you mean. I don’t regret being part of her operation. I thought she believed in what she was doing, and I believed in her.” His expression hardened. “She lied to me. I would have died for her—she knew that, and she still lied to me.”
Nick tilted his head as he read the other man’s emotions. “If she had been honest, would you have gone through with it?”
“Yes.” Jeremy’s glare could have cut glass. “Are you going to lie to me?”
Nick’s eyes narrowed. “Would you believe me if I said no?”
“Yes.”
“No.”
“Glad to hear it.” Jeremy leaned back into the couch, and the two sat in silence for a minute. “Can I ask you a personal question?”
“You already know everything I could tell you about myself.”
“I saw your life in the Faith Ward, but there are gaps. You’ve touched other minds before, absorbed other people’s memories, but those memories are hidden from me. Most of the gaps were small, a few seconds in length, but there’s a point in your life where there’s an entire block of time that’s a complete blank to me.”
Nick frowned. “When?”
“Everything from the moment you drained Luscian to the time you broke out of Anaba’s containment circle in the Citadel.”
Nick closed his eyes, and his skin paled. Of course. Opening his eyes again, he focused on Jeremy, who was watching him with concern. Nick took a deep breath and let it out. “The Crown of Souls.”
 
* * *
 
“I heard you mention that several times in the Court of Shadows, but I don’t know what it is exactly.”
Nick slumped back in his chair, his distaste obvious. “It’s the reason I’m so strong—a piece of necromancy Luscian created back in the First Age and linked to his sword, which is called Reaper. It was his most terrifying weapon. It’s extremely black magic and very, very ugly.” Nick hesitated, then clenched his fists and plunged on. “When someone, living or undead, is killed by Reaper, it binds their soul into a magic prison of Luscian’s devising—a prison he called the Crown of Souls. The soul never goes free once the body dies. Luscian drew power from them to augment his own mystical strength. Many of them have been trapped since the First Age, thirty thousand years ago.”
Jeremy swallowed, remembering the halo of lights that had surrounded Nick’s head in the Faith Ward. No wonder they called it a crown. Jesus. How could something so horrible be so exquisite? “Is this the same black sword you have? The one with the runes and the flames?”
Nick nodded, not meeting his eyes. “It’s a magical construct I absorbed from Luscian, rendered into physical form. I didn’t know what it was at the time I took it from him. The reason you couldn’t see what happened after I killed Luscian was that I was taken by surprise when I claimed the Crown and Sword from him. The imprisoned souls saw an opportunity. They used it to push my mind aside and take control of my body. I was completely unprepared.”
“Are you saying you were possessed?”
“Pretty much. The magic of the Crown and Sword is an abomination. Nothing more completely evil exists on this level of reality. If I could break open the Crown and set them all free, I’d do it in a heartbeat, but I don’t know how. Luscian created it using magic that has been lost since the First Age—powers I can’t duplicate. I’m not strong enough on my own to unravel the spell.” His expression grew haunted. “I swore to myself I would never draw the sword, that nothing could ever justify using it. But when Zachariah attacked me in London, it was the first thing I reached for. The memory of calling it to my hand, being ready to strike him down with it, will stay fresh in my mind forever.”
Jeremy stared at him thoughtfully. “I appreciate your honesty, Nicholas.” He stood, glancing at the pile of boxes before turning back to Nick. “Thanks for coming by. I should get unpacked, and I’m sure you have stuff to do.”
“Do you need any help?”
“You’re my Magister now, and the new Ambassador to Humanity. Are you actually offering to help me move in?”
Nick shrugged. “I have some time. And, honestly, I could use something mundane to take my mind off the job.”
Jeremy flashed him a grin, just for an instant. “Then I would be glad for the help, my Lord.”
 
January 2040; Federal Transfer Center, Oklahoma City, Oklahoma; Ten days after public exposure
The terrorist known as Medusa sat stiffly in her chair as the guard unshackled her wrists and cuffed her to the table. They’d learned to be careful around her after she had calmly beaten another inmate half to death when the would-be predator had drawn a shiv. Finished securing her bonds, the guard exited, leaving her alone with her visitor. He was a younger man in his mid-thirties, dressed in a crisply pressed gray suit. His eyes burned intently behind gold-rimmed glasses. He sat silently for a time, his hands clasped in front of him on the table. Finally, he sighed. “This isn’t exactly how I pictured your retirement party, Elizabeth.”
She shrugged. “You always suffered from an overactive imagination, Andrew.”
“Your final operation was thwarted by a vampire, and you’re calling my imagination overactive?” He snorted.
“My operation was thwarted, as you say, by a turncoat. The vampire was obviously under some kind of restraint or he would have disposed of my men sooner. No, Harkness was the one who abandoned his duties, and his betrayal gave the vampire an opportunity to act.”
“Our analysts agree. But your hands aren’t exactly clean here, Liz. You didn’t tell them about Tom and Martin, and that lie of omission is what set your boy off.”
“Don’t call him my boy!” she snapped. “Jeremy Harkness was a social misfit in a sensitive position. His pedantic idealism made him a perfect target for exploitation. His disloyalty brought me down, not my tactics.”
Andrew shook his head ruefully. “They were all there only because they believed in you, Elizabeth. I’ve interviewed quite a number of your operatives. They couldn’t believe you would turn traitor unless out of patriotism. None of them were around when the police who gunned down your husband and son were acquitted, so they never saw you at your worst. It was a stroke of genius to recruit from the student body, when they were too green to know better. How many years have you been putting this operation together?”
She frowned at him coldly. “Is there a point to this discussion, Agent Kensington?”
“I can’t give you back your family,” Kensington said, leaning forward. “I can’t let you have your revenge against the city. But I can give you free rein against the man who blocked your play.”
Her eyes narrowed. “You’re after the vampire.”
“The vampire, his associates, his organization. They’re all unknown threats. You’re a gifted analyst. I could use you on my team.”
She laughed and rattled her restraints. “Aren’t you forgetting something?”
“I can’t get you out, not yet. You’re too high profile. But if you prove yourself to be a valuable asset, I might be able to work something out, once the heat dies down.”
“An empty promise to a desperate woman. You’re all heart, Kensington.”
“Do you have a better offer?”
She continued to smile at him as she considered her options. “Show me what you have.”
Kensington reached into his briefcase and pulled out several folders. The first one contained a thick stack of printed pages, topped by a picture of Nick. “The primary target is Nicholas Lawrence Jameson. This is everything we know about him.” He slid the folder toward her.
Hindered by her handcuffs, she flipped the pages with difficulty and began to read.
 



PART III:  DIPLOMACY
 



CHAPTER 11
 
February 2040; Washington, D.C.; Two weeks after public exposure
A chime sounded through the lobby of the Truman building, interrupting the orderly flow of traffic in and out of the State Department and causing people to stop and look around, seeking the source of the musical tone. A moment later, a white flash illuminated the room, and two men and a woman appeared in the center of the lobby. Nick, dressed in a white suit with a lapel pin bearing the Daywalker symbol, was flanked by Scott and Ana, who both wore charcoal gray with lapel pins symbolic of Armistice Security and appropriate to their element. All three wore pale yellow sunglasses and had a motif of three interlocked spirals embroidered on the left breast pocket of their suit jackets. People hurried out of their way as they strode toward the security desk.
“Excuse me.” Nick addressed the guards. “My name is Nicholas Magister Luscian, representing the Triumvirate Council of North America. If possible, I would like to speak to either the Secretary of State or the Chief of Protocol. I don’t have an appointment.”
Four hours later, they were sitting casually on the antique furniture in one of the diplomatic reception rooms, silently conversing over their psychic link. Secret Service agents lined the walls around them and watched their every move. A door opened. All three stood as Secretary of State Caroline Matthews entered with a pair of assistants. She walked forward to stand in front of them, her eyes meeting theirs in open challenge.
“Gentlemen. Lady,” she said, nodding to them and smoothing her navy blue suit with a firm hand. “What brings you to Washington?”
“Madam Secretary,” said Nick, “my government wishes to open diplomatic relations with the human governments of North America, including the United States.”
“I’m afraid that will not be possible, Mr. Jameson,” she answered curtly with a shake of her head. “Your ‘government’ has no validity.”
“I assure you that we do, Madam Secretary. All members of the Free People in North America have personally and explicitly affirmed the authority of the Triumvirate as a matter of law.”
“The Triumvirate has no authority, as a matter of law, Mr. Jameson,” she insisted with an air of irritation. “What makes you think you can set up a paramilitary government within the United States, in clear violation of our sovereignty, and expect us to accept you as a foreign nation within our own borders?”
“There is already significant historical precedent for that position, Madam Secretary,” answered Nick. “You respect, by treaty, the right of the Native Americans to govern themselves, although you regard their territories as exclusive rather than overlapping with yours. The cultures of the Free People predate theirs by tens of thousands of years. The Triumvirate is simply the most recent expression of our sovereign right to exercise self-determination.”
Secretary Matthews blinked and masked an amused smile before speaking again. “That is a very interesting legal position, Mr. Jameson. Are you suggesting we allow your people, with all their power, to be immune from our laws and leave it up to you to maintain order?”
Nick shrugged. “We do that already, Madam Secretary. Honestly, there’s nothing in your laws that applies to our people when we exercise our abilities. We are completely outside your experience when not trying to blend into your society. When we live as humans, however, we are content to yield to the constraints of human law. After all, you never even knew we were here before the events in Los Angeles.”
“That much is true,” she agreed.
Scott reached into his jacket, and Nick felt the sudden tension of the Secret Service agents standing around them. The Water Sentinel removed a tightly-rolled scroll of cream-colored vellum from an inner pocket and held it out to her. “Secretary Matthews, this is a copy of the Armistice Declaration of 2021 for you to review at your leisure, as well as an up-to-date version of the Rules of Engagement. These two documents form the essential framework of all our laws. We hope they will give you sufficient confidence in our intentions to open a dialogue between our two governments.”
The Secretary accepted it from him, turning the scroll to view the gold wax seal that held it closed. It was embossed with the same triple spiral design that adorned their jackets. “What is this symbol?” she asked.
“The triskelion is the seal of the Triumvirate. It represents the interlocked destinies of the Children of Magic: Nightwalker, Daywalker, and Sentinel,” Ana explained. She reached up and tapped the red sword in the circle on her lapel pin. “The circle divided between light and darkness is the symbol for Armistice Security. The sword is for Sentinels.”
Nick pointed to the symbol on his own badge. “For Daywalkers, the silver cross signifies the Grace, and the gold circles represent the Light. The Nightwalkers use a stylized black cross and circle, outlined in gold, to mark the possibility of redemption.”
She tapped the scroll against her fingertips, considering their words. “I will bring your arguments to the attention of the President and Congress,” she said finally. “If they choose to respect your desire for formal recognition, I will not stand in the way of accrediting the Triumvirate as a foreign government. I’m afraid it will be a hard sell, however, even if I, myself, were actually convinced of its legitimacy.”
“We hope you will give our offer serious consideration before making your final recommendation, Madam Secretary,” said Nick.
“You should probably move fast, though, if you want to discuss the matter with them privately,” Ana suggested.
Secretary Matthews turned to her, frowning. “Meaning what, exactly?”
“We sent both documents to the Los Angeles Times, Washington Post, and New York Times this morning, as well as the major Canadian and Mexican news outlets. We also sent documents relating to our legal analysis and defense of Triumvirate sovereignty,” said Ana. “As near as we can determine, they’re already going to press. The full story will hit the web by this evening, if not earlier.”
Secretary Matthews allowed herself to smile openly, but her voice was distinctly unfriendly as she said, “Pressure tactics. Not exactly a cordial diplomatic strategy.”
“Madam Secretary, our people have lived in a state of guarded peace, surrounded by enemies, for fewer than two decades after more than thirty thousand years of war,” Nick elaborated, his voice icy. “‘Cordial’ isn’t exactly in our tactical vocabulary.”
“I will keep that in mind when I make my recommendation to the President,” she answered. She stared at him thoughtfully. “Can I ask you a personal question, Mr. Jameson?”
“By all means.”
“Last week, in Los Angeles, if you hadn’t discovered Mr. Harkness to be one of you, would you have stood by and let the city burn?”
“I lived in L.A. for a long time, Madam Secretary,” Nick said quietly, standing perfectly still as he focused all of his attention on her. “I moved away less than a year ago, and it still feels like home to me. But our laws were specifically designed to prevent any of us from imposing our will upon major human events without invitation. We were not meant to be part of human history, just as human conflicts have not played a significant role in ours. It has been that way for tens of thousands of years. I had hoped that, somehow, I could provoke Medusa into giving me an excuse to intervene, but otherwise I had no legal or honorable basis to interfere once our people were evacuated and were no longer under direct threat. If she had not tried to kill Jeremy in front of me, then yes, I would have walked away and let them all die.” His eyes met her stare. “In a way, every person in the city owes Jeremy Harkness their lives.”
“I don’t think they see it that way,” she said coolly.
“That’s their privilege. It doesn’t mean they’re right.”
“We’re not human, Madam Secretary,” said Ana. “It would be a mistake to judge us by human ethics.”
“The Armistice is a constant balancing act between our instinctive need to fight, on the one hand, versus our desire to evade conflict and rise above our natures, on the other,” said Scott. “For that reason, our laws are fairly absolute, to keep the balance firmly in place. That’s why I had to publicly put Nick on trial after he stopped the bombing.”
A series of white symbols appeared on the right lens of Ana’s sunglasses. “Guys, we have to get going,” she said.
The Secretary raised an eyebrow. “Do you have somewhere else you need to be?”
“Actually, yes.” Scott slipped his sunglasses on. “You kept us waiting a little longer than expected. We have a meeting in Ottawa in twenty minutes, with the Canadian Minister of Foreign Affairs and their Chief of Protocol.” He grinned at the Secretary in amusement. “Unlike your office, they didn’t hang up on us when we called for an appointment.”
From his breast pocket, Nick pulled out a blue business card stamped with the triskelion symbol in white, gray, and black foil and handed it to the Secretary. “This is the address and phone number of our local base of operations here in Washington. Let them know if you wish to discuss this matter further, once you’ve had a chance to speak with your government. I will get back to you as soon as possible. However, it would help if you also informed them of your protocols for contacting you directly. Alternatively, if you have any factual questions about Triumvirate policy or procedures, you can ask them. If they can’t help you themselves, they will pass your query up the line.”
The Secretary read the title embossed on the card. “Ambassador to Humanity?”
Nick shrugged as the two Sentinels moved to stand next to him. “It won’t be official until your government formally recognizes us, but in the meantime, I am your main contact for any questions you have regarding the Armistice. I expect the learning curve to be steep on both sides, Madam Secretary, but I’m hoping we can eventually come to some kind of accommodation.”
Scott subvocalized a command to his AI, and the three disappeared in a burst of incandescence.
The Secretary sighed. “And this began as such a good day.” She turned to one of her assistants. “Block me some time on the President’s calendar as soon as possible and get the rest of the Cabinet to join us, but give me at least an hour or so to prepare.” She broke the wax seal on the scroll in her hand. “First, I have some reading to do.”
 
February 2040; Chapel Hill, North Carolina; Three weeks after public exposure
Nick pulled the heavy raw silk curtain away from the front windows and looked out over the crowd of reporters, TV cameras, and gawkers camped out on his front lawn, their faces lit by the green glow of the defense screen that extended six feet from the walls of the house. It’s been three weeks and there’s more of them every night. I wonder how long the homeowner’s association will wait before they get up the courage to evict me?
He was glad now that he’d had Armistice Security set up the high-level security system when he’d first moved here. Scott had done the same thing to his home years ago, reasoning that it couldn’t hurt to have a little extra protection around his family, even if there had been no reason to activate it until now. Nick had offered the same level of security to the rest of his family, but his mother wasn’t speaking to him, and his sister was still mulling it over.
He looked away from the window, at his brother sleeping on the couch. Toby was the only one who had readily agreed to take precautions. The Armistice engineers were still installing the technology in Toby’s San Francisco apartment after Nick had insisted upon a significant redesign so it could be operated without the need for an implanted AI interface. There was no way in hell he was going to allow his brother to be permanently tethered to Armistice technology, no matter how useful or benign. In the meantime, Toby was crashing with him. His lawyers were arguing with his record label and promoters over whether to drop Toby’s upcoming concert tour, the same way the Journeymen tour had been immediately shelved. Apparently, concerned parents didn’t want their children hanging out with unsavory creatures of the night.
The cancellation of his own tour was fine with Nick—he didn’t want his fans caught in the crossfire when the Court of Shadows finally unleashed their retribution for him revealing them to the world. But he was sorry Toby was being tarred with the same brush. Toby was a gregarious sort, reveling in the social circles that had opened to him as his career took off. That those same circles were now closing ranks against him had to rankle. At least the other members of his brother’s band were solidly in Toby’s corner, threatening to dissolve the group entirely if Toby was kicked out.
Toby didn’t seem to blame him for the whole mess, and he was bearing up under the knowledge of his own supernatural nature with admirable grace. Nick suspected his brother’s request to stay with him had less to do with housing and more to do with trying to bridge the gulf between them, now that he knew Nick was a vampire. Nick smiled as he glanced protectively at his brother’s sleeping form, profoundly grateful for Toby’s efforts to include him. His mother and his sister had been ambivalent, if not outright hostile. Just one more situation I can’t control.
It had been a week since Nick had made the rounds of the three governments. As expected, they had all waffled back and forth without making any promises. The publication of the Armistice Declaration and the Rules of Engagement had sparked a firestorm of controversy in all three countries, which was also to be expected. The simulations being run constantly by Armistice Security were taxing the AI-driven predictive models beyond their limits; no one knew how it would all shake out in the end. They would have to press on and see where this road would take them.
He walked back to the wood-paneled kitchen and poured himself a glass of Triple Voice before returning to the living room. Taking a seat in the comfortable white leather recliner, he turned on the TV, keeping the volume low. Is it Rory’s or Lorcan’s turn to be my friend tonight? he wondered idly. With all his running around between the three embassies, he’d lost track. Better not to call either of them, just to avoid any hard feelings if he picked the wrong one. He had enough problems without getting his lover or his best friend in a snit. He flicked through the channels, avoiding anything that even remotely touched on the Armistice. News, news, news, news, cartoons.
Okay, not the most intellectually stimulating choice, but I can deal with cartoons.
He let his mind go blank, occasionally sipping his drink as he watched the brightly colored figures cavort across the screen.
About ten minutes later, he noticed the rustling of Toby moving around on the couch as his brother sat up and yawned. “Hey, Nick. Did I miss anything?”
Nick shook his head, took another sip of his bloodwine, and focused back on his cartoons. “Nada.”
Toby was silent.
Hearing his brother’s heart race, Nick looked up at him again.
The whites of Toby’s eyes showed as he stared at him—well, not at him, exactly. Nick followed Toby’s gaze to the glass in his hand, still half-full of scarlet liquid. Shit. “Sorry,” he said. “I’ll dump it.” He shifted in his seat to get up.
Toby waved him back. “No, you don’t have to. Really, I’m okay. It’s just a little freaky to watch you drinking blood. I’ll get used to it eventually.”
“Toby, I—”
“Nick,” Toby interrupted sternly, “would you please stop apologizing for being a vampire? It’s not like you had a choice about it or anything.”
“Right. Sorry.”
“Now what did I just say?” asked Toby, exasperated.
Before Nick could answer, Rapier spoke to him. “Nicholas, Takeshi Nakamura is trying to contact you.”
Nick raised his eyebrows. “Put him through.”
A black rectangle appeared in the air in front of him, framing Take’s head and upper body, surrounded in the background by his office in Armistice Security Headquarters.
“Nick,” Takeshi said, his voice tired. He looked to the side. “Toby.”
Toby waved at him. “Hi, Take.”
“What can I do for you?” asked Nick.
“We’ve got a new security issue, and I’m not sure how serious it’s going to be, given the state of your negotiations.”
Nick shrugged. “No one is sure of anything these days. What’s the problem?”
“It’s me and Rory.”
Nick leaned forward. “I beg your pardon?”
“You know how I was invited to that big fashion show in New York, and I asked Rory if he wanted to tag along?”
“Sure. Rory was all excited.” He thought for a second. “Wait, wasn’t that supposed to be tonight?”
“It was tonight,” said Take.
“What happened, Take?” asked Nick, concerned.
“A TV reporter buttonholed us on the red carpet and started asking questions about you and Ana.”
“Aw, shit. Don’t tell me.” Nick put his hands to his temples and slumped back in his seat, trying to massage away his imminent headache.
“Yeah, you know how Rory is. When he gets pissed, he totally shoots his mouth off without any shred of caution or common sense.”
“How much did he tell them?”
“Enough, but that’s not the real problem.”
“It gets worse?” Nick asked in disbelief.
“The reporter said something insulting about you, and Rory lost his temper.”
Nick sat up straight in his seat, staring worriedly at Takeshi. “Exactly what do you mean he lost his temper?”
“He’s very protective of you, Nick. Always has been.”
“Takeshi,” said Nick sternly, “what did he do?”
“He vamped out. On camera.”
 



CHAPTER 12
 
New York City, New York; Three hours earlier
Takeshi and Rory walked down the red carpet toward the fashion show, camera flashes surrounding them with flickering light. Take’s sharkskin suit shimmered in the spotlights. Rory had been ill-at-ease, departing from his usual all-black attire, but Take had insisted, and the emerald green suit made his eyes glow even without the need for magic. Obviously enjoying himself immensely, Takeshi waved to the crowd that strained against the maroon velvet ropes. Rory, more reserved, smiled shyly at the cameras.
“Lighten up, Rory.” Take grinned. “It’s a party, not a funeral. Live a little!”
Rory smiled at his lover’s enthusiasm. “I haven’t been to a real party in years. Give me a minute to remember what to do.”
“Just smile and be happy. Doctor’s orders.”
Rory laughed. “Since when are you a doctor?”
A hot white light shone on them as a TV camera turned their way.
“Mr. Nakamura! Mr. Brennigan! Can you answer a few questions?” An attractive female reporter hailed them from the sidelines. She wore a stylish red suit over a black silk blouse, and a large pendant of a gold cross hung on her chest.
Takeshi faced the camera smoothly, speaking directly into her extended microphone. “I’m always happy to answer questions, Ma’am. What would you like to talk about?”
Flanking him, Rory smiled silently and reinforced the disguise spell that maintained his aged appearance. His skills in dealing with the media were rusty, so he let Take lead in handling the reporter.
She rattled off her name and television station call letters before diving right in. “What are your thoughts on the events in Los Angeles three weeks ago?”
Takeshi’s good humor evaporated immediately. “I beg your pardon?”
“Your former bandmate, Anaba Nizhoni, and a group of your musical colleagues, the Journeymen, openly revealed themselves to have magical abilities. What is your reaction to that?”
“No comment,” said Takeshi.
“Given your common professional circles, did you ever see any sign they were in league with supernatural powers?”
“I don’t think they claimed to be in league with anything,” Rory butted in, his voice betraying his irritation.
“They indicated that they represented an entire organization dedicated to the protection of dark forces.”
“Really?” Rory said sarcastically. “I must have missed that part. Did you see the same broadcast as me?”
“Nick Jameson claimed to be a vampire, Mr. Brennigan. He revealed fangs and claws. You don’t consider such creatures to be evil?”
Take reached out to Rory over their link. “Rory, calm down.”
Rory ignored his love, and his pale skin flushed in anger. “You don’t have a clue what you’re talking about, lady.”
“I know what I saw, Mr. Brennigan. If that isn’t evil, what is?”
“He didn’t have a choice,” snarled Rory.
“Rory, what are you doing?”
Takeshi queried urgently over the link.
“Really, Mr. Brennigan? And how do you know that?”
“Because I saw the railroad spikes sticking out of his wrists when we found him crucified on the wall of his living room,” Rory said angrily. “No one chooses to die like that!”
“Rory!” Takeshi yelled.
The reporter recovered instantly from her surprise. “Are you saying you already knew he was a vampire?”
“Of course I knew.” Rory was seething. “I was one of the first people he talked to afterward.”
Take grabbed Rory’s arm. “I think we’re done here.”
She persisted, turning her microphone on Rory. “Would you care to tell us how you reacted to finding out that Nick Jameson was an evil, blood-sucking monster?”
Rory heard Takeshi gasp, but he was completely lost in bloodlust. Cold, relentless rage swept through him. Without even thinking, he spoke an activating word of power.
The reporter’s eyes widened as a lambent azure glow burst from the cross around her neck. Rory’s fingers seized her hand that held the microphone. Scorn and hatred burned from his bright red eyes, leaving her dumbstruck with fear.
“My dear,” he said, tilting the microphone toward him, his voice acquiring a much lower register as he continued, “if you think Daywalkers are evil, you have no idea what’s actually waiting for you in the darkness.” Reaching out, he gently lifted the glowing cross from her chest, staring at it dispassionately as his fingers sizzled under the assault of the holy light. The disguise spell dissipated at the touch of the white magic, revealing his true face—decades falling away from his features. He let the cross go, lifted his blackened fingers before her terrified eyes and casually blew the acrid smoke from his burnt flesh into her face. She whimpered as he sneered at her, his fangs fully extended and visible. “No idea at all.”
“Rory,” said Takeshi, firmly grabbing his shoulder, “let the nice human go.”
Rory growled, a deep, animalistic sound layered with subsonics that made the reporter’s bones vibrate. Then he abruptly let go of the microphone, turned, and walked away down the red carpet.
“The Armistice is the only thing that stands between you and them,” Takeshi told the reporter, who stood white-faced and hyperventilating. “Think about that when you try to sleep at night.” He spoke a second word of power, and the light of the cross faded away. “Well, I guess you’ve got your exclusive,” he said, one eyebrow lifted sardonically. “That’s what really matters, isn’t it?”
The reporter gaped wordlessly as the Sentinel turned and followed Rory down the red carpet.
 
Chapel Hill, North Carolina; Three hours later
Nick watched numbly as the video clip finished and Takeshi’s image reappeared on the virtual screen. “Take,” he said incredulously, “what the hell was he thinking?”
“I think he was trying to defend your honor.”
“That’s crazy. I can defend my own honor.” Nick swallowed another sip of Triple Voice before placing the glass down on the coffee table. “Let me talk to him.”
Take sighed. “He said he didn’t want to be disturbed. In fact, he specifically requested that I not put you through if you asked.”
“He deliberately endangered himself for my sake and now he won’t talk to me?” Nick said angrily. “Who does he think he is?”
Takeshi frowned at him. “He’s your Magister, Nicholas.”
Nick threw up his hands. “This has nothing to do with me being Primogenitor Jiao-long, Takeshi! Rory is one of the most levelheaded people I know, especially for a Nightwalker. Losing his cool in public like that is totally out of character. What the hell is going on with him?”
“Everyone’s under a lot of strain,” Take snapped. “Deal with it.”
Nick rubbed at his eyes. “Is he all right, at least?”
Takeshi nodded. “He’s feeling like a prize fool, but otherwise he recovered pretty quickly. We actually stayed for the party, although we did leave early.”
“So now all three of you are in the open?”
Takeshi shrugged. “I had already told the press I wasn’t going to talk about Ana. Even so, I should have expected the questions. As for Rory, I understand why he did it. He made the decision to let Luscian into the country, and he still has a lot of unresolved anger and guilt over what happened to you. I realize how emotionally charged the situation was. The question is—how will this affect the Armistice?”
Nick forced himself to consider the situation objectively. “Honestly, it might actually help.”
Takeshi tilted his head curiously. “How so?”
“Now we can give the humans a face for Nightwalkers, as well as Sentinels and Daywalkers. Rory is probably going to have to get used to doing interviews.”
“He won’t like that.”
“It’s his own damn fault.”
“Yeah, it is. Well, I’ll let him know what you said. Sorry to spoil your evening.”
“No problem, Takeshi. Thanks for letting me know.”
The video link closed, and Nick slumped back in his chair, thinking how best to spin the new events to their advantage.
“Nick?” Toby watched him with a pained expression.
“What’s wrong?”
Toby fidgeted nervously. “Exactly what did Rory mean when he talked about railroad spikes?”
Oh, my God.
Nick hadn’t even noticed Rory mention it. “Toby, you don’t want to know about that. Believe me.”
“He said you were crucified.” Toby stared at him, his eyes questioning.
“Toby, please,” Nick muttered. “It was a long time ago. It doesn’t matter.”
“I’ve stood by you this whole time. Even though you’ve been lying to me all these years. Are you going to be honest with me, or will I have to ask around behind your back?”
Nick glared at him. “No one will talk to you about it if I tell them not to, no matter who you ask.”
“Does everyone else know?” Toby asked relentlessly.
“Yes.”
“Then I need to know, too.” He reached out and laid his hand on Nick’s arm. “The only one I’m asking is you, Nicholas. Tell me what happened.”
Pulling away from Toby, Nick stared fixedly at the framed photographs hanging on the wall in front of him, his enhanced sight picking out the faces of his family and friends. Happy memories, for the most part. “I told you I didn’t have a choice about becoming a vampire; I didn’t tell you how much Luscian hurt me while waiting for my Gift to awaken enough to make me a stronger servant. He tortured me for hours, then he killed me in front of Rory to provoke him into starting a war. I was just a pawn to him—a plaything for his amusement. When he was done with me, he nailed my body to the wall as a final act of spite toward the Triumvirate, to show them they couldn’t protect their own people from him.”
“What happened to him?”
“I killed him. With Rory and Takeshi’s help, I cut him to pieces and drained him dry.” Nick turned back to Toby. “I had my revenge, little brother. It’s over, and he’s gone. I may have to live with the memory of what he did, but at least I have that much.”
Toby’s expression was unreadable. “Nick,” he said uneasily, “in Los Angeles, Jeremy said you were in a death spiral, that you were losing it because of what Luscian did.”
“That was true. The drinking, the drugs, all the reasons I left California, almost all of it went back to that.”
“What Jeremy did to you, filling you full of all that light and power, did it really help?”
Nick closed his eyes, remembering the Light. “Yes,” he murmured. “It helped so much.”
Toby sat back in his chair. “I guess I owe Jeremy an apology.”
Nick’s smile lacked conviction. “If you like, I’ll let him know you said that, but I don’t think he’ll care. He’s kind of socially detached. He just does whatever he thinks is right and lets the chips fall where they may. It’s kind of refreshing to meet someone so direct after years of dealing with Nightwalker politicians and showbiz types.”
“You actually like him?”
Nick shrugged. “I think he’ll make an interesting friend, if I can get past the barriers he’s built around himself.”
“You know he’ll never be able to leave the Armistice, right? If he ever shows his face in public, he’ll go directly to prison, just like the others.”
“Obviously.” Nick finished his drink. Minutes of silence passed. “Think you could do something for me, Toby?”
“Sure. Anything.” Toby leaned forward, concerned. “What do you need?”
“It’s too quiet.” Nick propped his feet up on the coffee table. “Play me something soothing.”
Toby picked his violin up off the coffee table, where he had set it after their earlier jam session. As he picked up his bow, he grinned at his brother. “Here’s a little number I’ve been working on, called ‘Early Retirement’.”
 



CHAPTER 13
 
Armistice Security Headquarters, Anchorpoint City, Grand Mesa, Colorado
Rory swiped his brush over the canvas in short, angry strokes, heedless of the paint splattering his white silk designer shirt. He furiously ground the soft bristles into daubs of color on his palette and continued to work, his fangs visible. His thoughts branched and spiraled disjointedly, the vampiric part of his mind directing his talent while he consciously berated himself. I shouldn’t have let her get to me. What was I thinking? Nick probably thinks I’m a complete moron for defending him.
He sighed, knowing his judgment was messed up when it came to that particular Daywalker. He’d known that from the start.
 
December 2032; New York City, New York; Seven years earlier
Rory wandered through the Christmas party, nodding and laughing in the right places but secretly bored with the whole tawdry spectacle.
“Rory?”
He turned to find Nick Jameson grinning at him.
“I thought that was you! It’s been ages. How are you doing?”
“Hey, Nick. I’m all right. You?”
The last time they’d met, when Nick’s former band had opened for them on tour, Rory had been mortal and in love. When Nick had made a teenage pass at him, he’d laughingly brushed him off, saying he was taken. Now, he opened his vampire senses a little to get a feel for the other man’s emotions—happiness and calculation. He also noticed Nick’s scent was shading distinctly toward sexual desire.
Interesting.
The vampire was surprised the younger musician was still interested in him, given that his disguise spell added another twelve years to his face. Rory kept up the banter, chatting about the musical side projects they’d been involved in, while he considered how he felt about Nick’s attraction. Well, I’m never going to be with Takeshi, so why not? Without the heady emotions he felt for his former bandmate, he shouldn’t have trouble maintaining enough control not to bite. Maybe a one-night stand with a hot young guy would even do him some good.
Nick laughed at something Rory said and touched his wrist briefly, just above the point where Rory’s fingerless black leather gloves began. At the moment of direct physical contact, the Nightwalker’s senses sharpened, detecting something else.
Sentinel.
Are you kidding me?
He quickly touched Nick’s hand in return, giving it a playful squeeze with his bare fingertips. No, not Sentinel yet, but definitely a strong Fire latent. Okay, this is way too dangerous. The taint of the Red Wind he carried would be more than enough to kindle a latent Gift if he let his shields slip in the throes of passion. Rory knew blowing Nick off and leaving the party was clearly the safest course. Yet he felt strangely reluctant to end the conversation. There was something about the way Nick looked at him—the way he paid attention to every word, so animated, so full of life. He wanted to stay. Despite the danger to them both, he wanted to let Nick seduce him, wanted to feel those eyes focus on him with desire. He wondered what it would be like to feel Nick’s hands on his body, those lips on his skin. Wow, that image was not helping. Rory struggled to bring his emotions under control.
“Looks like the party’s winding down,” Nick said. “I have a room in the hotel upstairs. You want to come up and chat?” The invitation was clear, the anticipation in his scent overwhelming. Rory needed to leave now—right now, before this went any further.
Instead, he heard himself say, “Sure, that would be great.”
What the hell am I doing?
he thought as Nick led him upstairs. Sleeping with a latent Sentinel was sheer lunacy. If Rory were able to die, it would have been suicide. Do I really want to wake up next to a homicidal vampire hunter? He was still trying to figure it out when Nick let them into his room, gesturing to two couches facing across from each other.
Nick poured two shots of whiskey from a half-full bottle on the coffee table, then leaned back into the couch, glass in hand. “So, Rory, are you still taken?” Nick didn’t bother dancing around what he wanted.
Captivated by the naked heat in Nick’s eyes, the desire in his scent, Rory thought, He wants me. It’s been a long time since anyone looked at me like that.
“No,” he said.
“His loss.” Nick smirked. “Or was it her loss?”
“His.” Rory sipped his whiskey, feeling the burn of the alcohol as he swallowed. “I let him go.”
“Really?” Nick raised an eyebrow at that. “Why?”
“He deserved better.” God, I don’t want to talk about this. He swirled the amber liquid in his glass. “It was the right thing to do. There’s absolutely no doubt in my mind. I just didn’t expect it to hurt so much.”
And just like that, the flames burning in Nick’s eyes went out. He hunched forward over his drink. “Yeah, you never do.”
Shocked at Nick’s change in demeanor, Rory opened his senses a little more. Anguish. Regret. Loss. Pain. Oh, damn. I was just talking. Nothing I said was meant to wound. He put down his glass and reached out to clasp Nick’s hands, wishing he didn’t have to let the leather gloves come between them. “You too?”
For a moment, he thought Nick wasn’t going to answer, but when Nick finally spoke, his voice rasped with longing. “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. I hid it from him every second of every day. I didn’t want him to feel guilty about not loving me back.” Nick pulled his hands free from Rory’s and slumped in his seat. “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 looked up at Rory, his eyes bright with unshed tears. “I never thought it would hurt this much either.”
Rory felt his heart turning over and over, tumbling into those eyes, so vividly blue—like the morning sky Rory hadn’t seen in more than a decade. “Who was it?” he whispered.
Nick gave him a crooked smile. “You first.”
“Takeshi.”
Nick hesitated. “Scott.” He looked at Rory. “I never told anyone before.”
“I’m honored.” And he meant it. “It can be our secret, if you like. A confidence between friends.”
Nick sighed and hung his head. “We’re not going to fuck, are we?”
“Do you still want to?”
Nick shook his head. “Not right now.” He reclaimed his glass and took a sip of whiskey. “If we’re not going to have sex, you might as well tell me about Takeshi and why you think he’s better off without you.”
“Are you going to tell me about Scott?”
Nick thought for a minute. “A secret between friends?”
“Of course.”
Nick smiled, and the light Rory had so desperately wanted to see again crept back into his eyes. “All right.”
 
February 2040; Armistice Security Headquarters, Anchorpoint City, Grand Mesa, Colorado; Three weeks after public exposure
Takeshi entered Rory’s studio from the neighboring office, having changed into black jeans and a thin white sweater. He sat at Rory’s desk, ignoring the green suit jacket draped over the back of the chair. The Sentinel silently regarded the canvas beneath his lover’s suddenly-still brush. It was illuminated by light from the globes of mystic fire that topped the surrounding spires of the city and streamed through the windows now that it was dark enough for Rory to turn off the flare shielding.
“Good likeness.”
Rory’s brow furrowed as he looked more closely at the canvas he was painting. He was just going for random shapes, wasn’t he? Then he realized what Take had seen: the suggestion of a face, the lopsided curve that could be a crooked smile, and the bright topaz-blue orbs above. It was Nick, as he had been the night they became friends. Fuck. Even my subconscious mind is conspiring against me tonight. Rory sighed, laid his brush and palette down on the stained wooden cabinet next to his easel, and then drew a cover over the unfinished painting to protect it.
Rory felt his lover watching him as he silently cleaned the paint from his brushes, inhaling the pervasive scent of turpentine and linseed oil.
“Are you all right?” Take asked.
Moving to the window, Rory stared down at Eastern Boulevard below. It spiraled out from the central tower of Armistice Security Headquarters toward the Anchorpoint master gateway on the periphery of the city, which maintained their teleport network connection to the Citadel.
“I’m sorry, Take.”
Takeshi sighed. He stood, walked over to the Nightwalker, and wrapped his arms around Rory’s chest. “I understand. Honestly. I know how much Nick means to you.”
Rory snorted. “Maybe you do, but I doubt anyone else does.”
Take brought his lips close to Rory’s ear. “Then you’d be wrong.”
Rory turned to look at Take in surprise. “Wait, what are you saying?”
“Ana and I both had serious issues with you after Jiao-long,” Take admitted. “But we were still the closest friends and coworkers you had, until you and Nick became friends. I wasn’t the only one who saw how much you changed when you were around him. Ana knew how much Nick suffered because of our failure and how far you went to avenge him. She saw how you wept after seeing what Luscian did to him. All those years we’ve been together, and she’s only seen you cry when Nick was in pain. She knows you love him. How could she not?”
Rory swallowed and stared out over the city lights. “She never said anything.”
“Not to you. But she said plenty to me. When you and I finally made up, she kept trying to convince me to dump you. She thought you wouldn’t be able to love both of us and still be faithful to me.”
Rory sighed and laid his hands over Take’s. “I have always been honest with you.”
“I’m not jealous. I told her you promised never to touch him or tell him how you felt as long as we were together, unless he came to you first. She didn’t buy it, but she was willing to reserve judgment if I believed in you. It took her five years, but she’s finally beginning to believe in you again, too.”
Rory closed his eyes and leaned into his lover’s embrace. “Is that why she was willing to bury the hatchet? Because I haven’t cheated on you with Nick?”
“Obviously, it’s not the only reason, but it’s a big one. You betrayed us both when Jiao-long turned you,” Take said softly. “She didn’t think you were worthy of trust. But she’s watched you give up your claim on someone she knew you wanted badly, even though the temptation has been within your reach for years. This last year was especially telling. She knows how territorial Nightwalkers are about their mates, and you continued to yield to Lorcan for my sake.”
Rory laughed bitterly. “So now I owe my relationship with Ana to that fucking Court flunky?”
“It opened a door. You were the one who was willing to walk through.” Take reached up and turned Rory’s head to face him again. “Rory, stop beating yourself up about this.”
“I don’t want to have to wait another twenty years for her forgiveness.”
“It won’t be that bad this time.” Takeshi smiled. “At least, not once we all get used to giving interviews again.”
“Interviews?” Naked terror contorted Rory’s features.
Take laughed at his lover’s dismay. “Nick thinks we can mitigate the public relations damage if we spin you into the poster boy for the Children of Darkness.”
“Takeshi,” said Rory, gulping like a fish, “Nick wouldn’t do that to me.”
Take leaned over and kissed him, still smiling. “You might be surprised at just how pragmatic Nick has become in five years. You’re not just the drum line now, Rory. It’s your turn to sing lead. The two of us will be sharing your spotlight this time.”
“No, Take, no.” Rory began hyperventilating. “This is a terrible idea. I can’t do it. I have to call Nick.” He started to push free of Takeshi’s arms.
Take pulled Rory back to his chest, wrapping his arms tightly around his lover, not bothering to stifle his laughter. “After all these years, and everything we’ve been through, you still have stage fright? That’s so cute.”
“Don’t make me do this.” He struggled weakly. “Please. I can’t.”
Take kissed the back of Rory’s neck and began to undo the buttons on his shirt. “Don’t worry so much, baby. Let me take your mind off it.”
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CHAPTER 14
 
February 2040; The White House, Washington, D.C.; One month after public exposure
President Kevin Daniels sighed as the Director of National Intelligence, a career intelligence officer named John Mitchell, finished his report. He turned to look at the rest of the Cabinet. “So, after three weeks, what do we know? Magic is real and is a powerful weapon. Vampires are real. These Sentinels are real. They apparently possess advanced technology that we can only dream of. They have been fighting each other covertly within our borders and across the world for millennia, while we never knew a thing. They are currently organized in North America under an umbrella organization called the Armistice, and they are governed by a ruling council, called the Triumvirate, which has absolute authority. Their laws are apparently designed to prevent fighting among themselves but are otherwise minimally restrictive of the actions of their citizens.”
He pointed at the surveillance photographs attached to the bulletin board at the foot of the conference table. “There are only five publicly identified members of the Armistice currently at large in the United States—six if we count the terrorist who apparently joined them—as well as about a dozen of their associates we have suspicions about. The unidentified members of the Armistice have complete and undetectable run of the country, their numbers are unknown, and they are free to do whatever they want with their supernatural abilities, as long as they hold to the terms of these two documents.” He tapped the copy of the Armistice Declaration and the Rules of Engagement in front of him and picked up the small blue business card. “What do we know about this so-called embassy?”
The Director walked to the map of the United States on the wall and touched the red pin in the nation’s capital. It was one of two-dozen similar pins marking the various Armistice facilities they had identified across the country. “It’s a converted office building in Georgetown. It appears to have a completely self-contained power supply, as well as some kind of energy-field-based security system we can’t penetrate. Similar security systems have been identified at several of the residences and businesses associated with the public members of the Armistice. The building has high-level voice, data, and satellite communications capability, and the firewalls around their computer systems have been completely impervious to our attempts to hack in.
“The building itself was purchased about eight years ago, in cash, and is owned by a corporation that manages that property exclusively. Our searches have not turned up any of the officers of the corporation anywhere else in our available databases, so they almost certainly represent fictional aliases. The building underwent extensive renovation immediately after purchase by a construction company that is also fictional. Since the renovations began, the building has never been entered by any government or law enforcement official, and their building inspection records have been forged to appear up to date. Whatever is going on inside the building is unknown to us.”
“So we’re flying completely blind in respect to these people,” said the President, standing from his chair to step closer to another bulletin board that held photographs and blueprints of the Washington Embassy. “Is that about the size of it?”
Director Mitchell looked him straight in the eyes. “Yes, sir.”
President Daniels walked back to his seat and flipped through the dossiers on the table. “The six individuals we know about, what have they been doing since they declared themselves?”
“The terrorist, Jeremy Harkness, has completely dropped out of sight,” said Mitchell. “He has most likely taken refuge within the Armistice. The other five have been busily trying to generate media support for their organization by giving print, television, and online interviews at secured locations protected by the security systems we have already discussed. Almost all of our information about the history and capabilities of the Armistice comes from these sources, so it cannot be verified.”
“So we have no answers we can trust,” said President Daniels. “And even so, we still need to make some kind of decision in the public’s best interest as to how to deal with them.”
“Mr. President,” Secretary Matthews interrupted, “we have only one official information source while the Armistice has access to all the media exposure they could want. News outlets are engaged in a feeding frenzy, without any effort or ability to filter the truth of the Armistice’s claims. The public is receiving completely one-sided information, and we have not taken any action on their behalf that they can see. We are already being bypassed. There is a real danger that the decision about what to do will be taken out of our hands entirely.”
President Daniels turned back to Director Mitchell. “I want you to set up a taskforce to monitor the Armistice, covering intelligence and covert operations as necessary. Recruit the best and brightest from all of the intelligence services. You have carte blanche as far as funding goes. Get me answers.”
“It’s already being done,” Director Mitchell answered. “But it’s unlikely to get you anything useful before you will be forced to make a decision, Mr. President.”
“So be it.” He handed the business card to the Secretary of State. “Set up a conference with the Canadian and Mexican governments as soon as possible so we can put together a coordinated response. In the meantime, start the ball rolling toward diplomatic recognition. There’s nothing we can do to these people, yet, so we might as well open a dialogue to find out what they want.” He stood, eyeing the seal of the President of the United States emblazoned on the wall across from him. “We have been chosen to lead our nation in a historic time, people. We will not falter in our duty, and we will follow this road through to the end.” He turned and walked out as the other Cabinet members got up to leave.
The Secretary of State called her assistants and passed on the President’s instructions. Then she looked at the card in her hand and carefully dialed the number printed at the bottom.
“Armistice Embassy,” a pleasant voice answered. “How may we be of assistance, Secretary Matthews?”
“I need to set up a meeting with Ambassador Jameson.” She didn’t bother to ask how the voice had identified her anonymous cell phone.
“May I inquire as to your reasons and requirements for calling this meeting?”
“I want to discuss the details of the Triumvirate’s application for diplomatic recognition.”
“Stand by, Madam Secretary.” There was a silence on the other end of the line. Twenty seconds later, the voice spoke again. “Secretary Matthews, the Ambassador informs me that he would be happy to meet with you at a time of your convenience.”
“Would tomorrow morning be acceptable?”
“The Ambassador has assured me that he is at your complete disposal, Madam Secretary. The time and place are up to you.”
Like a duel,
she thought. “The State Department, nine a.m. tomorrow,” she said.
“The Ambassador will be there.”
“I look forward to it,” she lied and hung up. Glancing around the room at the trappings of power that surrounded her, she said, “We have been cursed to live in interesting times. God help us all.”
 
March 2040; Rome, Italy; Two months after public exposure
Alaricus walked the dark streets toward his home, allowing his senses free rein as he breathed in the night air. On the steps of his townhouse, he reached into his pocket for the keys and suddenly felt a biting pain in his upper back. Curious, he reached up to feel the source. Something small and hard was embedded in the meat of his shoulder. He pulled it free and examined it, taking in the long metal dart tipped with a wicked needle. He was still trying to understand what was happening when unconsciousness overtook him, and he collapsed.
When he awoke, still sluggish and dizzy, he immediately tried to assess his situation. He was in a medium-sized room with concrete walls, and a quick glance down at his body revealed he was sitting upright in a metal chair, his arms bound to it by heavy steel manacles. A bag of clear fluid hung from a rack next to his chair, and a tube ran from it into an intravenous catheter in his left arm. The chair was drawn up to a wooden table and faced an empty chair opposite. The room was otherwise bare and accessed only by a heavy metal door set in the wall behind the table. Looking up, he noticed the ceiling was made of clear glass covered by a number of hinged metal panels.
The sound of shifting metal came from the direction of the door, and it opened to reveal a man in his thirties, wearing gold-rimmed glasses and dressed in a simple white shirt and gray pants. He held a small transparent bottle filled with a colorless liquid in his left hand. The thick metal door closed behind him, followed by the clatter of heavy bolts sliding into place.
“Good morning, Mr. Giordano,” he said in Italian, sitting in the chair opposite. “My name is Andrew Kensington. I have been quite looking forward to meeting you.”
“What’s the meaning of this?” Alaricus demanded angrily in the same language. “Have I been kidnapped?”
The man across from him shrugged. “I just wanted to talk to you, Mr. Giordano. I apologize for our necessary precautions.”
“If you wanted to talk to me, you could have picked up the phone.” Alaricus snarled. “Who sent you, and what do you really want?”
Without answering, Kensington unscrewed the cap on the small bottle, leaned forward and tilted it, allowing a single drop of the clear liquid to land on Alaricus’ right hand.
Instantly screaming in agony, Alaricus reflexively tried to jerk his arm away. A metallic squeal rang out as the right manacle bent under the strain, but it remained intact. A crimson, caustic burn marred the back of his hand.
Kensington nodded in satisfaction and put the bottle down on the table, leaving the cap off. He met Alaricus’ stunned gaze. “Holy water,” he said conversationally. “Amazing. A month ago, I would have dismissed such things as superstition, but it’s a whole new world now, isn’t it?”
Alaricus growled. His irises flamed as he struggled to break free so he could reach across the table and kill this miserable human for his presumption. The metal of the chair arms twisted beneath his supernatural strength, but the manacles did not break.
Kensington watched him impassively. “Mr. Giordano, I should warn you that it is well after ten o’clock in the morning. Even if you do break free and kill me, my men have orders to open the shutters over the ceiling and expose this entire room to direct sunlight.”
Alaricus stopped dead. Kensington was telling the truth. His vampire senses detected not even the slightest trace of a lie. Alaricus tried to gather his will and teleport away, but he remained strangely disoriented and could not get his balance. He looked at the IV in his arm and swallowed in sudden fear. “What do you want, human?” he growled.
“I want you to answer some questions.” Kensington leaned forward, casually crossing his arms on the table. “I need information about you and your kind.”
Alaricus let his fangs show. “You appear to be well informed already.”
“Most of what we know is based on folklore and superstition. I require hard intelligence.” Andrew Kensington smiled coldly.
“We are not as corrupt as your kind, human,” spat Alaricus. “I will not compromise my honor to save my life, no matter what tortures you may have devised from your childish fairy stories.” He sat up straight in the chair, his voice proud. “I am Alaricus Praetor Ellestan, and my words are true.”
“I have no intention of killing you, Mr. Giordano. You’re the first viable lead we have conclusively identified. Your capture is the end result of almost six weeks of deep research, investigation, and surveillance. In the end, we found you only by a fortuitous accident.”
Alaricus narrowed his eyes. “What accident?”
“Ten days ago, you were involved in a motor vehicle collision in Milan. You escaped the hospital immediately after you awoke, but not before they drew a sample of your blood for analysis while you were unconscious.”
Alaricus visibly paled. “I was not aware of that,” he said.
“Once we had your description and the fingerprints from your vehicle, we were able to track you. We watched you for some time. When we saw you hunt down a tourist two days ago, we were finally sure. The rendition protocol we had previously prepared was activated, and we brought you to this specially-modified facility for interrogation.”
“You set this all in motion on the basis of a single blood sample?”
“No. The altered blood groups in your sample were quite perplexing to the hospital laboratory, so they referred it to a reference center for more detailed analysis. By itself, it probably would have been discarded as a curiosity—but we were watching for that specific pattern of abnormalities, a pattern that matches the sample recovered from an article of clothing left behind in Los Angeles, heavily stained with the blood of Nicholas Magister Luscian.”
Alaricus went still. “You’re American,” he said in English, having finally identified the faint accent to his captor’s speech.
“Yes,” Kensington said simply, switching back to his native tongue.
Alaricus considered him calculatingly. “You are seeking knowledge of the Triumvirate and of the Armistice.”
“We are.” Kensington stretched his hands in front of him, the tips of his fingers lightly touching. “From the information the Armistice has released, your own leaders are somewhat opposed to their interests.”
“That is a fair statement.” The vampire considered Kensington shrewdly. “My direct knowledge of the Armistice is limited, but I might be able to persuade my superiors to trade intelligence, if you had something of value to offer in exchange.”
His interrogator chuckled. “We have the biochemical signature associated with vampirism, Mr. Giordano. Currently, the significance of that information is restricted to a select group of people at the United States Central Intelligence Agency. The other intelligence agencies of the world were asked to monitor for that signature, but we told them it was simply the blood picture of a high-profile assassin. What we have to offer is the opportunity to convince us not to inform the human governments of the world exactly how to detect your kind. Whether your superiors consider that information valuable is up to them.”
Alaricus tilted his head in amusement as he studied his opponent. “You would try to blackmail the Court of Shadows with the threat of genocide?”
Kensington scowled. “Genocide only applies to human beings, Mr. Giordano. You and your kind are not people. You are simply bloodsucking parasites, mosquitoes with delusions of grandeur. Sooner or later, I will see to it that you are all expunged for the sake of the public good. I am offering you the chance to make it later, instead of sooner. If it were up to me, alone, I would order that information released in a heartbeat. But my superiors believe you could be useful in dealing with the threat from within our own borders. That takes precedence over my desire to see you all destroyed—but make no mistake, your time is coming to an end.”
Alaricus laughed out loud. “Ah, the human penchant for self-righteousness. I remember such words from the mouths of the Inquisitors, the Crusaders, and the Fascists as they swept through our lands.” He grinned, and his fangs gleamed. “They came and went, and we are still here.”
“I assure you that we will not be so transient, Mr. Giordano.” Kensington looked at him sourly. “If you have nothing useful to say, I’m afraid this conversation is at an end.” He got up and turned to the door.
Alaricus snorted. “Don’t bother to try to manipulate me so transparently, spymaster. You need the knowledge we possess or this conversation would never have taken place. Sit down like a civilized man, and we will discuss how this situation can be made to benefit both our peoples.”
Kensington sat back in his chair. “I’m listening.”
“Then let us begin again, and we shall negotiate for real.”
 



CHAPTER 15
 
May 2040; the White House, Washington, D.C.; Four months after public exposure
Nick stood silently on top of the presidential seal that was woven into the carpet as Ana and the Secret Service agents stepped out of the Oval Office, leaving him alone with the President. Outwardly, he was calm, composed even, but inside, the tension made his nervous system hum like a violin string. He held out his hand. “Mr. President, it’s an honor to meet you.”
President Daniels gave him a severe stare and then sighed and shook Nick’s hand. “Why don’t you sit down, Ambassador?”
Nick took a seat across the desk from him. “You asked for this meeting, Mr. President. What can I do for you?”
The President was silent momentarily, studying him. “Your people have caused me a lot of headaches, Mr. Jameson.”
“‘Nick’ is fine, sir.” He shrugged. “Would you rather we had remained hidden and let millions of people die?”
“I suppose not. You saved a great many lives that day, Nick. Has anyone ever thanked you for it?”
Nick swallowed, slightly off-balance. “Not exactly. The fan mail I used to get increased a hundred-fold before my record label began refusing delivery. By then, the death threats outweighed the encouraging ones by about three to one.”
President Daniels allowed himself a half-smile. “If it’s any comfort, my daughter still speaks highly of your music. She was quite disappointed she wouldn’t get to see you in concert after the North American leg of your tour was canceled.”
“I could always leave her an autograph if you like.”
President Daniels snorted. “I think she’d be thrilled.” He leaned forward, steepling his hands on the desk. “Let me be blunt, Mr. Jameson. You and your Armistice represent an unknown and extraordinary security risk to the people of the United States. That is totally unacceptable.”
“I’d be happy to answer any questions you might have, Mr. President, but it’s too late to close Pandora’s box. The truth has set us free. Now there’s nothing left but finding a way for our peoples to coexist, if we can.”
“It seems I don’t have a choice,” the President said grimly.
Nick straightened. “There’s always a choice, Mr. President,” he said. “If you wish, you can reject our overtures of peace, try to lock up the people you think you know about, and do everything in your power to destroy us.” He glared across the desk. “Rest assured, however, we will not take such actions lying down. Magic requires sacrifice. If you declare war on us, keep in mind that your people are in a much more exposed and vulnerable position than mine. But the decision of how to proceed is yours.”
“Very well.” Daniels folded his arms and watched Nick carefully. “You said you would answer my questions. You can start by telling me what you are.”
“I am a Child of the Dawn, or a Daywalker, one of three metahuman races known to exist on Earth.” Nick relaxed a little, now back on familiar ground. “The others are the Nightwalkers, or the Children of Darkness, and the Sentinels, called the Children of Twilight.” He smiled briefly. “Humans are sometimes called the Children of the Day in Nightwalker literature. Nowadays, it’s more of a poetic term than a practical one.”
“You actually have your own literature?”
Nick frowned. “Of course. Our cultures have existed for thirty thousand years, Mr. President. Sentinel history is somewhat fragmentary, having had to pass on their knowledge by oral tradition and caches of their writings, but the Nightwalkers have an unbroken historical record dating back tens of thousands of years. It is maintained by telepathic transfer of memories and testimony to multiple curators for safekeeping. Vampires don’t forget, Mr. President. We remember everything we’ve ever experienced with perfect clarity—forever—even the memories of when we were mortal. We may have been at war all that time, but even the best soldier can’t fight every hour of the day. Sooner or later, he has to find something worth fighting for or he doesn’t survive. Even without souls, the Children of Darkness have had a long time to develop the finer points of their civilization. It would be a mistake to sell either side short.”
The President frowned. “You said the Nightwalkers don’t have souls. Exactly what do you mean by that?”
“Where do I begin? I guess I should explain what a vampire is, the way I learned it.” He settled down in his chair and ran his fingers through his hair, ordering his thoughts. “All living creatures are composed of three parts: the body, the soul, and the spirit. The body is the physical vessel for the soul, while the spirit is the animating breath of creation that moves the body and gives it life. The soul is the essence of individuality, the embodiment of choice, the instrument of free will. At the moment of death, the three separate. The spirit dissipates, the body dies, and the soul moves beyond time to face judgment and its final reward.
“When a human dies the first death and rises as a Nightwalker, a new form of spirit takes up residence—a demonic power of the lower planes called the Red Wind. The soul is cast out from the body, but it doesn’t progress to judgment. It wanders in torment, earthbound, until the body is destroyed and the Red Wind dissipates. Then, and only then, does the soul ascend, carrying the scars of both the first and second life.”
He paused, glancing at the President to ensure he was still following. “The existence of the Daywalkers is a much more recent event. Toward the end of 2020, a Nightwalker, now called the Traveler, repented what he’d become. He invoked an ancient ritual that dated back to the start of the war, the same ritual that created both Nightwalkers and Sentinels. It allowed him to project his soul beyond time and speak to an agent of the higher planes directly.”
“What exactly do you mean by an ‘agent of the higher planes’?”
“An angel, Mr. President. He bargained with an angel and walked away with an ability that we call the Grace, which is the power to raise the dead.” Nick laughed at the President’s incredulous look. “You’ve seen me use magic, sir. You saw me when I showed my true form. Is it so hard to accept that all the things you want to believe in are real?”
“Finish your story, Ambassador.” The President’s voice was clipped.
“The Traveler’s power allows him to call the soul back to the body after death and substitute another spirit principle, called the White Wind, from the higher planes. When used on a human or a Sentinel, the Grace restores them to life. When used on a Child of Darkness, however, it purges him of the Red Wind and replaces it with the White, allowing the Nightwalker to reclaim his soul. He stops being undead and becomes a Daywalker—that’s if the soul is welcomed back. If the Nightwalker rejects the power of the Grace, the White Wind and the Red fight for dominance of the physical body and cancel each other out. The body dies, and the soul is freed to seek judgment.”
“Is that what happened to you? Someone made you a Nightwalker, and this Traveler gave you back your soul?”
“Yes,” Nick said softly, “that’s exactly what happened.” A frown creased his forehead at the memory. “Nightwalkers are creatures of rage and domination. Although there’s a range of personalities in the Nightwalker community, they have an instinctive drive to destroy and conquer. Some adapt to the change better than others and are better able to leash their instincts. When a vampire’s soul is returned, it removes much of the bloodlust and rage, returning a greater measure of control. Choice is restored. We Daywalkers have a stronger sense of free will than our dark brethren.”
The President sighed heavily, opened a drawer of his desk, and lifted a cut glass decanter into view, along with two glasses. He poured himself a shot and looked quizzically at Nick. “Do you like scotch?”
Nick stared at him in amazement, then shook his head. “It’s a little early in the day for me, Mr. President.”
“Until your performance in Los Angeles, I would have said exactly the same thing.” Daniels took a sip of his liquor. “Please go on.”
“Once the possibility of a cure for vampirism existed, the Traveler offered a truce to the leader of the Sentinels, called Shadowhunter. Shadowhunter accepted the bargain. The two began to recruit other Sentinels and Nightwalkers to join them. As the number of Daywalkers grew, the Children of Darkness began to believe in the possibility of redemption, and they began signing on in greater numbers. The Sentinels were happy to stop fighting, as long as the Nightwalkers left them and the human population alone.
“In less than a year, the truce spread throughout the United States, Canada, and Mexico. At that point, it was formalized into a treaty—the Armistice Declaration of 2021. A ruling council was set up, called the Triumvirate, composed of the North American leaders of each of the three races: Sentinel, Nightwalker, and Daywalker. A watchdog organization known as Armistice Security was also created. It enforces the terms of the treaty and punishes any breach of the Armistice. Other than one major incident, the truce has held rather successfully for almost two decades.
“Since the time we stopped fighting and started working together, we’ve made huge advances, starting with the creation of artificial intelligence, modeled after the Gift of Air. Our technologies truly began to accelerate after that, once the AIs formed their own research teams with all of human science at their disposal. In just a few years, the Armistice has grown in power and knowledge to the point that we’ve actually built entire hidden cities without humanity suspecting a thing. We call ourselves the Free People now.”
“Free from what?” asked Daniels, skeptically.
“Free from the war, from the mindless hatred and killing that plagues the rest of the supernatural world. It’s an ongoing struggle—the vampires rising above their nature and the Sentinels repressing their instincts, with the Court of Shadows always watching for a moment of weakness so they can invade and take back their territories in North America.”
The President raised an eyebrow. “Some of your press releases have mentioned the Court of Shadows, but they didn’t go into much detail.”
“It’s the ruling body for Nightwalkers outside the Armistice Zone, made up from the heads of all the vampire houses. The Court makes all of the important policy decisions in Nightwalker society, such as settling territorial disputes and coordinating attacks against particularly successful Sentinel teams. Most of the Nightwalkers who reside in the Zone reject the Court’s authority and have renounced their blood ranks. These Nightwalkers go only by their given and house names; that’s one reason why the Court hates us so much, because we’ve shrugged off their domination. Our people don’t travel outside the Armistice Zone often because the Court tends to hunt them down and execute them as a matter of principle.” He shrugged. “I still use my title, Magister, to retain my legal standing while I serve as the Triumvirate’s Ambassador to the Court, but I’m more of the exception than the rule among the Free People.”
The President poured himself another shot. “You’ve told me what a vampire is. What is a Sentinel, exactly?”
“Sentinels start off as human, but each carries a powerful form of inherited magic known as the Gift. It was created to counter the power of the first Nightwalkers, so there would always be soldiers to fight against them. It’s passed down through all of the original Sentinels’ descendants in every generation, but it is recessive, only becoming latent when inherited from both parents. When a latent Sentinel meets a Nightwalker who is not shielding his aura, the Gift is kindled, and the Sentinel’s powers awaken.”
“What kind of powers?”
“The magic of the Gift becomes active in three stages, each of which takes several hours to complete. The first stage is a cascade of physical mutations that enhance combat attributes, such as strength, agility, endurance, and healing capacity. The second stage is the activation of a preprogrammed set of magical abilities, as well as the knowledge of how to use them. The third stage of mutation is the most important. Once complete, it gives the Sentinel immunity to vampire blood, so that he can’t be turned. It also draws a set of race memories into the Sentinel’s conscious awareness; these memories tell him exactly what he’s become, the truth about Nightwalkers, and creates a genetically programmed need to destroy them. The Gift turns a human into an instant killing machine and then sets him loose to fight. They’re as governed by their instincts as the Nightwalkers are, but there’s no cure in sight for them.”
“Unbelievable,” said the President, and his eyes narrowed. “So the Court is your enemy. What about the Sentinels?”
“Outside the Armistice Zone, most Sentinels officially despise us.” Nick sighed. “However, the Sentinels outside North America are loosely organized, usually defaulting to a small group of leaders within each city or region. Most don’t involve themselves in the business of other territories. Many are nomadic, following the hunt from city to city within their territories, as the Nightwalker population wanes in response to their successes. It wasn’t until the truce began to spread that the Sentinels of North America were able to get past their programmed imperatives and settle down. Even so, they continue to fight on in other ways. For example, most of them regularly donate blood, maintaining a supply so vampires don’t have to hunt humans.”
Disgust flashed over the President’s face.
“You must understand; the human blood you find in a hospital or bloodbank isn’t adequate to sustain a vampire. It requires magical preservation to retain its unique, mystical properties. Sentinel blood is more powerful so can be used more sparingly. Donated blood is a way to keep the peace, a change in tactics for the Sentinels. It’s a different way to fulfill their function and satisfy the needs of the Gift without having to kill. Most of them are glad to make the sacrifice, if only for the chance to stop fighting and enjoy the human lifestyle they had before the Gift awakened.”
The President sipped at his drink in silence. “If there’s a treaty in the States,” he asked finally, “what happened to you?”
Nick avoided eye contact, staring at his hands instead. He took a deep breath. “Yes, I like scotch.”
The President raised an eyebrow but poured a measure of the amber liquor into the second glass and pushed it across the desk without further comment.
Nick took a large swallow and winced at the burn before closing his eyes in remembrance. “Remember when I said there had been only one major breach of the Armistice? That’s when I became a vampire.”
President Daniels’ gaze sharpened at Nick’s sudden change in mood. “What happened?”
“In 2033, the leader of the Court of Shadows was Luscian, also known as Soulkiller, or the Prince of Nightmares. He was the original Nightwalker, the oldest of the Firstborn. The one who started it all. His house has been the dominant force in Nightwalker society from the beginning. He hated the idea of the Armistice, thought it a perversion of the natural order of things, not to mention a challenge to his authority. So he came up with a plan to destroy it. He came to the Triumvirate pretending to negotiate a peace deal, but he actually intended to create a major breach of the Armistice and provoke the Triumvirate into war—a war he thought he would win. While within the Armistice Zone, he gave Armistice Security the slip and killed someone. Brutally. Viciously.” Nick’s hands trembled, despite his efforts to still them.
Noticing his distress, President Daniels asked, “Who was it, Nick?”
Nick paled, his eyes still closed. “It was me.” He shuddered and wrapped his arms around himself protectively. “I try not to think about it.”
The President showed no reaction to Nick’s admission of weakness. “What happened after that?”
“War. The Triumvirate took the fight all the way to Luscian’s fortress in France, Castle Night. Once the Traveler got close enough to touch Luscian, he wiped out Luscian’s entire house, releasing the power of the Grace into the bloodline all at once. The Nightwalkers of House Luscian all fought against the Light, which destroyed them completely. Every one of them died, all over the world. Nightwalker history refers to that event as the Burning. It represented such an awe-inspiring exercise of force that the Court of Shadows has refrained from any further direct engagements with our forces, so far. I was the youngest of Luscian’s scions and still the most human, so I was the only one to welcome back my soul—the only one to survive.
“Unfortunately, the Traveler’s power doesn’t work on the Firstborn, so Luscian wasn’t killed with the rest of his bloodline. However, Shadowhunter fought him and managed to destroy his physical body.” Nick paused and drank the rest of his scotch before continuing. “It wasn’t the first time Luscian’s body had been destroyed. When that had happened in the past, he would appropriate the body of one of his scions. This time, there was only one body left for him to take—mine. The Traveler and Shadowhunter lent me their strength to defend myself, and I managed to fight him off and finally kill him. Before he died for real, I stripped him of his knowledge and power, taking it all for myself. I’m now one of the strongest vampires in the world, despite being the youngest Head of House in recorded history.”
The President looked at him thoughtfully. “Why you?”
“Sir?”
“He had the entire population of North America to choose from,” Daniels said, leaning forward. “Why did he choose you?”
Nick weighed his options before answering. “Because of Rory.”
“Rory Brennigan? Your Nightwalker spokesman?”
“Yes. We’d worked together when he was still performing. We ran into each other again at an industry Christmas party and became friends. When that happened, I pretty much painted a target on my back. His other associates were strong, experienced Sentinels, but I was only human. Rory kept the truth from me, thinking he was keeping me safe, but really it just made me vulnerable. He was highly placed in the Armistice authority structure. Luscian’s spies discovered our friendship, and Luscian gambled that killing me would drive Rory into convincing the Triumvirate to take military action. It worked.”
President Daniels stretched his legs under the table and massaged his neck with one hand as he regarded Nick appraisingly. “Thank you, Mr. Jameson. This has been a most enlightening conversation.”
Recognizing the polite dismissal, Nick placed his glass on the desk and stood. “Glad to be of help, Mr. President. Feel free to call on me again if you have any other questions.” He turned and walked toward the door.
“Ambassador…”
Nick stopped and looked back at him.
President Daniels smiled. “Don’t forget that autograph.”
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CHAPTER 16
 
May 2040; Armistice Security Headquarters, Anchorpoint City, Grand Mesa, Colorado; Four months after public exposure
From the Council Chamber, the highest point in the central spire of the city, Layla gazed out through the panoramic flare-shielded windows at the Western Boulevard below. It began at the base of the central spire and circled out to the Anchorpoint Transit Hub, the center of their teleport gateway network on Earth. Although ostensibly watching the boulevard, her attention was predominantly focused on the information Scott was projecting. The Sentinel stood at attention in front of the conference table behind her, telepathically relaying Nick’s meeting with the President as experienced through Nick’s eyes and ears over their psychic link.
Takeshi sat calmly in his place at the left side of the trapezoidal table. The Wind of Earth’s mind was blissfully silent as he meditated, idly tracing the ebony, ivory, and platinum inlays of the triskelion seal with his eyes. Occasionally, he paused to sip at his cup of jasmine tea, all the while passively eavesdropping on Nick’s conversation with President Daniels. Rory paced back and forth behind Scott, his thoughts fluid as quicksilver as he analyzed every nuance of the President’s response. Ever the artist, he mapped out the strategic implications in an elegant spatial matrix in their minds, forming the connections into the petals of a fractal rosebud.
The subtle fragrance of jasmine, mingling with the heavy scent of the sandalwood table, filled Layla’s senses as she concentrated on the telepathic datastream. While she listened, she followed Rory’s tactical analysis. The Nightwalker’s ability was a holdover from his Sentinel Gift of Air, which he had retained even after Jiao-long had corrupted his spirit with the Red Wind, making him the only active Sentinel to have been turned in thirty thousand years of war.
So much depended on this meeting, both on what was said and what was left unspoken.
She didn’t need to be able to calculate Sentinel probability matrices to know that. Her own skills at strategic manipulation had been honed by five thousand years of experience.
Known as Nemesis, she had ascended to mastery of House Curallorn more than three thousand years ago. She immediately set out to foster the reconstruction of human civilization, which had largely collapsed in the wake of the interminable wars that had followed the end of the glorious First Age. Most members of the Court of Shadows had dismissed her efforts, even as she succeeded in generating a wave of human social and technological advancement throughout sub-Saharan Africa. Then she had stunned them all when she had abandoned those societies to relocate her people to the minor territory of North America.
They had called her move a mad gamble, but what she had wanted was a large hunting range out of reach of the Court of Shadows. America had all the characteristics necessary to serve as fertile ground to seed with the sciences of agriculture, construction, and trade, which she had nurtured for millennia in Africa, recruiting the greatest scholars and artisans to her bloodline. The mound-builder culture she created quickly eclipsed her greatest expectations. Layla had ruled her empire in daylight, safe in her underground fortress beneath the city of Cahokia, establishing herself as an underworld deity—the Old Woman Who Never Dies.
Jealous of her success, Jiao-long Firstborn had expanded his territory from Asia to contend with her from the west. Using his influence in the Court, he had pressured the European Magisters to encroach on her demesne from the east. The devastating waves of internecine war he had set in motion were capped by the spread of disease following European colonization. In the end, he had succeeded in toppling the culture she had built, and Layla had been forced to the bargaining table. She and Jiao-long had divided the territory between them, along the line of the Mississippi River, which had been her greatest asset. How she had raged at her defeat before throwing herself headlong into revenge. It had taken her only five hundred years to bring him to his knees. Even then, he had tried to undermine her victory by resorting to forbidden magic, the night she had met Rory and Takeshi in person for the first time.
 
September 2020; House Curallorn Stronghold, Cahokia Mound City, Collinsville, Illinois; Twenty years earlier
Layla sat in her sanctum, the apex of an inverted pyramid that extended deeply underground beneath the ruins of her great city of Cahokia. Bright tapestries and artwork from her client civilizations in Africa and America surrounded her, and she stared at them in admiration as she sipped delicately at her goblet of bloodwine. The air was perfumed by fragrant woods, kept vibrant through magic, and the sharp tang of human blood. Layla watched as her forces surrounded Jiao-long’s stronghold. Using her spell-enhanced sight, she saw through the eyes of her Primogenitor, watching the red lights of her enemies perish one by one, dying at the hands of her hapless pawns. The light of their lives winked out as the Sentinel assault on the fortress continued.
Within minutes, all the lives in Jiao-long’s fortress had expired, except for the three Winds she had entrapped and the greater light of Jiao-long himself. Layla smiled, idly wondering if they would be strong enough to destroy the Firstborn vampire. If not, no matter. She had already arrayed her forces across the mesa above Jiao-long’s base. As soon as either side was dispatched, she would strike to dispose of the other. It was only a matter of time until her dominion was complete.
The light of Jiao-long’s life disappeared. Layla laughed out loud. It was done! The long game had finally come to an end—her opponent had been taken out of play. She was about to order her forces to enter the fortress and eliminate the Sentinels when she noticed one of the remaining three lives had changed, the light shifting from blue to red. A new Nightwalker? How could that be? The three mortals in the fortress had been Sentinels; she had seen to it herself. How could one of them become Red?
Frowning, she watched as one of the blue lights went out. Minutes later, the other was also extinguished, leaving the red light alone in the fortress. They killed each other. Extraordinary. Could Jiao-long have found a way to turn a Sentinel? A fledgling’s instincts would be to destroy any life that crossed its path, so it was plausible that a new vampire could turn on the others.
No, that is ridiculous. No fully-active Sentinel has been turned since the imposition of the Gift more than thirty thousand years ago. There must be some other explanation.
The spell she was using to view inside the fortress suddenly flared and burned out, and the psychic landscape rang like a bell as she felt the sun rise in the middle of the night, even from more than a thousand miles away. The mesa overlying the underground chamber at the heart of Jiao-long’s fortress exploded upward. Fractured stone and debris rained down across her forces. The trees were flattened around the site of the detonation, creating a wide clearing in the forest. A column of brilliant light burst out of the crater like a javelin, spearing upward into the night sky and burning away the overhanging clouds.
Fire and Darkness!
A mystical shockwave of such power could only be the result of an extra-planar incursion—the intrusion of another order of reality into this dimension. One of the greater powers has intervened on this plane, for the first time in thousands of years.
She ruthlessly focused her thoughts, abandoning her strategies. Incursions were always linked to great upheavals in history, sometimes to the rise and fall of entire civilizations. The origin of the event must be eliminated immediately if any of us are to survive. All other concerns are secondary.
Using the coordinates her Primogenitor supplied, she immediately teleported directly onto the battlefield and ordered her forces into the clearing. Just as she was about to send her forces into direct assault on the fortress, the white light of a teleport matrix formed in front of her. “Surround it!” she mentally instructed, as she walked forward alone to confront the threat. The light of the teleport matrix faded, revealing her three Sentinel proxies. Impossible. She had seen two of them die. What could it mean?
As they became aware of her forces, she immediately cast the spell for a teleport blockade. Takeshi drew his swords with a curse. Attempting to teleport them to safety, Ana stopped as the jumper block solidified around them.
“Peace, Sentinels,” said Layla, pitching her clear, musical voice so all could hear. “We have no quarrel with you. We only wish to talk.”
“Ana,” whispered Takeshi, his low voice easily audible to Layla’s enhanced senses, “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 Layla.
Immediately, their surroundings were lit by a soft white light that emanated from nowhere in particular. Anaba’s light revealed the Nightwalkers, surrounding them completely in carefully regimented, concentric circles, layered deeply into the darkness beyond. Layla stood directly in front of them. At almost six feet tall, she knew she cut an imposing figure. A black cape covered her deep sapphire evening gown and her African features were enhanced by her tightly braided raven hair. She addressed herself to Take. “Takeshi Nakamura, called the Wind of Earth.”
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. 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!” Layla’s voice was fierce. “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 whisper spread out around them as the Nightwalkers reacted, shocked by his words, but they retained their discipline and held their places. Layla’s eyes widened, and her laughter pealed out around them. “You are the first Sentinel in more than a millennium to have slain one of the Firstborn, Takeshi Nakamura. Shadowhunter, I name you.” She turned her attention fully on Take, her eyes glowing 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.”
She grinned at Take’s surprise, her fangs visible. “Did you think your string of successes was due purely to your own devices? 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 with anger. “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.”
“Is that what you think this was?” Take asked, grinding his teeth in frustration. “A game for your amusement?”
“That is exactly what this was, mortal.” Layla fixed Take with a level gaze. “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 at Rory, who stood behind Take. “I merely arranged the proper incentive by allowing your lover to be taken.” She sent a silent command to her scions, who simultaneously took a single step forward, tightening the ring around the Sentinels. “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 glanced at the crater behind them. “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.” She glared at Take, her bloodlust sharpening. “Tell me what transpired. What has Jiao-long done to draw the attention of another plane?”
Take stepped sideways slightly, covering Rory’s body with his own. Noticing the movement, Layla 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.”
Layla 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?” She issued a silent command. All around them, the Nightwalkers took another constricting step forward.
Rory reached out to touch Take’s shoulder. “It’s all right.”
“I won’t let them take you,” Take growled.
“Takeshi, this was the price.”
Lowering his swords, Take turned to face Rory in disbelief, a look shared by Anaba.
Leaning close to Take’s ear, Rory whispered, “I love you. Please forgive me someday.” He kissed Take’s cheek and walked past him toward Nemesis. Stopping a few feet away, he held his clenched fists straight out to his sides and opened his hands, allowing the white light of the cruciform brands on his palms to spill out into the darkness.
The surrounding Nightwalkers reacted immediately to the presence of a Pure Draw, staggering away from the light. Dazed, Nemesis stared at him. “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 in shock. “Pact Arcanum!” she cried. The other Nightwalkers backed up 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,” said Rory.
“Not enough,” growled Nemesis, her eyes fiercely red and her fangs exposed. “The Court would have ordered his entire house expunged for this crime!” She focused her attention on Rory. “Did you bargain on his behalf, Traveler?”
“No,” said Rory. “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.” He stared into Layla’s red eyes, watching her grasp the implications of his words. “If the soul is welcomed back, the White Wind will displace the Red.”
“This cannot be,” Layla whispered in disbelief. “Our damnation is eternal. We are lost forever. The Creator could not possibly seek to reclaim us now.” Takeshi and Ana stared at Rory with similar expressions of surprise and disbelief.
“Yes,” Rory said quietly. “I think maybe He could.”
Layla gathered her wits and considered his words skeptically. “You would offer us redemption, Traveler? I am too old to believe in miracles.”
“You underestimate yourself, Nemesis. What price would you pay to step into the sunrise again without fear?”
Nemesis studied him. “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 pensively on his lower lip. “Honestly, Nemesis. They didn’t give me an instruction manual.”
Nemesis smiled, genuinely amused. “My experience with the higher powers is similar. They are not fond of sharing details.” She looked at the glowing white brands on Rory’s hands. “Perhaps touch?”
Rory reached out and took her hand. Nothing happened.
“It seems forgiveness will take some time.” Nemesis sighed.
Rory nodded sadly. “Redemption can be a hard thing to wait for.” Reaching up, he put his hand on her shoulder. “For what it’s worth, I forgive you.”
Instantly, a flash of white light burst from his hand where it touched her shoulder, spreading outward in a spherical shock wave before fading away. Rory staggered backward and collapsed. Nemesis, her eyes white and shining, stood frozen. A hole was burned through her cape, exposing a glowing white cross emblazoned on her shoulder. As the power spread throughout her body, Nemesis’s skin and hair glowed from within, her brilliance lighting up the surrounding Nightwalkers. Then, all at once, it ended. The light faded abruptly and she fell, shuddering, to the ground.
Running to Rory’s side, Take dropped to his knees and cradled his triad brother’s head in his lap as the Nightwalkers watched in confusion. “Rory! Rory, can you hear me?”
Tears of blood trickled from Rory’s eyes, and he shivered as he stared at Nemesis.
Ignoring Rory and Takeshi, Ana walked forward slowly to stand before Layla. After studying the prostrate vampire for a few moments with her mystical senses, she reached up to the cross that hung around her neck and lifted the pendant over her head. With the crucifix loose in her hand, she uttered an activating word of power. The cross shimmered with radiant blue light. Layla flinched from the holy magic and raised her right hand to ward it off.
“Layla Magister Curallorn,” Ana said deliberately. “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.” Layla lowered her hand and stared at Anaba 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.”
Layla swallowed in fear and hesitantly raised her hand to touch the cross, expecting it to burn her, but there was nothing, only the cool touch of silver. She grasped the cross and drew it slowly out of the Sentinel’s hand. Standing, she turned to face the assembled Nightwalkers, holding the glowing cross aloft. “The Long Night is ended!” she screamed, her voice thundering over the crowd. “The Dawn has come at last!”
The Nightwalkers fell to their knees. One by one, they began to sing the ancient hymn of thanksgiving from the end of the First Age.
Rory reached for Takeshi’s hand. Not caring whether Layla heard him, he said weakly, “Take, I can’t do this. I’m not strong enough.”
“Then we’ll do it together,” said Take. “I’ll be beside you every step of the way.”
“You said you wouldn’t stay with me if I brought you back,” answered Rory. “You said you’d walk into the sunrise the first chance you got.”
Take pulled Rory close. “I lied.”
Huddled against him, Rory said nothing. They watched as Layla turned away from the singing Nightwalkers and knelt before them. “Redeemer,” she said, awestruck. “We are yours forever.”
Rory took a deep breath. “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 will 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.”
Layla didn’t even blink. “Agreed.”
“You will not kill, except in self-defense or defense of another.”
Layla frowned, hesitating. “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.”
Rory considered that. “If I allow you to defend your honor, will that be sufficient?”
“Yes, Lord.” Layla was 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.” Layla’s mind snapped into razor-sharp clarity as she considered the strategic implications of this change. She stood and fixed Rory with an intense stare. “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?” asked Takeshi, standing as well, then helping 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.”
Ana snorted in derision. “An alliance? Between vampires and Sentinels? Are you nuts?”
Layla focused her attention 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 to Take. “Sentinel, your kind fight to defend the humans from us.”
“We fight because we are forced to by the Gift,” Anaba said bitterly from behind them. “The safety of humanity is merely a convenient justification for killing you.”
“Then what if that justification were removed?” argued Layla. She spread her arms wide to indicate the kneeling Nightwalkers. “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,” said Rory, looking around uncomfortably at the Nightwalkers, who gazed back at him with adoration, hope naked in their eyes. “That might be possible. If it holds, an alliance might actually be something they would consider eventually.”
“This is madness,” scoffed Take. “No Sentinel would ever be willing to turn his back on a Nightwalker. It just won’t work.”
“It will,” said Layla, snapping the trap closed, “if you yourself support it.”
Take froze in surprise. “Me?”
“You are first among the Four Winds, Shadowhunter,” Layla 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. He glanced at Ana, who shrugged. He turned his attention back to Layla. “If I agree to this, how do you think we should go about it?” he asked grudgingly.
“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, obviously warming to the idea that had seemed so ludicrous only minutes before. “Hope has been a rare commodity so far.” He looked between Layla and 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 Layla. “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 the two of them.
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 said. “Because if your people don’t kill us all, then ours certainly will.” Then he turned to face the kneeling Nightwalkers, and one by one, began his work.
 
May 2040; Armistice Security Headquarters, Anchorpoint City, Grand Mesa, Colorado; Four months after public exposure
As Nick wrapped up his meeting with the President, Layla turned away from the shielded view of the city and regarded Scott with an unreadable expression. “Thank you, Scott. You are dismissed.”
Scott bowed slightly and then stepped to the teleport gateway and jumped back to the Washington Embassy to meet up with Nick and Ana.
Taking her seat across from Takeshi, Layla said, “Nicholas is taking significant risks with this level of disclosure.”
Take shrugged. “We knew he would have to trade information. So far he hasn’t done anything that gives me cause to doubt his judgment.”
“You are far too generous. There were any number of ways he could have dealt with the situation in Los Angeles without completely exposing us, not to mention his compromising relationship with the Court Ambassador.”
Rory sighed at her harsh tone, and continued to pace. “He knew Medusa intended to detonate the bomb no matter what happened, Layla. He needed a way to keep her off balance until she gave him an excuse to intervene.”
Layla regarded him coolly. “He did not need to offer one of the terrorists asylum. That decision has had political ramifications that have only made his job more difficult.”
“He acquired a Fourth Order telepath,” Take reminded her. “Jeremy will be a very useful resource if we can find a way to bind his loyalty to us.”
Rory finally stood still and folded his arms as he glared at Layla. “Frankly, I fail to understand your hostility toward Nick. He’s performed admirably under the circumstances.”
“I despise weakness. He was a broken man, lost in his own despair and self-pity until after Los Angeles,” Layla said scornfully. “We only appointed him Ambassador to the Court because it was too dangerous for either you or myself to enter the Court’s sphere of influence, and he was the only other Magister under our control.”
“He’s not under our control, Layla,” Rory protested. “He’s not a pawn.”
One of her eyebrows arched delicately. “Isn’t he?” She stared intently at Rory. “We appointed him Ambassador to Humanity for a specific purpose. Have you forgotten that?”
“No.” Rory didn’t meet her eyes. “No, I haven’t.”
“I know you love him, but it’s blinding you to his faults. Nicholas is not ready for the task we plan for him. It is up to us to make sure he becomes so, before it is too late. We are the crucible that will fire his spirit. If you are unwilling to do what must be done to mold him into the man we need him to be, you should stand aside and let Takeshi and me handle him.”
Eyes downcast, Rory sighed and nodded. “All right,” he said finally.
Take stood and squeezed his lover’s shoulder lightly before facing Layla, his expression hard. “How do you think we should proceed?”
Layla looked at Rory silently for several seconds. Then she turned to Takeshi and began laying out her plans.
 



PART IV:  DECEIT
 



CHAPTER 17
 
July 2040; Anchorpoint City, Grand Mesa, Colorado; Six months after public exposure
Nick moved his bishop across the board. “Checkmate,” he said with a grin.
“Shit!” Jeremy mumbled, staring at his exposed king. “How did I miss that?” Frustrated, he grabbed his glass of scotch and swallowed a good third of it.
“Best of seven?” Nick leaned back smugly, taking a sip of Tiamat.
“Damn right!” growled Jeremy. Then he sighed. “I’m never going to get this game.”
“You’re getting better, Jer. Trust me, you used to be awful.” He laughed at Jeremy’s glare until a soft tone signaled a visitor. “Back in a sec,” Nick said. Checking the external monitor, he smiled and unsealed the door.
Lorcan stepped inside carrying a bottle of wine. He kissed Nick and made his way into the living room while Nick sealed the door behind him. Glancing at the antique ebony and mother-of-pearl chessboard on the coffee table, he snickered. “Another horrendous defeat, Jeremy?”
Jeremy didn’t even look up as he flipped Lorcan off. “Blow me, Bloodsucker.”
Lorcan settled down on the couch, placing his bottle on the coffee table next to open bottles of Double Voice and single malt. “I don’t do humans, Terrorist.”
Jeremy looked up from studying the chessboard, his face turning red. “Don’t call me human, you piece of shit.”
“Okay guys, time out.” Nick stepped between them. “It’s getting late, Jer. I’ll see you tomorrow before we head out to Washington.”
“It’s not late, Nick. It’s barely eight o’clock. If you want me to leave so you can get laid, just say so,” Jeremy said snidely.
“He’s got you there, Nicholas.” Lorcan put his feet up on the coffee table. “Good night, Terrorist.”
Jeremy downed the rest of his scotch and rose to his feet. “Don’t keep Nick up all night fucking, Bloodsucker. Tomorrow’s a big day for him.” He walked to the door, the bottle of scotch in his hand. “See you in the morning, Nick.”
“Good night,” Nick said, red faced, as Jeremy unsealed the door and let himself out.
The Daywalker dropped onto the couch next to Lorcan, who was studying the positions of the porcelain pieces. “Isn’t that the gambit I showed you last week?”
“Yes. He’s getting better. I have to be creative to keep ahead of him.” Nick sighed. “I wish you’d stop calling him human. You know he hates being reminded of how different he is from other Sentinels.”
“Of course I know. He just irritates me. I don’t like how he hangs around with you every waking minute.”
“I enjoy spending time with Jeremy.” Nick shrugged. “I never have to explain myself to him. He already knows everything about me.”
“True,” Lorcan said grudgingly. “And I can’t fault his devotion. I think if you were human, he would gladly step in front of a bullet to protect you.”
Nick silently picked up his glass and finished his drink. “I know. Medusa really did a number on him.”
“That level of commitment can be very dangerous. I have met more than my fair share of fanatics over the centuries, and your young protégé reminds me greatly of them. Jeremy was prepared to die for Medusa, no matter what it cost in lives to those around him. There are no limits to how far he will go for the sake of his loyalties. Be careful with him, Nick. He’s a loaded gun. Make sure he’s only pointed at your enemies when he finally goes off.”
Nick slumped in his seat. “He’s my friend. That’s all I want from him.”
“Then you should encourage him to have other friends. He can’t be focused entirely on you all the time. I know your allies are starting to warm to Jeremy somewhat. Maybe you should ask them to put more effort into forming stronger relationships with him.”
“I already have,” Nick said. “Jer has made it obvious he doesn’t care what they think of him, but it’s plain that he respects their skills, and he’s certainly willing to learn. Rory has been working with him on developing his psychic technique beyond the limitations of the Gift, Scott’s teaching him unarmed combat, and Take says his sword work is improving.”
“And Ana?”
Nick grinned. “Ana’s trying to teach him to dance. Apparently Jer has two left feet.”
“That’s a start. Has he considered joining Armistice Security?”
“I think Jeremy has had enough of taking orders.” Nick moved the chess pieces back to their starting positions. “He’s perfectly happy to remain a civilian. And I certainly have enough on my plate to keep him busy as part of my diplomatic staff.”
“That you do,” said Lorcan. “He’s right about one thing at least: tomorrow is a big day for you. Formal recognition by the United States—I haven’t seen anything like it in five hundred years. If the human governments in Canada and Mexico follow suit, as you expect them to, you will have eclipsed everything I have ever achieved in my career as a diplomat.”
Nick smiled at him. “You helped me out a lot in setting this up, Ruarc.”
“I honestly thought you were insane to accept the position when the Triumvirate assigned you to this duty, but you’ve displayed a remarkable degree of creativity in your efforts. It was my pleasure to advise you; however, I think the Court would seriously disapprove if they learned of my involvement.”
Nick leaned over to kiss Lorcan lightly. “I won’t tell,” he said.
Lorcan traced Nick’s cheekbone with a fingertip, and red sparks began to ripple across his irises. “Nicholas,” he whispered and Nick felt his own thirst rise in response. “I have something to commemorate your victory.” Lorcan swung his feet to the floor and reached out to pick up the bottle he had brought with him.
“What is it?” Nick noticed the bottle for the first time.
Stripping the wax from the neck of the bottle with his claws, Lorcan used telekinesis to draw out the cork. “A special kind of bloodwine. I brought it from home.” He met Nick’s startled gaze. “Don’t worry, it’s freely offered.” He poured a generous measure of the burgundy liquid into the two empty glasses on the table, then warmed them with a weak heat cantrip.
“What’s so special about it?”
“You’ll understand when you taste it,” Lorcan murmured. He tapped his glass against Nick’s, making the crystal sing. “To us.” He took a sip.
Nick copied him, closing his eyes as the flavor of the liquor spread across his palate. “Wow,” he said after a moment, “this is great. Better than Single Voice, stronger too.” He took another sip. “It almost tastes like—” he trailed off, his eyes snapping open as he turned to stare at Lorcan. “It tastes like you,” he whispered.
Lorcan nodded and took another sip. He closed his eyes, plainly savoring the taste. “It is me.”
Nick carefully set his glass down on the table and faced Lorcan again. “It can’t just be you,” he said hesitantly. “It has a soul echo. There’s mortal blood in this as well, and you said it was freely offered. What is it?”
Lorcan smiled, his eyes still closed. “This is Selene.”
“Selene?” Nick was startled. “That’s only made for formal matings, when both partners contribute equally to symbolize the union.”
“Yes,” Lorcan opened his eyes, staring straight at Nick. “This is made from my blood, and Connor’s. I was saving it for the day I finally turned him, when he’d be able to drink it without ill effects. I never got the chance to share it with him before he died.” His gaze turned to the bottle on the table. “I have kept this bottle protected, unopened for centuries.”
“Ruarc…” Nick struggled to find the words to express the turmoil he felt. “I don’t … this is … it’s too much.”
Reaching out, Lorcan picked up Nick’s glass and pressed it into the Daywalker’s hand. “You are the only one I have ever allowed to see the memories of what he and I shared. My closest friend in four hundred years. I want you to feel what I felt when I was with him.”
Nick lifted the glass to his lips and took a larger sip, trying to untangle the shadows of memory and emotion contained in the soul echo. “He really loved you.”
“Yes, he did,” the Nightwalker whispered. “It had been so long since I let myself remember.” He looked at Nick. “Until the night I showed him to you. You gave him back to me, Nicholas. I wanted you to know how grateful I am. This bottle is for you, to thank you for that gift.”
Nick finished the rest of his glass and placed it back on the table. Picking up the cork, he slid it carefully back into the mouth of the bottle and renewed the preservative cantrip Lorcan had broken when he opened it. He turned back to the other vampire.
“You’ll find that feeling again someday, Ruarc.”
“Yes, I will.” Lorcan smiled at him sadly. “Someday.” He finished his glass and laid it on the table. “Thank you for sharing this moment with me.”
“It was my honor.”
Lorcan pulled Nick close and then leaned forward to gently run his fangs down the line of Nick’s throat. “I’ve never wanted you as much as I do right now,” he whispered into Nick’s ear.
The Daywalker shivered at his touch, and then, growling, pushed Lorcan backward and began to uncinch his belt.
 
* * *
 
Only when Nick and Lorcan began to get more violent, their bloodlust mixing with sexual desire, did Jeremy withdraw his psychic probes from their minds and stop eavesdropping. Instead, he focused his thoughts on maintaining proper form as he continued his exercise routine. Vampires liked it rough, he’d discovered. It had taken all of his self-control not to intervene the first time he looked through Nick’s eyes and saw what Lorcan did to him in the dark.
That Nick plainly got off on it was bad enough, but the fact that Lorcan was so obviously in love with Nick just made it worse. Jeremy sighed, finished his crunches, and turned over to start his push-ups. Lorcan’s feelings were something of an open secret among Nick’s close associates, all of whom had tacitly agreed not to interfere. The only one who didn’t seem to have a clue was Nick.
Briefly, Jeremy considered whether he should let Nick in on the facts regarding his apparently casual relationship with Lorcan. After all, Nick asked me not to hold back the truth, hadn’t he? That was the bargain—that I force Nick to confront the truths the Daywalker needed to see. Somehow, Jeremy doubted Nick would thank him for this particular insight. And Lorcan? Lorcan would cut out my heart and eat it. Not that he was afraid of the Nightwalker. If he wanted to, he could kill or incapacitate Lorcan with a thought. In the end, however, the only person he’d be hurting would be Nick, and Jeremy wouldn’t do that.
He finished his final set and walked over to the couch in his living room, kicking off his shoes and lying down on the firm cushions. Besides, taking Lorcan out of the picture would only push Nick right into Rory’s arms; that might not be a bad thing, but it would get messy if Rory were finally forced to choose between Nick and Takeshi.
Without doing a deep read on Rory, Jeremy couldn’t be sure which way that would go. So far, he had refrained from reading Rory’s mind, given the power the Traveler had at his disposal. It was entirely possible that someone like Rory, who had learned to draw on the strength of the Grace in the years since the Pact Arcanum, could detect Jeremy’s intrusion into his mind. That would be an instant death sentence. The Children of the Dawn would tear him to pieces for such a blatant slight to the Redeemer’s honor. Jeremy wasn’t afraid of them either, but if a Daywalker challenged him to honor combat as a member of House Luscian, it was conceivable that Nick might exercise his right to act as Champion and fight the duel himself. Better not to risk it.
Another possibility bubbled up out of his subconscious, but he immediately dismissed it. There is no way I would ever do that to myself. Why even think about it?
Jeremy looked at the clock, trying to stave off the depression that threatened to claim him. It was only 8:45 p.m., much too early for bed. It was going to be a long night. He looked around the relatively spartan room. The only thing breaking up the monotony of the living room wall was his degree, now hanging in a rich rosewood frame that had been a gift from Nick. Jeremy didn’t much care about the mementos of his largely wasted life, but Nick thought they were important, so he indulged the Daywalker. He smiled as he thought of Nick, the first real friendship he’d forged in as long as he could remember.
As he contemplated what to do with the remainder of the evening, his AI spoke into the silence. “Jeremy, Scott Phillips is trying to reach you.”
Jeremy scowled at the interruption, then schooled his expression. “Put him through, Grendel.”
A virtual screen opened up over the coffee table.
“Hello, Jeremy.” Scott looked back at him.
Jeremy nodded. “What can I do for you?”
“You know how I usually meet up with Take, Rory and Anaba to play poker on Wednesday nights?”
“Of course.” Jeremy snorted. “The Winds’ night out. Did you guys decide to skip it to get a good night’s sleep before the ceremony tomorrow?”
“No. I was wondering if you’d like to join us.”
Jeremy frowned slightly. “I beg your pardon?”
“If you’re not interested—”
“No!” said Jeremy. “No, I … I was just surprised. It’s like a private ritual with you guys. You don’t even invite Nick to your game. Why me?”
“Jeremy, I don’t forgive you for what you did to Nick in Los Angeles, but I can’t argue with the fact that it helped him turn his life around. In the meantime, you’ve tried to be a loyal, supportive friend to him, and I can’t argue with that, either. Now, I know you’re probably planning to spend the night sitting alone in your room, so I thought I would make you a better offer.”
Jeremy swallowed. “I don’t know what to say.”
“Say yes or say no. It’s up to you. If you want to come over, we’re meeting at Ana’s apartment in twenty minutes.” Scott grinned. “Bring cash. Newbies don’t get credit.”
The virtual screen turned black and disappeared. Jeremy stared silently at the space where it had been for several seconds, then he got up from the couch and headed for the shower.
 
* * *
 
Lorcan woke about an hour before dawn, gently lifted Nick’s arm from off his chest, and rolled over in bed to face the sleeping Daywalker. Nick’s cheek was warm beneath his light kiss. “Someday, Nicholas, you’ll find that feeling again, too,” he whispered. “I just hope it’s with me.”
He slid silently out of bed and dressed, his senses sharp in the dark. Casting another glance at Nick, he smiled and walked to the living room. He picked up the bottle of Selene and carried it into the kitchen, placing it in a cabinet with Nick’s bottles of Tiamat. With a last look at the bottle he had guarded for so long, Lorcan closed the cabinet and walked to the front door, letting himself out.
As he walked the streets of Anchorpoint toward the gateway back to the Court of Shadows Embassy, he found himself whistling an old lullaby he hadn’t thought of in centuries. The ever-present rattle of the perimeter screen, a staccato crackling similar to fracturing ice, formed a percussive counterpoint to his melody. Fragrant flowering vines grew prolifically along the edges of the wide streets, protected from the sharp mountain chill by warming spells; he breathed deeply of the fresh scent.
Connor,
he thought, as he looked up at the pre-dawn sky. If you’re watching, you know you will always be first in my heart. But I don’t want to be alone anymore. He makes me happy for the first time since I lost you, and I don’t want to let him go, even if he doesn’t feel the same way. I hope you understand and that you forgive me.
His mind on his two lovers, Lorcan paid scant attention to where he was going as he walked to the low tower that served as the embassy’s antechamber. Entering the lobby, he made his way to the teleport gateway and punched in his security code for transit to the main embassy building in Icehaven. In a flash of light, he jumped directly to the living quarters on the top level.
Placing his hand on the security plate, Lorcan let the AI recognize him and opened his door, yawning. When he stepped into his quarters, he immediately sensed he wasn’t alone. Instantly, he raised his defenses and prepared to fight, centuries of training taking control before he was even aware of his actions.
“That will not be necessary, Lorcan. Please come in.”
Lorcan rocked back on his heels at the voice, noticing the familiar figure who stared out of the window at the city of Icehaven. Impossible! He could not be here. Lorcan took a few steps forward, letting the door close behind him. Ignoring the eight other Nightwalkers in the room, he had eyes only for the man at the window.
“My Lord?”
Brion Magister Diluthical turned away from the window and regarded him frankly. “Lorcan Primogenitor Diluthical, have you forgotten all basic courtesy in your time away from us?”
Lorcan immediately dropped to one knee. “My Lord, forgive me. My life is yours. I am your blade to wield.”
Brion tilted his head absently. “I accept your honor, to defend as if it were my own. Rise.”
Lorcan scrambled to his feet. “Master, I don’t understand. I received no notice of any request for a member of the Court to enter the Armistice Zone.”
Brion turned his back to Lorcan again and gazed at the low obsidian buildings, which gleamed beneath the opalescent dome of force. The vampire lord’s sandy brown hair seemed almost blond in the low light that the denizens of the city preferred. “I did not request entry. Armistice Security has no knowledge of my presence.”
Lorcan’s mouth was dry, and it took him several seconds to find his voice. “Master, how is that possible?”
“The Court has sympathizers within Armistice Security. You will forgive me if I do not give you their names, I trust?”
Lorcan nodded numbly. “Of course, Master.”
“In any case, these agents have altered certain intelligence records in the Armistice Security database to allow us to substitute the entry records of several embassy staff to match those of myself and my associates. After that, it was a simple matter of impersonating them as we entered the Armistice Zone.” Brion slipped his hand into the vest pocket of his charcoal gray suit and pulled out a skeleton watch on a silver chain.
“And my staff members?” asked Lorcan, already knowing the answer. The ticking of the watch was loud to his enhanced senses in the otherwise silent room, and Lorcan felt each second like the blow of a hammer, nailing his coffin shut.
“We could not allow them to live. Their discovery could have jeopardized the operation.” Brion checked his watch and nodded in satisfaction, before slipping it back into his pocket. “Now I have little time and a great deal to accomplish. Are you ready to assist me in my duties?”
“Naturally, Master.” He finally glanced at the other vampires in the room. He recognized them all: the senior spellcasters from half a dozen houses. There was no way they would cooperate in a joint effort without a direct order from the Court of Shadows. “My Lord, may I ask the nature of this operation?”
Brion reached out and picked up a plastic card from a wooden stand in the center of Lorcan’s desk. “Lorcan, do you remember the day we first met in person?”
Lorcan stiffened. “Yes, Master.”
“As do I. It was the night I gave the order that you be restrained, to prevent you ending your life after the death of your human mate. I did not inquire, at the time, as to his name.”
“Connor, my Lord,” Lorcan said without emotion.
“You had shown such magnificent potential, even so early on in the second life; I did not wish to lose such a valuable resource. I have not regretted that decision, not once in four hundred years.”
“My Lord does me too much honor.”
Brion turned the plastic card over in his hands, so that the Journeymen logo and the word “security” showed clearly in the dim light. “May I ask you a personal question?”
“Of course, Master.”
“Are you in love with Nicholas?”
Lorcan felt his heart stop and then race wildly. “My Lord?” he asked weakly.
Brion turned toward him again, dropping the security pass carelessly back onto the desk. “I have followed your career for almost four hundred and fifty years. Your brilliance and skill have been unsurpassed by any Nightwalker it has been my honor to work with. But you lacked passion, ever since that night we first met. You were a banked fire, for all that you continued to climb steeply upward through the ranks. Honestly, I am surprised you were content to remain at Consul rank for so long.
“Originally, I thought I might be forced to have you killed, in case you attempted to challenge me for leadership of House Diluthical. But, after a time, I realized you had reached the limit of your ambitions. It was prudent, given your youth and the power of those senior to you, but it was disappointing to see your career stagnate.”
A soft chime sounded throughout the city, echoing from the stone walls, marking the sunrise. To the Nightwalkers, the predominant population of the city, it was a moment that symbolized violent death.
“And then, six years ago, you began an aggressive campaign to rise to the rank of Primogenitor. It took me almost a year to realize what had changed when you initiated your drive to stand at my right hand. Suddenly, you had fire again. You burned with passion and ambition. You maneuvered Nightwalkers three times your age into compromising positions and eliminated them. You dueled over and over again with remarkable recklessness to thin the ranks between you and your goal. If I had not named you to your current position, you would undoubtedly have decimated the strongest members of my house in pursuit of advancement.”
Lorcan said nothing. The vampire lord’s carnelian eyes held him fast, seeming to lay bare all his sins and failures. Something terrible was approaching, and Lorcan was helpless to avoid it.
“That transformation took place immediately after your mission to recruit the Magister Luscian to our cause. In your report, you stated that you had initiated a sexual relationship with him, which you felt could be the basis for progressive influence in the future. That relationship was one of many factors in appointing you to be our Ambassador to the Triumvirate, although your obvious diplomatic credentials were the primary determinant. Our intelligence since then has indicated you have restored that relationship—even built upon it—expanding your influence to the point that Nicholas is quite trusting of you.”
Brion’s voice dropped into a lower register, betraying his anger, but he remained perfectly, inhumanly still, his gaze steady and unyielding. “Conversely, however, his influence on you has been reported to be substantially greater. You have displayed significant behavioral changes in his presence over the course of the past two years, changes I would not have believed if the information had not been corroborated by many sources. Because of those reports, your loyalty has been widely questioned throughout the Court of Shadows. I have been hard-pressed to defend you, given the evidence. You do not treat him as an assignment, Lorcan.” Brion stepped closer and stared into his eyes. “You treat him as your mate.”
Lorcan forced himself to speak through his own wintry dread. “I do not understand what you wish me to say, Master.”
“I wish you to answer my question.” Brion’s voice remained even despite the power of the threat implied by his words. “Are you in love with Nicholas? Is he, in fact, your mate?”
Lorcan’s mind scrabbled for some evasion, some way to deflect this line of inquiry, but his thoughts were frozen. And then it was too late. He witnessed the exact moment his Master took his hesitation for assent and knew that he was lost.
“Oh, Lorcan,” said Brion, sighing. “You could have been among the greatest of us, and you have thrown it all away for a Daywalker half-breed.” He pulled a chair forward and made himself comfortable. “Ambassador, I have direct orders from the Court of Shadows, and I regret to inform you that your assistance will be necessary to carry them out.”
“What does my Lord require of me?” Lorcan tried to salvage some honor from his abject failure.
“The Court of Shadows believes it is finally time to express our displeasure to Nicholas Magister Luscian over his actions of the last six months.” Brion looked at him with pity as he explained in detail what he needed.
Horror rose like bile in Lorcan’s throat as he listened. “No, my Lord. Please, no.” He fell to his knees as tears of blood coursed down his cheeks. “Show mercy, Master. Please, I beg of you. I cannot do this. Find someone else.”
“There is no one else. Your knowledge of his thought processes and your personal influence will be necessary for the plan to work, otherwise he might decline, regardless of the cost to his honor.”
Lorcan got shakily to his feet and wiped away his tears with his sleeve. He faced Brion squarely. “Master, I refuse.”
“You refuse,” Brion said with only mild interest. “You have sworn your honor to my service. Does your word mean so little to you?”
“My Lord, it means nothing to me at all. I will not serve.”
“Lorcan,” said Brion sternly, rising from his chair, “your assistance is necessary, not your cooperation.”
Before Lorcan even had time to think, the compulsion spell the eight spellcasters had created before he entered the room snapped tightly around him. He collapsed on the floor as he was bound, and his conscious will was locked away, screaming.
Brion regarded him dispassionately. “Get up.”
Lorcan got to his feet.
“I have told you what I require. Now, based on your firsthand knowledge of Prince Nicholas and his protectors, tell me the most likely way I can successfully achieve it, as well as any possible difficulties you can anticipate.”
Lorcan began to speak.
 



CHAPTER 18
 
July 2040; Armistice Embassy, Washington, D.C.; Four hours later
Jeremy lounged on the comfortable couch in Nick’s office and watched the formal ceremony on the virtual screen suspended over the desk. Months of work had culminated in this moment—recognition of the Triumvirate as a foreign government in a ceremony at the National Mall—and he didn’t want to miss a second of Nick’s triumph. He just wished he could have gone in person. He rolled his eyes at his own foolishness. Who knew being a wanted terrorist could have a downside?
On the screen, Nick was flanked by Scott and Ana. Takeshi also stood behind them, ostensibly one of Nick’s guards but actually there to demonstrate to the watching Armistice population that the Triumvirate fully supported Nick’s actions. On a whim, Jeremy extended his thoughts to find the familiar light of Nick’s mind, halfway across the city.
He gently inserted his mental probe into the Daywalker’s mind and eavesdropped on the psychic connection between Nick and Scott. Water, he corrected himself, not Scott. The shift in Scott’s personality when subsumed in the Wind link was obvious; the Sentinel’s mind operated on an entirely different level from human thought while interlaced with the collective consciousness of the Winds. Jeremy didn’t intrude further, knowing that the presence of a foreign element in the Wind link would be immediately detected. Instead, he concentrated on looking through Nick’s eyes while the vampire was distracted, watching as Nick nervously ran through his speech over and over again while he waited for his turn to speak.
 
National Mall, Washington, D.C
After the formal ceremony, Nick watched anxiously as President Daniels addressed the assembled members of the press. Earth, Water and Fire stood behind him, propping him up with their psychic support via Nick’s link to Water, while Air reached out with his mind from Anchorpoint and carefully scanned the crowd and the surrounding buildings for any threats. While even their most basic kinetic shield spells would stop a sniper’s bullet, it never hurt to be prepared.
Then it was Nick’s turn to speak. The vampire stepped forward to the second podium, opened his mouth, and then stopped as a wave of magic rolled over him. In less than a second, Fire’s hand seized his arm as she tried to teleport the four of them away. Nothing happened.
Letting go of Nick, she turned to Earth. “Teleport blockade. We cannot pass.”
The three Sentinels took up positions around Nick, calling their weapons to their hands. “We’re under attack,” Earth urgently informed the Secret Service agents, who watched in consternation.
A sudden, cold wind began to blow as the agents burst into motion, hustling the President away. The sky darkened ominously, and storm clouds obscured the sun.
In the center aisle, between the two blocks of reporters, a white haze appeared and then coalesced into the figure of a man wearing a black suit and black gloves, his face shadowed by a cowl. An unsheathed sword, the intricately inscribed blade chased with gold, gleamed in his right hand. Reaching up with his left hand, he pushed back the cowl, revealing his features.
Nick gripped the sides of the podium, the soft wood deforming under the pressure of his grasp. “Lorcan?”
“Prince Nicholas.” Lorcan’s expression was aloof, arrogant even.
Nick stepped around the podium, his confusion obvious. “Why are you here, Ambassador?”
“I have come to deliver a message from the Court of Shadows.”
Nick schooled his expression, his face a mask of polite neutrality. He didn’t bother hiding his emotional turmoil from the Sentinels. “And what does the Court have to say to me this day?”
Lorcan sneered. “The Court of Shadows objects to this alliance. Humans are prey, to be dominated and nothing more. You disgrace your bloodline to treat with such filth.”
Nick laughed, genuinely amused. “Forgive me if I fail to take offense at this slight to the reputation of House Luscian. They were monsters, the lot of them. They disgraced themselves by their very existence.”
“You are a shame to your house, Nicholas. You have no honor.” Lorcan’s smile was predatory.
Nick’s thoughts slammed to a halt as if he had been thrown into a wall. “Ruarc! What are you doing?”
“I am merely stating a fact, Magister Luscian. Do you have anything to say in response?”
Nick marched toward Lorcan, his eyes blazing as he glared at his lover. Over the link, the Sentinels were battered by his barely contained fury. They stepped forward as one, maintaining their positions relative to Nick. The Daywalker felt the four Winds monitoring the surroundings for lines of attack, in case Lorcan’s words were a diversion; the Court was hardly known for frontal attacks. Nick knew that objectively, but he was too overwhelmed with rage to give their suspicions any weight. Coming to a halt six feet away from Lorcan, he addressed the Nightwalker with deliberate calmness. “Walk away, Lorcan Primogenitor Diluthical. I heard nothing but the wind.”
Lorcan chuckled. “Then I will repeat myself more clearly.” He drew himself up and raised his voice. “Nicholas Magister Luscian, you have no honor.”
Water felt Nick’s intent and tried to dissuade him. “This is a trap, brother. Do not walk this path.”
“I accept your challenge.” Nick smiled widely, displaying his fangs.
The Wind link fragmented as Scott withdrew from the mental fusion and his human personality reasserted itself. “Nick, no! Don’t do this!” The Sentinel sheathed his knives and reached out to grasp Nick’s shoulder, trying to drag the vampire around to face him. Nick, his eyes still boring into Lorcan’s, pulled away.
“I am a Head of House,” Nick answered. “Protocol requires me to answer a challenge to my honor.”
“That’s Court of Shadows protocol, not Armistice. You’re not one of them!” Scott pleaded desperately. “You don’t have to follow their laws!”
Nick’s scarlet eyes stared intently at Scott for a moment. “I am both Court and Armistice, Consul. This is part of what I am.”
Lorcan laughed. “You have the right to choose the time and place. Will you hide behind the Winds until they find a way to kill me secretly, or will you face me here and now?” He looked around at the reporters, the cameras turned to record their every move. “If you value them so much, let the humans see. Show them what you really are.”
“By all means, Lorcan.” Nick snarled. “Here and now is acceptable.” He turned to face Take. “Takeshi Nakamura Leshir Jiao-long, may I have the honor of your sword?”
Take looked at him, and then at Scott, who was watching with disbelief. Reversing his grip on his katana, he held it out to Nick. The faint ripple in the spellworked steel caught what remained of the light as Nick weighed it up in his hands. “Kick his ass.”
Holding the sword in his right hand, Nick casually walked past Lorcan to the grass beyond the blocks of chairs. Take followed just a few paces behind, waiting. Lorcan trailed after Nick, taking up a position ten feet away. Cameras tracked their movements as the reporters left their places to stand silently around the periphery of the open space.
Nick raised his arms, the sword glinting in his hand. Behind him, blue flames spread out in a half circle fifteen feet across. “Two have entered,” he said, invoking the combat ritual.
Lorcan copied his movements, and green flames spread behind him in a mirror image, forming a circle of fire around them, half green, half blue. Then Lorcan did something unexpected. Driving his sword vertically into the ground, he strode stiffly through the green flames to the outside of the circle.
Nick stared at him, his mouth agape. Then the air shimmered between them, and Brion appeared in the exact spot where Lorcan had been standing. “One will leave,” Brion said, completing the spell, his fangs extended as he smiled in triumph.
The green and blue flames ran together, and the circle burned white. Brion grasped the grip of Lorcan’s sword and drew it from the earth. Beyond the white flames, Lorcan collapsed as his body was wracked by convulsions.
Ana knelt next to him, laying her palm on his chest. “Neuromuscular feedback,” she said aloud, alerting Nick that their temporary link had been interrupted. “Compulsion spell. The control weave was severed when the circle closed.”
Nick looked at Brion. “Who are you?”
“I am Brion Magister Diluthical, called the Prince of Dread,” the other vampire stated. “I assert my privilege to stand as Champion to any honor combat on behalf of a member of my house.” He raised Lorcan’s sword. “You will face me now.”
Staggering drunkenly to his feet, Lorcan screamed and lurched forward to pound his fists against the invisible barrier that rose out of the white flames. “NO! No, my Lord, please. You can’t!”
“I will deal with you later, Lorcan,” Brion said icily, not returning his gaze.
With fangs and talons extended, Lorcan clawed desperately at the barrier and howled at his Master, “Brion Magister Diluthical, you have no honor!”
Brion turned to face him, red eyes meeting red. “I accept your challenge, Primogenitor. You may fight me after I have disposed of your upstart Daywalker.”
“I will kill you for this, Master.” Lorcan wept in impotent fury. “I swear it! You will die today, even if you win.”
“I think not, Lorcan.” Brion’s lip curled in disdain. “Instead, I will be rid of two thorns in my side, instead of one.” He turned back to Nick. “Shall we begin?”
Nick moved in a blur. His sword struck like a cobra, drawing on the full power of his Gift and the theoretical knowledge of countless duels absorbed from Luscian. Turning Nick’s sword aside, Brion reversed his cut, slashing back to slice through Nick’s shirt as the Daywalker leaned away from the blade at the last minute. The two stared at each other, each coldly appraising the other’s skill. Blood oozed from the shallow cut on Nick’s chest. The Daywalker dabbed at the red stain without looking down and then casually brought his fingers to his lips. “Tesiar poison?” he asked, tasting the blood.
Brion smiled cruelly. “It has its uses, especially to prevent regeneration.”
“Clever,” said Nick, as he swept the blade of Takeshi’s sword in a figure eight before him. “By all means, let us begin.”
They moved simultaneously, too fast for human eyes to follow. The metallic clang of their swords was the only sound as they circled again and attacked. For nearly ten minutes, the ringing of their blades filled the air as the vampires lashed out at each other, both struggling for supremacy.
Lorcan screamed as, weakened by poison and blood loss, Nick mistimed his strike. The tip of his sword buried itself in the ground, while Brion danced aside. Wasting no time, Brion lashed out, striking squarely with his full strength at the joint between the blade and the hilt of Nick’s sword. The Sentinel sword shattered, shrapnel flying as Nick staggered. Kicking out with his right leg, Brion buried his boot in Nick’s abdomen.
Knocked backward off his feet into the barrier that surrounded them, Nick collapsed to his knees, gasping for breath. Immediately, Brion stood above him, raising his sword, ready to cleave Nick’s skull. As the Daywalker looked up, dazed, Brion opened his mouth to gloat—then he suddenly froze. His still-open mouth released a trickle of blood as his sword slid from his twitching fingers, and he stared down at the foot of black steel protruding from his chest. The blade’s blue runes shone brightly as the flames licked at Brion’s shirt. His talons clawing weakly at the black sword, he looked desperately into Nick’s eyes. “Have mercy, Lord.”
Nick’s expression twisted in anguish. “I’m sorry,” he whispered.
Brion stumbled away, Reaper sliding out of his chest as he collapsed. The black steel hungrily absorbed Brion’s blood, the blade attuning itself to its latest victim. Brion whimpered in fear. “Mercy,” he croaked one last time before his eyes glazed over.
The runes flared white, and Nick shrieked as he heard another voice join the chorus within the Crown of Souls. Dropping the sword, he clawed at his head, desperately trying to drive out the screaming in his mind. A storm of loathing rose from the imprisoned souls as they struggled to break free, his weakness only driving them to fight harder. Nick felt them rising to displace him, fighting against his feeble attempts to suppress them again.
Then he felt Lorcan’s arms around him, and the exquisite pain as the Nightwalker bit into his neck. As Lorcan fed, the bridge opened between them, and memories Lorcan had kept carefully hidden rushed forth. Nick experienced the unexpected loneliness of the three years after their first meeting, the sudden joy Lorcan had felt when he arrived in Anchorpoint for the first time and found Nick waiting at the teleport gateway, the Nightwalker’s helpless desire as they rekindled their relationship, the night Lorcan had looked down at Nick’s sleeping face and finally understood.
Love.
In the face of that knowledge, as the inmates of the Crown of Souls howled their hatred and despair around him, Nick did the one thing Lorcan had always denied him. He leaned forward and drove his fangs deep into Lorcan’s neck, and the two fed simultaneously. The blood magic doubled and redoubled, growing exponentially in strength as the bridge encompassed everything they were. All of their secret thoughts and dreams opened to each other as they became one.
Their collective will drove back the storm of hopelessness from the Crown of Souls, locking the imprisoned voices away again behind Nick’s internal shields. Then, alone, they turned once more to each other in the echoing silence of their joined minds.
“I love you, Nicholas.”
Lorcan’s inner voice was tinged with sorrow.
“Ruarc, I’m sorry.”
“I have no regrets. If your heart thaws, I will be waiting.”
“Someday, I might come for you.”
The bridge faded. Lifting their heads and retracting their fangs, Nick and Lorcan stared into each other’s eyes—red to red. Nick turned away, to where the black sword lay upon the ground, its runes returned to their original azure. In a three-foot circle around it, the grass had turned crisp and brown. As he watched, the sword faded, re-sheathing itself in the back of his mind. Lorcan stepped away from him, retrieving his own sword as he went.
Feeling Take’s light touch on his shoulder, Nick took the proffered hand and stood.
“We tried to help you fight them down, but Scott couldn’t reach you. Lorcan said blood magic was stronger, so we let him try.”
Nick nodded and turned to Scott, who kept their link masked. They contemplated each other silently.
“I’m sorry you had to do that,” Scott said aloud.
“I didn’t have to, Scotty. I could have let him kill me.” Nick glanced at the circle of dead grass. “Maybe that would have been the better choice.”
After a moment, Scott reopened their psychic connection. Silently he reached out to Nick and held the Daywalker in his psychic embrace. “Be at peace, brother,” he thought. “I will never leave you.”
Nick drew strength from him, silently fortifying his resolve. Then he turned to face the other vampire. “Prince Lorcan.”
“Prince Nicholas,” Lorcan said impassively.
“What are your intentions, Magister Diluthical?”
Lorcan stared at him in defiance. “Nicholas Magister Luscian, House Diluthical accepts the outcome of the Challenge of Kings, and I offer my surrender on their behalf.”
Nick felt Scott’s surprise through the link.
“Lorcan, the Challenge of Kings only applies to a direct duel between Magisters,” said Scott. “Brion assumed your challenge, rather than making his own.”
“I made no challenge, Consul. My will was constrained. My Master merely spoke through my lips, the better to provoke your Magister’s outrage and guarantee the challenge would be accepted.”
Nick sighed. “That was smart. I would have turned him down if he had challenged me himself.” He met Lorcan’s eyes sadly. “I thought you had betrayed me. I should have known better.”
“Yes, you should have,” Lorcan said simply. He drew himself up. “My Lord, the Challenge of Kings is decided. I offer you a century of service by House Diluthical as demanded by law and custom.” He frowned for a moment, glancing at the cameras. “Understand, however, that we will serve you as Magister Luscian, in your capacity as a member of the Court of Shadows. We are not part of your Armistice, Prince Nicholas. We will not bend our knees to you as Primogenitor Jiao-long, nor will we accept the Traveler’s authority over us.”
“Ruarc, are you sure you want to do this?”
“My Lord,” said Lorcan, “let me retain this small bit of honor to offset my Master’s betrayal. You have no allies in the Court after Los Angeles. The next time, they might succeed in destroying you.”
“Very well. I accept the limitations of your allegiance.”
Lorcan knelt before Nick. “Nicholas Magister Luscian, House Diluthical recognizes the verdict of the Challenge of Kings. We surrender our honor to your keeping. Our lives are yours. We are your blades to wield.”
“I accept the honor of House Diluthical, to defend as if it were my own. Rise, Lorcan Magister Diluthical Primogenitor Luscian.”
Lorcan stood again. “What are your orders, Master?”
“Return to Icehaven and cooperate fully with Armistice Security in their investigation of this incident.”
Lorcan bowed. “As you wish, my Lord.” He gathered his will, and using the same codes he had used to enter the jumper block that surrounded them, he teleported away.
Ana looked at the crowd of reporters. “Now what?”
“I guess I still have to give that damn speech.” Nick rolled his eyes and then stared down at Brion’s body. Raising his hand, he released a bolt of blue fire that reduced the body to ash. “Let’s get this over with so we can go home.”
 
Armistice Embassy, Washington, D.C.
Jeremy clicked off the screen and withdrew his psychic probes from Nick’s mind. “Command Access.”
“Online,” said the voice of the embassy’s security AI.
“Please inform Armistice Security Headquarters that I am ready to assist them if they need someone who can get past any psychic shield.” His voice sharpened. “All I want in return is to be there when they interrogate that bastard Lorcan.”
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CHAPTER 19
 
July 2040; Central Intelligence Agency, Langley, Virginia; The next day
The Director of the CIA, Derek Cochrane, turned off the monitor and ejected the data crystal, slipping it back into its case before turning to Andrew Kensington. “A sword fight to the death on the National Mall. What the hell is the world coming to?”
Kensington chewed his lip as he stared at the bank of video monitors that filled one wall before him. It wasn’t the first time he had been summoned to the Director’s office since taking over the “Los Angeles project,” as his operation had come to be known. It was an office geared toward work and nothing else, with an ultra-modern, glass-and-steel desk and sparse furnishings. No plants. No pictures. No distractions. Most who entered were put off by Cochrane’s focus and intensity, but Kensington found it refreshingly professional.
“It was more than that, Director,” he finally said. “From what intelligence I have been able to gather, the black sword the Ambassador used is actually a potent magical artifact designed to imprison the soul of the person it kills for eternity. My contacts indicated he has never had the will to use it.”
The Director stared at him, appalled. “We can’t have these creatures running around loose, Andrew. Tell me there’s something we can do about them.”
Kensington sighed. “I am still cross-referencing the intelligence we’ve received from the Court of Shadows with the information the Armistice has released, as well as the data we have been able to glean. As near as I can tell, most of what the Armistice has been telling the press is true. What they’re omitting is the extent of their tactical strength.
“It seems there are more than two million Armistice citizens living in North America, all of whom have combat training, either learned or preprogrammed by the Gift. In addition to the embassies, they have bases, called chapterhouses, set up in most major cities on the continent. Chapterhouses appear to function as military garrisons, for facilitating fast deployment to the site of any significant breach of the treaty. There are also three major population centers: Anchorpoint, Icehaven, and the Citadel.
“The largest, Anchorpoint, is the headquarters for both the Triumvirate and Armistice Security. The Court of Shadows has been unable to locate the city, which is shielded from detection, and its members have only been allowed inside by direct teleport. The second city, Icehaven, is mostly populated by Nightwalkers and is exposed only to indirect sunlight.”
Director Cochrane looked skeptical. “How did they manage that?”
“They built it under water, Director. It is somewhere on the floor of Hudson Bay, but it is also shielded from detection. The Court couldn’t give me an exact location.”
The Director nodded. “You said there were three population centers.”
Kensington hesitated. “The third is hard to credit. Supposedly it is located on the Moon, with associated spacecraft and orbital habitats.”
“You can’t be serious.”
“They were able to build three cities in impossibly remote locations in the space of a few short years, Director. My contacts suggested they accomplished this using some form of temporal manipulation. Is it so hard to believe they have the capability for space travel?”
Director Cochrane sat back at his desk. “What have you been able to discover about their weaknesses?”
“Not much so far. In addition to their technology, they have significant financial power and influence, mostly due to the longevity of their investments. The Ambassador has direct command over all the assets formerly controlled by the rest of his bloodline. He may well be the richest man in the world. While we do have the biochemical signature for vampirism, its tactical utility is limited—unless we are able to develop some form of bioweapon against them. We are still investigating that possibility. We don’t have enough information about Sentinel physiology to determine if there is a way to detect or neutralize them easily.”
Kensington flipped through the folder in his hand and pulled out an enlarged image of Nick’s business card. He tapped the triskelion seal of the Triumvirate for emphasis.
“The only real vulnerability I have been able to identify is their command structure. Local groups in each city appear loosely organized around the chapterhouses, although the Triumvirate sets the overall policy and makes major decisions. The Triumvirate itself is the focal point of their society. If we remove them, the Armistice will fragment into smaller communities that will be much easier to isolate and destroy.”
“Do we know who they are?”
Kensington frowned. “No, sir. My contacts refused to identify them. They insisted it wouldn’t be honorable to sell them out to humans, even though they consider the Triumvirate to be their most bitter enemies. The only information they would give us was to confirm that the Ambassador is not one of the three.”
“What are your plans to acquire that information?”
“I will continue to try to develop other intelligence resources, in addition to the Court. Apparently, the Armistice is not well regarded in the Sentinel community outside North America. They consider the truce between vampires and Sentinels to be a betrayal of everything they have been fighting for. I am still trying to identify valid targets with whom I can attempt to make contact. It’s slow going, sir. These people have had millennia of experience at staying hidden from us.”
The Director’s expression was grim. “Keep working on it, Andrew. Your successes are the best break we’ve had so far in defending ourselves against these monsters. I will pass your information on to the DNI taskforce personally.”
“I will do my best, sir.”
“Of that, I have no doubt.” Director Cochrane stood and offered his hand. “Good luck, Kensington.”
“I don’t need luck, sir.” Kensington shook his superior’s hand. “This is our world, not theirs. These things won’t get away with trying to dominate us with their filthy magic. Sooner or later, they’ll slip up, and we’ll wipe them out. It’s only a matter of time.”
The Director let his hand drop. “In that case, good hunting.”
“Thank you, sir.” Kensington turned on his heel and strode out of the office.
Director Cochrane sat at his desk, thinking. The urgent ringing of the telephone interrupted his thoughts. “DCIA,” he answered.
“Director Cochrane,” said the Director of National Intelligence, “I am about to brief the President about the incident on the Mall yesterday. Do you have any new information for me?”
“No, sir. We are still chasing down possible leads. At present, we don’t know much more than you do.”
“We can’t afford to be ignorant about the capabilities of these people, Derek,” Director Mitchell growled. “I don’t care what you have to do, but get me answers.”
“We’ll do our best, sir.”
“Good luck. You’re going to need it if you don’t produce.”
Director Cochrane hung up. “I don’t need luck,” he muttered, as he checked the internal security monitors that followed Agent Kensington back to his team. “It’s only a matter of time.”
 
July 2040; Armistice Security Headquarters, Anchorpoint City, Grand Mesa, Colorado; Five days later
Lorcan absentmindedly turned the Journeyman security pass over and over in his hands as he lay on the narrow bed in his detention cell and contemplated the events of the previous days. He had been taken into custody almost immediately upon his return to Icehaven, along with all the other members of the embassy staff. He had carefully answered the interrogators’ questions about his part in the assassination plot, telling them everything he remembered about the traitors in their midst.
Jeremy had stood across the table from him, verifying his responses to ensure he wasn’t hiding anything. The young Sentinel’s thoughts had bypassed all of his mental defenses to touch his mind directly. Lorcan shivered at the memory. Jeremy had burned with bitter fury as he had openly ransacked Lorcan’s memories, pawing through the most secret thoughts, most intimate recollections. Lorcan had never felt so violated—not even when Brion had forced him to betray Nick.
Nicholas.
He closed his eyes, his heart aching. I have lost Nicholas. He had told the Daywalker he had no regrets, and that was true, up to a point. His perfect memory of their two years together would have to keep him warm on the cold nights ahead, but he couldn’t stop wishing for just a little more time, thirsting for just another of Nick’s ever-so-casual caresses.
Although he’d created an honorable excuse to stay in contact with Nick, he knew the Daywalker would almost certainly never touch him intimately again. Nick would think it unfair to lead him on. Still, he clung to the hope things might be different someday. It was the only thing that kept him from the sunrise—the knowledge that if he destroyed himself, he would never know if Nick would ever change his mind.
The double bridge was the strongest blood magic possible, and the most devastating. He had always refused Nick when the younger vampire had wanted to try it, knowing that nothing would be hidden from that level of intimacy. Only the strongest emotional bond could survive such complete truth. He had known the cost when he let Nick feed simultaneously from him that day in Washington, but it was worth it to ensure the Daywalker’s mind survived the assault of the Crown of Souls. Lorcan just wished it didn’t hurt so much to let him go.
His thoughts were interrupted when two Armistice Security agents entered carrying a pair of restraints. Lorcan slipped the plastic card into his pocket and wordlessly held out his arms to be handcuffed, the integrated ward of the restraints surrounding him and suppressing his abilities. He followed the agents out of the containment area to a fixed-point gateway that teleported them to another level of the tower. They led him to a comfortably furnished waiting room, and the agents removed his restraints, then waited outside. Lorcan took a seat in one of the overstuffed leather chairs and stared straight ahead at the wall, emptying his mind.
 
* * *
 
“Seems pretty calm, given everything that’s happened,” said Takeshi, watching Lorcan over the security monitors along with the rest of the Triumvirate.
Layla shook her head. “He is merely waiting for the axe to fall. He knows we have to make an example of someone, and he is the only Court authority figure we have access to now that Brion is dead.”
“I wish we didn’t have to do this,” Rory said.
“Your rival will be removed from the field of play.” Layla shrugged. “Surely that only benefits you.”
“We were rivals because of Nick, Layla. Lorcan never did anything to earn my enmity. You can’t help who you love.”
“Nicholas must evolve if he is to lead us. He can’t hide in comfortable relationships such as he had with Lorcan. We must keep him off balance if he is to continue to develop into the person we need him to become.” She placed her hand on Rory’s arm. “You agreed to let us handle this.”
Rory sighed. “And I will. You guys can do all the talking.”
“Then we might as well get this over with.” Takeshi led them out of the security station and down the hall to the interview room, nodding to the two Armistice Security Agents standing guard to open the door.
 
* * *
 
Lorcan stood as Take, Rory, and Layla filed into the room. Focusing his attention on Takeshi, the Director of Armistice Security, he asked, “Have you found them?”
“We caught five of the spellcasters,” said Take, still angry that their security precautions had been circumvented. “The other three escaped the Armistice Zone and most likely returned to the Court of Shadows to report. Knowing who they were and who they were impersonating, we were able to track down the access codes of the traitors who altered our security records. Those we captured alive were interrogated by Jeremy and gave up the identities of the rest.”
“I trust they didn’t stay alive once they outlived their usefulness.” Lorcan’s voice was cold.
“No,” said Take, equally as grim, “they didn’t.”
Layla held out a tightly rolled scroll of paper, sealed with gold wax bearing the Triumvirate triskelion. “Prince Lorcan, this is written confirmation, on behalf of House Curallorn and House Jiao-long, of your lawful mastery over House Diluthical, according to Court of Shadows protocol. You will most likely have to secure the succession in person, however, and put down any challenges to your authority from Brion’s senior scions. We feel it would be in everyone’s best interest for you to leave the Armistice Zone immediately and see to putting your own house in order.”
Lorcan stared at the scroll in Layla’s hands. “Will I be allowed to return?” he asked, his heartbeat faltering.
“As a member of the Court of Shadows, we will, of course, review your application for admission, should you desire to visit the Armistice Zone in the future,” Take said in a frigid voice. “The distant future.”
Lorcan took the scroll from the Daywalker’s hands and slipped it into his pocket next to the old security pass. He turned to Rory, who had remained silent throughout the entire exchange. “Can I say goodbye?”
“No.”
Lorcan swallowed, closing his eyes in defeat. “Does he know you’re sending me away?” he asked, clinging to a shred of hope.
“Yes.” Rory’s voice was neutral, factual.
Lorcan’s shoulders slumped, and he fought back tears. He would not weep before these people. Opening his eyes, he met Rory’s steady gaze. “I will need to stay in contact with him to perform my duties as Primogenitor Luscian. If he chooses to visit me in person, will you prevent it?”
“No.”
“I will never stop loving him.” Lorcan glared at Rory. “Never. If he ever comes to return my feelings, will you stand in his way?”
“Why would I do that?” Rory asked softly.
“Nicholas has just a few years of experience in dealing with Nightwalkers on a personal level. Luscian saw such relationships as weakness; Nick doesn’t have any other basis to judge them on. I told him we fought because of the intimate nature of our friendship with him—a plausible lie. I never allowed myself to put the truth into words. He probably still doesn’t know, unless he reviews the memories we shared in the double bridge, seeking answers.”
“And what is the truth?” Rory asked in the same soft voice, while Layla and Take watched silently.
“Nightwalkers are most violently territorial when it comes to their mates.” Lorcan set his jaw defiantly. “We can control that instinct, as long as we know the other contender isn’t a valid threat. You and I fought over Nicholas because each of us sensed that the other desired to make a claim. You love him just as much as I do, My Lord Traveler.”
“How dare you?” Take started angrily, then stopped when Rory raised his hand.
“I love Nick,” said Rory, staring steadfastly at Lorcan. “I have loved him for years, but he isn’t mine, Lorcan. He will never belong to either of us, not until he lets go of his first love.”
Take turned to Rory, surprise clouding his features. Even Layla raised her eyebrows slightly.
“He said once that he told you,” Lorcan said, gazing at his rival with renewed interest. “Are you the only one who knows?”
“I’m sure Jeremy knows; he certainly saw it in the Light. But to the best of my knowledge, Nick has only deliberately confided that information to the two of us, alone.” Rory stepped closer and put his hands gently on Lorcan’s shoulders. “Takeshi is my mate, Lorcan. I will seek no other while he wishes to stay with me. If Nick someday finds it in his heart to love you, then no, I will not stand in his way.”
Lorcan swallowed, his mouth dry as he forced the words out. “Then I have a request of you, Lord, but it must remain secret, especially from Nicholas.”
Rory stepped back, a slight frown crinkling his forehead. “What request?”
Lorcan knelt at Rory’s feet and bowed his head. “Redeemer,” he whispered, “lead me out of darkness.”
The three of them stared at Lorcan in shock. Rory found his voice first. “Lorcan, are you certain?”
Lorcan looked up, his eyes earnest. “Yes, Lord. I have no doubts.”
“Why, Lorcan?” Rory demanded. “Why now?”
“My true name is Ruarc, Lord. I make this request because I might die trying to secure the allegiance of my house; even if I do not, I might never again have the chance to kneel before you, Redeemer.” Lorcan’s voice strengthened. “I want to be worthy of him, if ever he chooses me.”
“You will be alone, Ruarc,” Nemesis said, her voice uncharacteristically gentle. “You may not be able to hide what you are from your house, and they will kill you if they discover your secret.”
“I am well aware of that, Magister Curallorn.” He turned back to Rory. “Will you deny my petition, Lord?”
“Stand up.” Carefully, Rory undid the clasp of the glove on his right-hand, sliding it off as Lorcan climbed to his feet. The harsh white fire of the brand embedded in his palm illuminated the room with the brilliance of the Pure Draw, casting everything into sharp relief. “Take off your shirt.”
“What?” Lorcan blinked.
“It would be better for you if the sigil wasn’t in the usual place, in case the Court finds a way to detect it.”
Lorcan nodded and pulled his shirt over his head before dropping it to the floor.
“Ruarc Magister Diluthical,” said Rory, “do you swear to take no human life?”
“I do.”
“Do you swear to take no life except in self-defense, defense of another, or to defend your honor?”
“I do.”
“Ruarc, may God grant you safe passage through the Gates of Morning into everlasting light.” Rory reached out and laid his palm on the left side of Lorcan’s chest, over his heart. “I forgive you.”
Lorcan’s eyes widened in terror, his irises glowing white. The light and the shockwave spread from Rory’s touch to fill the room with the power of the Grace as Rory’s hand fell away, leaving a white cross shining on Lorcan’s chest. Then it was over, and the light faded. Lorcan slumped to the floor, curled on his side and gasping, his hair white. Kneeling beside him, Layla laid her hand on Lorcan’s head and cast a spell. Gradually, the color leeched back into Lorcan’s hair until it regained its normal black, and the glowing cross on his chest faded from sight. When Lorcan finally opened his eyes, his irises were green.
“Brother,” said Nemesis, “walk in the Light.” She helped Lorcan rise unsteadily to his feet.
“My Lord, what I said to Nicholas was true. House Diluthical will never acknowledge your authority over them,” he told Rory. “But if you have great need, call on me. I will answer, if I am able.”
“I’ll remember that,” said Rory. “It’s time for you to leave, Prince Ruarc.”
Lorcan picked his shirt up off the floor and pulled it back on. “So be it.”
“Good Luck, Ruarc,” Take said quietly, his earlier hostility forgotten.
Lorcan turned to face him, his eyes crimson and his fangs showing. “Shadowhunter, the Court has destroyed the only moment of true happiness I have experienced in four hundred years. For that, I will grind them into dust and curse their remains. That is fact, not a promise. I need no luck.”
“Prince Ruarc,” Nemesis said gravely, “we cannot openly offer you any aid, but if you have great need, call on us—and we, too, will answer, if we are able.”
Lorcan turned to Rory. “I’m ready.”
“Command Access,” said Rory.
“Online,” said a voice from overhead.
“Ambassador Lorcan’s entry privileges into the Armistice Zone are suspended. Teleport him directly to the New York City chapterhouse, emigration level, for immediate deportation. Authorization code Jiao-long three-seven-six-two, authentication keyword ‘sacrifice’.”
“Champion clearance confirmed. Armistice Security entry records updated. Teleport ready.”
Lorcan looked at Rory. “Tell Nicholas I’ll be waiting.”
“I will,” Rory said simply. “Execute.”
Lorcan disappeared in a flash of light, and the members of the Triumvirate were alone.
“Erase and overwrite the security monitor recordings from this room for the last thirty minutes,” said Rory.
“The designated security records have been erased and overwritten.”
“Release Command Access.”
“Confirmed.”
Take looked at Rory. “Do you think they’ll kill him?”
“Yes.”
“Perhaps they will,” Nemesis said thoughtfully. “But if I have learned anything in five thousand years, it is that one should never underestimate the vengeance of a man who believes he has nothing left to lose.”
 



CHAPTER 20
 
The members of the Triumvirate made their way back to the Council Chamber in silence, each lost in thought. As they stepped off the teleport gateway, however, all three immediately and simultaneously detected the intruder.
“Is he gone?” asked Nick, sitting in Rory’s chair at the head of the table. A reply was not forthcoming, so he took a swig from the bottle of Single Voice in his hand before asking, “Well?”
Rory stepped forward. “Nick, are you drunk?”
“Yes,” slurred the Daywalker. “Now, tell me! Did you do it? Did you send him away?”
“Yes,” said Takeshi. “He’s already been jumped to the Castle Night relay. He can make his way home from there.”
Nick put the bottle on the table and laid his head in his hands. “You should have let me say goodbye. I could have given him that much.”
“He was directly involved in his master’s assassination attempt, Nicholas,” Layla said sternly. “We could not show him any favors.”
Stumbling unsteadily to his feet, Nick marched around the table. “It wasn’t his fault,” he yelled. “He was under a compulsion spell. You know that! This is your mess,” he accused Takeshi. “They wouldn’t have been able to get to him if you had just done your job!”
Take’s eyes were hard. “I know.”
Rory wrapped Nick in his arms. “He’s gone, Nick. Let him go.”
“He loved me,” Nick said in a broken voice, slumping into Rory’s embrace as tears welled in his eyes. “How could I not have known that he loved me?”
Rory held him tightly, ignoring the tears of blood that wet his shirt. Silently, he reached out to Takeshi over the link. “Let me handle this.”
Take nodded and motioned to Layla, who followed him back to the teleport gateway. Rory ran his fingers through Nick’s hair. “He didn’t want you to know. He knew how to hide his emotions from you, and he did. If he hadn’t, you would have just pushed him away sooner.”
“Maybe,” whispered Nick. “Maybe I would have found a way to love him back.”
Rory sighed. “You don’t believe in love, Nick. You weren’t ready, and he knew that. Maybe you will be someday, but until then, you don’t have any right to bind him to you.”
Nick drew back and stood on his own two feet again. When he finally spoke, his voice was level. “Do you think he’ll wait?”
Yes,
thought Rory.I know he will. And so will I. “I don’t know, Nicholas. You’ll just have to wait until you’re strong enough to ask him.”
 
 



PART V:  BURNT OFFERINGS
 



CHAPTER 21
 
September 2040; Academy Assembly Hall, Spacer Guild Headquarters, the Citadel, Lunar Farside; Eight months after public exposure
Sentinel Michael Danvers looked surreptitiously over his shoulder at the two interlopers. Nicholas Magister Luscian, he knew. Everyone knew who he was after Los Angeles, although for the life of him, Michael couldn’t understand why the Ambassador to Humanity was attending the funeral of a third-stage Cadet. It didn’t make any sense. He let his eyes drift to the other person who stood out from the crowd, the only other person in the room who wasn’t wearing the green uniform of the Spacer Guild—the civilian organization tasked with the administration of the Armistice space program. Tall and olive-skinned with short black hair, the man was dressed in a black suit with an ebony cross and circle, outlined in gold, pinned to his right breast.
A psychic probe rapped lightly on Michael’s mental shields. “Eyes front, Lieutenant.” Captain Merrick’s thoughts were distinctly annoyed. “William was a classmate of yours. Show a little respect.”
Michael snapped his head forward again, his face coloring. “Sorry, sir. I was just wondering what the Ambassador and that Nightwalker are doing here. This is a Guild funeral. Dirtsiders shouldn’t be part of this.”
“The Ambassador is insane, if his actions are anything to go by. Who knows why he does anything? I didn’t see the Nightwalker. What does he look like?”
asked the more senior officer in silence, not turning around.
Michael passed along the image of the Nightwalker he’d seen sitting in the back row, while another of his old classmates came to the lectern to speak on behalf of the departed.
The Captain’s eyes widened. Turning, he looked over his shoulder at the Nightwalker before facing the stage again. “Oh, hell. I shouldn’t be surprised. Of course he came. He always does.”
Michael blinked. “Do you know him, sir?”
The other officer sighed mentally. “Rafael Tervilant.”
Michael glanced back, noticing the winged arrowhead that signified the rank of Master Pilot on the Nightwalker’s left lapel.
“Don’t stare at him, Icarus.”
Merrick’s thoughts were cold, angry. “He deserves better from you.”
Michael swallowed and focused on the stage again with difficulty. “But, sir, he’s a legend! I used to study the textbook he wrote on the physics of zero gravity maneuvering. It was brilliant. Why is he out of uniform?”
The senior officer turned to him with a frown. “He’s not Spacer Guild, Lieutenant. He had an accident and dropped out of the last stage of the Academy training program. Now, leave him alone and pay attention to the service.”
Michael knew an order when he heard one. Muzzling the rest of his questions, he turned his attention back on the memorial.
 
* * *
 
Nick watched the service in silence. He had hit the master teleport gateway to the Citadel as soon as Rapier informed him of the funeral; even so, he almost missed it. Luckily, he had some formal clothes in his apartment. If he hadn’t asked Rapier to keep track of new victims, he would never have known how Cadet William Thompson had died.
Recursion Dyssynchrony was a particularly bad way to go. Caused by an unknown genetic defect, it resulted in the nervous system destroying itself upon exposure to Recursion Drive—the standard mode of interplanetary propulsion on all Guild spacecraft. It manifested as intense pain, followed by uncontrollable seizures and death. At least, it did for mortals.
The service finally drew to a close, and Nick stood awkwardly near the back of the room as the Spacers broke into small groups and consoled each other over the Cadet’s death. Ten minutes, he thought. That should be long enough to show proper respect, rather than bolting immediately. Most of the Armistice citizens on Earth were already pissed off at him after Los Angeles; he didn’t need the Fleet and Colonists on his case as well. He silently sipped from his glass of bloodwine as he stood alone, looking out of the flare-shielded windows at the sere landscape of sun-blasted rock, counting the minutes until it would be politically acceptable to leave.
“Ambassador Nicholas.”
Nick blinked and turned, taken aback that one of the Spacers would want to talk to an outsider. He was even more surprised to find that the speaker was not a Spacer at all but a Nightwalker in a black suit. None of his clothing bore even a hint of the green color that Spacers proudly wore to identify themselves.
“Yes?” he asked cautiously.
“I found it strange to see another Dirtsider at one of these functions, so I thought I’d say hello.” The Nightwalker looked past him at the rocky lunar plain and the glittering stars. “It’s difficult to be the odd man out, isn’t it?”
“I suppose,” Nick said noncommittally. “I’m told Spacers keep to themselves.”
“That’s true for the most part. I’m usually the only outsider in the room.” He turned his full attention to Nick. “I’m Rafael Tervilant, from Icehaven.”
Nick tilted his head in response. “Nicholas Magister Luscian. Pleased to meet you.” He glanced at the winged arrowhead on Rafael’s lapel. “Why are you an outsider? That’s a Guild rank pin, isn’t it?”
Rafael nodded. “I achieved Master Pilot rating before I left the Guild. Now I’m just another Dirtsider, and the rest of them are embarrassed to be seen with me.”
“I see.” Nick really didn’t but had no interest in inquiring further. He gestured toward the portrait still being projected on a virtual screen over the stage. “Did you know the Cadet?”
Rafael shook his head and looked at the portrait too. “No, but he has my sympathy for the manner of his death.”
“I sometimes wonder if the Sentinel victims are the lucky ones.”
Rafael turned back to him, surprised. “I beg your pardon?”
Nick’s expression was indecipherable. “Vampire victims usually survive after a few weeks in a coma to allow the body to heal. They’re the ones left facing eternity with the perfect memory of that agony forever after. There’s no support group for that kind of trauma.”
“There have only been a handful of cases since Recursion Drive was introduced in 2023, Ambassador,” Rafael said, staring at Nick with interest. “Most Spacers aren’t aware that the condition isn’t uniformly fatal.”
“My name is Nicholas, Master Pilot. And there have actually been eleven cases, not including this one,” Nick corrected. “Six Sentinel, one human, and four vampire.” He took a sip of wine. “Three of the vampire victims made it, although their identities are confidential.”
“You’ve made quite a study of it, haven’t you? I wasn’t aware of the human victim.”
Nick shrugged. “He was a physicist the Triumvirate recruited to help with one of their research teams. They were shuttling him to one of the orbital stations when they switched to jumpdrive. He died almost instantly.” Nick finished his drink and set the empty glass down on the table beside him. “I’ve been trying to find the vampire victims for more than a year, but the Armistice doctors refuse to tell me who they are.”
“Why are you trying to find them?”
Nick turned to face the window again. “To see how the other survivors deal with the memories. Maybe we have something to offer each other.” He looked back over his shoulder at Rafael, who stared wide-eyed at him. “That’s right. I’m case number ten of the twelve. The most my doctors were willing to do was forward an anonymous invitation to the other two survivors, inviting them to meet me. Neither took me up on it.” He paused, waiting for a response, then shrugged as he stared out the window again. “Nothing to say to that, Master Pilot?”
“I thought the invitation was presumptuous,” said Rafael. “I threw it in the trash.” He waited until Nick had turned completely around to face him again, the Daywalker’s eyes focused and intent. “Case seven.” Rafael held out his hand. “Pleased to meet you, Nicholas.”
Nick reached out and shook the Nightwalker’s hand. “Call me Nick.”
Letting go of Nick’s hand, Rafael stepped past him to look out the window at the stars. “My friends call me Rafael, or just Raf.” He smiled wistfully. “My classmates called me Bellerophon, after the rider of Pegasus. It’s kind of a tradition to take a call sign from human mythology at the end of first-stage training. I was the best pilot in conventional flight that the Academy had ever seen. Then I finished simulator training for Recursion navigation and took the controls of a jumpship for the first time. It was supposed to be a simple ten-minute flight from the Citadel to Cassandra Station, just to prove I could manually plot a course to the Trojan point.”
He turned to face Nick, his eyes hard. “I remember screaming for almost a full minute before they figured out what was happening and shut down the drive.”
“Shutting down the drive doesn’t work,” Nick said softly. “The neural feedback cascade is irreversible.”
Rafael shook his head. “They didn’t know that then. I was only the second vampire case, and the first one didn’t survive. Until me, no one had lived long enough to even warrant an attempt to abort the progression.” He shrugged. “After four minutes, I finally blacked out. That’s the last thing I remember until I woke up again a month later, and my whole life ended for real. You don’t understand what it means to a Spacer to be grounded, knowing I have to spend the rest of eternity Earthbound. I would have just stepped into the sunrise and been done with it, but I didn’t care enough at that point to bother. It took me almost a year to finally decide to face life again.”
“What changed?”
Rafael met Nick’s eyes. “Tanya Byrd.”
“Case eight.”
“She was a year behind me at the Academy. When I heard how she died, I pulled it together for the funeral. Seeing my old classmates again, hearing how their lives had passed me by, it finally penetrated that I didn’t have anything to show for my time as a Cadet.” He smiled. “A moment of vanity saved me. I decided to make people remember me and just how good I was. So I wrote it all down, everything I knew about flying, and gave it to the Guildmaster. I think he only read the book because he felt sorry for me. I hear they’re still using it as an advanced textbook.”
He sighed. “After that, I began to find other things to occupy my time. Turns out, I have a talent for writing software. I design Navigation AIs now, using what I learned as a pilot to refine the architecture of the interface and make it more practical for the average user. The Guild finds my designs quite popular; they’ve already approached me to submit a proposal for the Odyssey AI package. Who knows? If I can’t have the stars, maybe I can at least make it easier for others to reach for them.”
Rafael poured each of them a glass of Tiamat from the decanter on the refreshment table next to them. He handed a glass to Nick and took a sip from his own. “And yourself, Ambassador? You are Soulkiller’s Bane. How did you manage to keep such a major vulnerability under wraps?”
Nick took a sip of his wine and considered his answer. “No one outside my immediate circle of friends knows what happened, other than my doctors. The Journeymen were on a break between tours when I decided on a whim to do something different for my vacation and got on a flight to Ares Colony without telling anyone. I was traveling on a passenger transport, alone in my cabin, when they switched to inertialess flight.
“Scott felt me broadcast what I was feeling over the link. It paralyzed him with pain until he managed to mask himself from me. By the time he finally figured out where I was and which ship I was on, I was already in a coma. No one could understand what had happened. It wasn’t until after I was returned to the Citadel that they were able to detect the neurodegenerative signature of the disease. Even then, they didn’t believe it until after I woke up six weeks later and told them what I did.”
Rafael frowned. “What do you mean? The post-cascade biosignature is pathognomonic. What did you do that would cause them to doubt the diagnosis?”
Nick swirled his glass gently, watching tiny waves ripple chaotically across the surface of the bloodwine. “I had never heard of RD at that time, Rafael. All I knew was that I was in agony and that it was related to some form of neural feedback. Luscian used something similar on me whenever his knife hand got tired, so I thought I was under a similar form of psychic attack. I cast a neuroprotective healing spell, trying to defend myself.”
“Fire and Darkness,” whispered Rafael. “Terminal damage is the only thing that halts the feedback cascade. That’s why vampires survive, because we can regenerate the dead tissue. If you prevented neural death, you would just have—”
“Prolonged it,” finished Nick, his eyes focused on the red liquid in his glass. He carefully drank the rest of his bloodwine and put down the glass before raising his eyes to meet Rafael’s shocked gaze. “The reason nobody knows is that everyone thought it was some kind of failed assassination attempt. They didn’t make the connection to Recursion Dyssynchrony until much later because no previous case had lasted longer than seven minutes. Scott told the doctors I was screaming in his mind for more than half an hour.”
“God, Nicholas.” Rafael put his glass down before reaching out and squeezing Nick’s hand. “How did you learn to live with that?”
“I didn’t. Between that and Luscian, I needed a crutch just to keep up appearances.”
Rafael’s eyes narrowed. “What kind of crutch?”
“Heroin.”
Rafael just stared at him.
Pulling his hands free, Nick poured himself another drink. “Eventually, my friends and family banded together and forced me to stop. I moved away from Los Angeles to limit my access and appease them. But nothing was ever right again until the day Jeremy Harkness pushed me through the Gates and showed me something that made life worth living.” He sipped at his drink, outwardly calm, as he watched the Nightwalker fumble for something to say.
Rafael considered his words carefully before speaking. “Ambassador, why don’t we go for a walk and find someplace to discuss this further? I’m actually curious to hear what you think we can do for each other.”
Nick nodded and put his glass back down on the table. “Lead the way, Master Pilot.”
 
* * *
 
The two vampires silently left the room, side by side. Lieutenant Danvers watched them go. I wonder what that was all about, he thought to himself. Then he shrugged and turned back to his own conversation.
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CHAPTER 22
 
December 2040; Armistice Embassy, Ottawa, Ontario; Eleven months after public exposure
“It’s your own fault for not getting a clip-on.” Jeremy stood behind Nick, watching the Daywalker grimace into the mirror as he struggled with his tie. The Sentinel idly allowed himself to notice how fine Nick looked in the black tuxedo he was wearing to the Prime Minister’s Christmas party.
Nick snorted and threw up his hands. “Damn it!” He tried to unknot the bow tie again. “Who the hell designed these things?”
Jeremy rolled his eyes.
What a goofball. “You’re hopeless sometimes.” Coming closer, he batted Nick’s hands away. “Here, let me.” Turning the Daywalker to face him, he began to tease apart the tangled knot Nick had made. With a few quick strokes, Jeremy deftly retied the black cloth strip and smiled. “There, you see? Nothing to it.” He smiled and then immediately frowned as he noticed a fleeting melancholy mar the carefree expression Nick always wore on stage. “What’s wrong, Nick?”
“Nothing.” Nick avoided Jeremy’s eyes. “I just need to get moving if I’m going to make this state dinner.”
Okay, enough is enough.
Jeremy tapped him on the shoulder. “Nick, look at me.”
The Daywalker turned to him with a sigh.
“Why won’t you tell me what you’re thinking anymore? You’ve been growing more and more distant for months. I thought we were friends.”
Nick looked away again. “We are friends, Jeremy. I just have a lot on my mind, that’s all.”
His expression thoughtful, Jeremy opened his senses wide, trying to passively read Nick’s surface thoughts without being detected. “Is this about Lorcan?” he asked gently, seeing the Nightwalker’s face flash into Nick’s mind.
Nick’s gaze snapped back to his. “No,” he replied, too quickly.
Jeremy frowned. I’m not
imagining it then.Something was bothering Nick, but he couldn’t pry to find out what it was without ignoring the ethics Nick set such store by.
Shit.
I hate
not knowing what’s happening behind those blue eyes.
“Nick, it’s not your fault he fell for you. You didn’t know.”
“I should have known.” Nick fiddled with his tie once more, half-heartedly this time. “If I had been paying attention, I would have seen it from the beginning. Everything changed so gradually, and I was so caught up in the sex I never even noticed what was right in front of me. I won’t make that mistake again.”
“I watched the two of you together for months, and I was even starting to like him, although we were always fighting.” Jeremy dropped onto the couch and stretched out. “You never lied to Lorcan or led him on. It’s not as if you broke his heart on purpose. Don’t wall yourself off from the people who care about you because you feel guilty that you accidentally hurt someone.”
“I know.” Motioning for Jeremy to move over, Nick sat next to him. “Besides, Lorcan is doing fine without me. He’s fairly well-established in the Court, at least according to the reports I’ve been getting from him and our Ambassador. Hell, after all the bloodlines involved in Brion’s assassination attempt were decimated for their failure, he practically walked in and took over House Diluthical without a fight. He’s already repositioned himself to benefit from the power vacuum left by the other houses’ fall from favor. Give him a century or two and he’ll probably be running the whole show.”
“Then what’s the problem? He’s landed on his feet. Why are you so down all the time?” Frustration crept into Jeremy’s voice. “You never laugh anymore. You practically never smile, except for the cameras.” Jeremy elbowed him casually. “I’m worried about you.”
“It’s just that I know how it feels to love someone who doesn’t feel the same way,” Nick said softly. “I can’t stand the thought of causing that kind of pain to someone else—especially when it’s someone I actually care about. I didn’t know what I was doing to Lorcan. What if I had known? Should I have done anything differently?”
“Why obsess over what might have happened? I don’t see why you’re wasting your time worrying about it.” Jeremy sighed, knowing Nick would just close up if he pushed the issue. “Have you given any thought to finding another line of work? I mean, seriously, you’re too tenderhearted for this job.”
Nick frowned. “Bite me, Jer.”
Jeremy grinned.
A point for me.
He could live with Nick being annoyed, just not with him being the morose zombie he’d been for the last few months. “That’s better. Lighten up.” Then he became serious again. “People get hurt. It happens. That’s just life. You’re not responsible for other people’s feelings, just your own.”
Nick nodded as a knock sounded at the door and Ana stuck her head in. “Nick, it’s time to go.”
“On my way.” Nick turned back to Jeremy. “Sorry you can’t come with us.”
Jeremy gave him a lopsided smile.
Yeah, right.
“Extradition treaty, Nicholas. I’m stuck on Armistice territory unless I want to wind up in prison. If I get desperate for some fresh air and greenery, I can always take the gateway to the Citadel and wander around one of the arboretums.” Standing, he slapped Nick on the arm as he walked to the door. “Besides, I need to study tonight if I’m ever going to pass my final qualification exam to join Armistice Security. I can’t ride on your coattails forever. Don’t worry about me, Nick. I’m doing just fine, and I’m not going anywhere.”
 
* * *
 
“All right! All right! I’m coming. Keep your shirt on.”
Nick chided Scott over the link as he took one last glance in the mirror and nervously straightened his tie again before heading out.
The others were waiting in the large entrance hall of the embassy, a gothic stone mansion in the Sandy Hill neighborhood. Built by a wealthy lumber baron in the late-nineteenth century, Layla had acquired it through one of her proxies a few decades later. Of all the embassies, Nick liked this one best. Layla had allowed only limited renovations after granting Armistice Security permission to use it as a chapterhouse, so the building retained its original charm and majesty.
Most of the administrative offices were located in an office building in the city center, but the embassy still housed the important officials from the region, as well as the Armistice Security garrison. The tasteful antique furniture and fittings Nemesis had installed at the turn of the century remained, and she had thwarted any attempt to modify her designs beyond the simple installation of electricity and communications equipment. It had been one of the few vanities she had allowed herself over the more recent centuries, and Nick was grateful for the change of pace.
Nick entered the foyer to the sound of Ana’s foot tapping impatiently on the black marble floor.
“Finally!” she grumbled. “I told you they wouldn’t let us teleport to the dinner. We have to drive there, and we’re going to get stuck in traffic, thanks to you.”
Nick grunted as he walked past her. Scott reluctantly pulled himself from the soft embrace of an antique wooden armchair, and the three piled into the passenger compartment of the waiting limousine. As it pulled into traffic and headed toward the bridge, Nick stared out the window, ignoring the conversation until Scott tapped his knee. He turned to look at the two Sentinels. “What?”
“Penny for your thoughts,” said Scott.
He flushed, realizing he had no idea what they had been discussing. “Um, my mind was kind of blank, actually. But, hey, it’s your money.”
“What’s going on with you?” Ana asked with a scowl.
“What do you mean?”
“I was talking to Jeremy a couple of weeks ago,” Scott began. “He was complaining you had stopped really talking to him.”
“He’s overreacting.”
“That’s what I thought,” said Ana. “I hadn’t noticed any difference in your behavior until I started paying close attention. You get nervous and moody sometimes when we’re all together, but it took me a while to figure out the pattern. You only get that depressed vibe when Jer is in the room with you. He just assumed you act that way with everybody, but he’s wrong, isn’t he?”
Scott leaned forward intently. “You’re only pushing him away, aren’t you? He just hasn’t realized it yet. What’s going on between you two?”
Nick turned away and stared out the window. “Guys, I don’t want to talk about this.”
“Nick,” Ana said, “we’ve taken a lot of grief because of you, and we only befriended Jer because you asked us to. But we are his friends now, so that means we watch his back and protect his interests, even from you. So speak up. Tell us what’s going on—or we let Jeremy in on the part of the picture he’s not seeing. I’m sure he won’t have any trouble finding his own answers.”
Nick turned to face them, considering his options.
Why not? It might even help to talk to someone.
He licked his lips nervously as he tried to be discreet. “If I tell you, can you keep it to yourselves and out of your surface thoughts so he won’t pick up on it?”
Scott rolled his eyes. “We may not be at Jeremy’s level of power, but we’ve got plenty more experience at layering our thoughts than he does. He won’t see this conversation unless he does a deep read on one of us.”
Nick ordered his thoughts before speaking. “I’ve been paying closer attention to people’s emotions since Lorcan and I broke up. I noticed Jer’s demeanor changes subtly in the presence of a particular person, becoming more attentive, more emotionally sensitized.” He looked up to meet Ana’s eyes. “More aroused.”
Ana raised her eyebrows. “He’s attracted to someone? And you know who it is?”
Nick nodded, saying nothing.
“Interesting,” said Ana. “I wondered if he’d ever connect with anyone in a meaningful way. Knowing Jeremy, I take it he’s too shy to go after whomever’s struck his fancy?”
“Something like that.” Nick avoided her gaze.
Scott frowned. “Who cares? What does that have to do with the crappy way you’ve been treating him?”
“Because he picked someone who’s out of his reach.” Nick sighed. “It’s going to end badly. I know it is. And he’s going to get hurt. I don’t want that to happen, but I can’t say anything to him. You know how private he is. If I try to talk to him about it, he’ll shut me out, and I don’t want that either. I’m out of options. I just don’t know what to do.”
“I know the two of you have gotten close over the last year.” Scott’s voice was gentle. “And that you feel responsible for him after you woke up what was left of his Gift, but, honestly, I don’t see how it’s any of your business.”
“Because he’s my friend,” whispered Nick. “And I can see how much pain this is causing him, no matter what he does to hide it. There’s nothing I can do for him to make it any better, so I’m stuck having to watch as he goes through it alone.”
Ana tilted her head, looking at Nick strangely. “You’re jealous.”
Nick’s head snapped up, his train of thought irretrievably lost. “What are you talking about?”
“He’s interested in someone—now he isn’t focused entirely on you anymore. What’s the matter, Nick? Afraid of a little competition?”
“I am not jealous. I just want to do right by him.” Nick’s lips were white with annoyance.
“Nick, it’s his problem. If he hasn’t asked you for help, just let him handle it in his own way,” Scott suggested. “You know Jer. He’ll just end up doing whatever he thinks is best, no matter what you say.”
“It’s okay to care,” Ana agreed, “but just leave it alone. You don’t need to fight Jeremy’s battles for him, and you certainly don’t need to interfere in his love life. Forget about it.”
“That’s the problem, Ana.” Nick turned to look out the window again. “I can’t forget about it.”
Ana was about to speak when the car came to a stop, and the security guard assigned to greet them opened the door. “Showtime, guys,” she said instead, as she exited the limousine.
“Leave him be, Nick,”
Scott said silently over the link as he climbed out of the car after her. “You’re not responsible for his feelings.”
“Just my own,” Nick answered quietly. Then he plastered on his fake smile for the cameras and followed Scott out of the car.
 
Administrative High Security Unit, Federal Medical Center Carswell, Fort Worth, Texas
“We’ve had to move slowly, but we’ve made significant advances.” Andrew could hardly control his excitement as he handed over the thick report. “The Sentinels we’ve been able to persuade to work with us have been slowly infiltrating the Armistice for months. With the help of deep cover agents the Court of Shadows already had in place, we’ve managed to get several of them access to the Hidden Cities. They’re already using telepathic links to their team members outside North America to pass us whatever publicly accessible information they can acquire on Armistice military technology and fixed defenses.”
“So, you’re making progress?” asked Medusa, flipping to the executive summary.
“Absolutely. The Triumvirate may be composed of exceptional generals, but they’re incredibly naïve at building intelligence infrastructure. Their attempts at security are amateurish at best. It’s typical of their mindset. They consider themselves morally and technologically superior; therefore, they think they know what they’re doing when it comes to safeguarding their own secrets. In the meantime, we can exploit that hubris to a degree that would be impossible with a more mature intelligence service. With minimal training, our operatives have provided us with an unexpectedly rich stream of information on Armistice society and technology.”
“Surprising that they’re that careless.” She thumbed through the index until she found the section she wanted and opened the file to a section in the middle, containing a surveillance photo of Nick.
“I’ve got our best people, and all of the Fire Sentinels we have available, working to analyze that information for possible weaknesses we can exploit. But our agents have to be careful to ensure the data they access is spread out over time and random enough to fool their security AIs into thinking there’s no pattern.”
Medusa snorted. “They’re too arrogant for their own good, leaving their defense entirely up to technology.”
Kensington noticed the pages she was reading. He frowned at her obsession with Nick but knew she would eventually review the entire file. Obsessed or not, she remained a consummate analyst. “The energy field security systems are the only real line of defense in place at most of their facilities, relying on layers of shield fortifications to keep threats at bay. Offensive armaments are limited to the major cities and are based primarily on coherent energy beam weapons, similar to high-intensity lasers, as well as a unique weapon called a gravity pulse projector.”
Medusa looked up at that, pausing in the act of drawing a pair of reading glasses from the pocket of her jumpsuit. “A gravity pulse?”
“A scalable weapon of mass destruction they developed as an off-shoot of their space program. It launches three bursts of coherent energy from dedicated space platforms, all of which are shielded from detection. Those energy bursts can pass completely through ordinary matter and can be targeted at any location on the planet or in orbit.
“Where the three bursts intersect, an artificial gravity field of unimaginable power is momentarily created, causing the target to implode under its own weight. The destructive power and area affected can be precisely adjusted—from zero effect all the way up to a level sufficient to create an artificial black hole. It’s their answer to nuclear weapons, and so far we have no defense against it.”
“Jesus,” Medusa said. “Does a defense exist?” She placed the intelligence report on the narrow table between them, next to the other files and her discarded handcuffs.
“That’s the good part.” Kensington smiled. “They already have a countermeasure developed and in place in all of the Hidden Cities. It’s called a quantum dispersion field. It disrupts the energy pulses and prevents the gravity field from forming. In case the Court figures out how to duplicate the weapon, they keep the fields running constantly at all three population centers, which is probably the smartest defensive measure I’ve seen them employ. However, as long as the defensive fields are active, our agents can study them from inside the cities and try to reverse engineer the spells to recreate the effect.”
“Outstanding.” Medusa glanced significantly at the four bare walls of her cell. “And how are you progressing on getting me a room with a view?”
Kensington scowled, his enthusiasm ebbing. “These things take time, Elizabeth. Your release is one of my top priorities. In the meantime, anything you need, just let me know.”
Medusa chuckled. “What I need is a twenty-four hour pass and a wooden stake, but I’ll settle for better food and some sunlight.” She glanced at the pile of reports waiting for her review and sighed.
“The work you’re doing is of the utmost importance, Elizabeth, both to your country and to the human race as a whole. Remember that, if you ever have any doubts about your mission.”
“My mission is revenge, Andrew. You can keep the patriotic bullshit. Been there, done that.”
Kensington gathered up his suit coat and briefcase. “Elizabeth, with the analyses you’ve contributed, you might just save the world in spite of yourself. Now get back to work and make it happen.”
 
Armistice Embassy, Ottawa, Ontario; Four hours later
Jeremy met Ana in the large atrium after the three of them reentered the embassy, their footsteps clicking on the black marble tiles. “How was the party, guys?”
Ana shrugged. “Meaningless conversation, bland food, tedious speeches: the usual.”
Jeremy clucked in mock sympathy. “Your lives are so hard.”
“It was so boring I think Nick might have actually fallen asleep,” she said conspiratorially, looking over at Nick, who was deep in a psychic conversation with Scott. “He sat there with his eyes closed, ignoring everyone almost the entire time. We told the dignitaries he was just tired, but I think they were still pissed.” She grinned and turned back to Jeremy. “I had fun at least. I met this guy from the Spanish Embassy who was actually an exceptional dancer. He even showed me some new steps.” Grabbing Jeremy’s hands, she pulled him into the middle of the floor. “Allow me to demonstrate.”
“Oh no, come on, Ana.” Jeremy tried in vain to pull his hands out of the Fire Sentinel’s grasp. “You know I suck. When are you going to give up?”
“I shall never concede defeat, Jeremy.” Ana subvocalized a command to her AI, and suddenly, the entry hall was filled with soft music. The others turned to watch in amusement as Ana led Jeremy in several complex steps, which the younger Sentinel completely mangled. By the end of the song, the two Journeymen were laughing out loud at their antics, clapping in time to the music. “Damn, Jer, you really do suck,” Ana said when the music stopped.
“I told you, didn’t I?” Jeremy blushed.
“Well, thanks anyway for the dance, such as it was.” She took Jeremy’s hand and kissed it with a theatrical bow, prompting more hoots and catcalls from Scott.
Jeremy rolled his eyes, then choked as he was jerked backward by the collar of his shirt. Jeremy fell heavily and saw Nick leap over him. A deep roar issued from Nick’s mouth and his talons snared Ana’s arm, slicing through her jacket as he tackled her to the floor. Slashing and clawing, he had pierced the meat of her abdomen before Scott and Jeremy, startled by the sudden violence, even burst into motion.
Ana’s scream of pain split the air, and Nick drew back his fist, his eyes flaming. Scott and Jeremy reached them just as Ana kicked the Daywalker off her enough to avoid his punch. Narrowly missing her head, Nick’s fist pulverized the marble floor beneath, which shattered into a spiderweb of cracks.
Scott jumped on top of Nick, immobilizing him as Jeremy grabbed his fists and dragged him off her.
With a howl of rage, Nick literally threw the two Sentinels aside, sending them crashing into the antique furniture that lined the walls. He leapt to his feet, stalking back toward Ana, where she lay injured, her blouse soaked with blood. She trembled in terror at his approach.
Jeremy gathered his wits. I’m sorry, Nick, he thought as he snapped his hand out in front of his body, fingers splayed. Launching himself over the Daywalker’s mental shields, he used the full force of his Gift to slam his mental fist into Nick’s unprotected psyche. Unlike the day they met, this time he knew exactly how Nick’s mind was structured and how to make his strike count.
Nick collapsed immediately, his head making a dull thud on the cracked marble as he fell unconscious to the floor. Running past him, Scott drew upon the limited magic of his Gift to cast a healing spell to staunch Ana’s blood loss.
“What the hell just happened?” Ana asked, her voice choked with agony.
 
* * *
 
Fifteen minutes later, Jeremy watched as Nick came slowly to his senses. The Daywalker was shackled to a heavy metal chair in one of the embassy’s basement offices, his arms chained behind him to a load-bearing pillar. The integrated wards of his restraints were suppressing his ability to summon any magic or psychic power beyond the physical attributes of his own vampire physiology. Rory and Take entered, followed by Scott and Ana. Checking the spellworked chains that bound Nick’s hands, Ana grunted, satisfied, before stepping out of the way. They watched as Nick looked around in confusion and realized he was restrained.
“Guys?” he said uncertainly. “What happened?”
Take frowned. “You tried to kill Ana. Don’t you remember?”
Nick stared at his friend. Dried blood stained her clothes and obvious claw marks had rent her blouse. Nick’s eyes widened, and his voice dropped to a hoarse whisper. “I did that?”
His question was met only by the metal scrape of a chair against the floor as Rory pulled a chair to the center of the room and sat before him. The Sentinels stood behind, alert for any sign of violence. Avoiding Rory’s eyes, Nick gazed past him to Ana, unable to tear his eyes off the dried bloodstains on her blouse.
“What happened?” Rory said sternly.
“I don’t know,” Nick whispered. “I was laughing and clapping, and then I woke up here.” He looked at Ana again. “I don’t understand, Ana. I don’t remember anything.”
Ana involuntarily scratched at the fading scars on her belly. Scott’s healing spell, now enhanced by Rory’s more advanced casting, continued to work to repair the damage. “I believe you. But we have to know why or it might happen again.”
Nick turned to Rory. “What do you need me to do?”
“I need you to relax and let me in.” Rory leaned toward him. “You have to lower your shields and let me examine your mind.”
Nick’s face paled, and he swallowed nervously. “Is that the only way?”
Reaching out and cupping Nick’s cheek, Rory insisted, “I won’t hurt you. I promise. It’s the only way I can see the entire shape of your mind. If Jeremy goes over your shields, we won’t know if whatever happened is tied to your active defenses. Trust me, Nick, please.”
Nick took a deep breath and then exhaled slowly. “You may not like what you find, Rory.”
“I won’t know until I look,” Rory said matter-of-factly.
Nick sighed, bowing his head as he dismantled his mental shields. “Go ahead.”
After more than an hour, Rory stood and motioned the others outside. He followed the four Sentinels into the outer office and dropped into a chair, exhausted, as Take closed the connecting door behind them. “His mind is damaged.”
“In what way?” Take’s face creased with concern.
“Certain memories have been severed from his awareness. In some areas, only the emotional content is gone, but in others there are complete gaps in his recollections—entire segments of his past that he’s lost. It’s as if someone has taken a scalpel to the fabric of his life. I couldn’t see how extensive the damage is, but it goes back years.”
Jeremy stared at him, his mind numb. “Years?”
“How could this happen?” Scott asked. “I’m with him all the time. No one could have gotten close enough to do something like that.”
“No one did, Scott,” Rory said wearily. “The damage is self-inflicted.”
“He destroyed his own memories?” Ana asked, shocked.
“No,” Rory elaborated, “they’re still there, but he’s partitioned them from his conscious mind so he can’t access them directly.”
“Can you bring them back?” asked Scott, his fists clenched in worry.
“No. Only Nick can. He has to consciously choose to reclaim those memories.”
“Why would he cut away parts of himself?” Take asked.
“I can’t see the memories that are completely hidden, only those that have been altered by removing the emotional components. The ones I can still detect are all recent. I’ll bet he thought that if he tried to forget something current, he would be more likely to trip himself up and one of you would have detected what he’d done.” He turned to look at Jeremy. “All of the damaged memories I can still read have something to do with you.”
“Me?” Jeremy asked. “How do you mean? What do I have to do with this?”
“I’m not sure,” admitted Rory. “But you’re the common thread that runs through all of the memories he’s altered rather than removed. That’s why he attacked Ana and doesn’t know why.”
“How would that cause him to hurt one of his closest friends?” Jeremy asked in confusion.
“The vampire part of his mind isn’t respecting the artificial boundaries he’s set up. It is acting on both his conscious memories as well as the subconscious ones he has suppressed.” Rory turned to Ana. “I have a theory. You said he pulled Jeremy out of the way before he attacked you.”
Ana nodded. “That’s right.”
“What were the two of you doing just before that?”
Ana shrugged, trying to remember. “Well, we were kind of dancing. It was silly. Then I kissed Jeremy’s hand as a joke, and that’s when Nick jumped me.”
Rory closed his eyes briefly. “I see. That explains a lot.”
“How?” asked Ana. “I didn’t do anything.”
“You kissed his hand.” Rory turned to look at Jeremy. “Vampires are violently territorial when it comes to their mates.”
“What?” Jeremy’s mouth dropped open as the other Sentinels turned to stare at him in disbelief. “Now, just wait one damn minute, Rory. We aren’t like that! I mean, I’ve never done anything even remotely sexual with Nick,” he protested. “I’m certainly not sleeping with him!”
“Do you want to be?” Rory asked gently.
“What the hell kind of question is that?”
“The only one that matters,” said Rory. “If you wanted him, he would have known. He would have been alert to the signs, especially after what happened with Lorcan. Vampires are creatures of hunger and desire, not just rage. Mortals can’t hide those emotions from us. It would have been in your scent, your touch—even in the way you looked at him. He might have taken your interest as an invitation, a promise for the future, even if neither of you ever intended to act upon it. The vampire part of him would have seen Ana’s actions as a threat. If he suppressed the memory of your attraction, his conscious mind wouldn’t have had any reason to resist the impulse to attack.”
Visibly shaken, Jeremy awkwardly slumped into a chair. “I never said anything to him,” he said quietly, staring at his hands, which rested in his lap. “I would never have asked.”
Reaching out, Rory took his still-shaking hand.
“He likes you, Jeremy. I don’t think he would have turned you down.”
“Maybe not.” Jeremy pulled back his hands and knotted them in his lap. “But even if he said yes, it would have been just physical to him. That’s not what I wanted.” He looked up to meet Rory’s eyes and suddenly looked very young and alone. “You know how Nick feels about love.”
Rory sighed. “Yes, I suppose I do.”
Ana looked back and forth between them. “What are we missing here, Rory?”
“Nick believes romantic love is synonymous with pain.”
“That’s crazy.” Scott shook his head and looked at Rory incredulously. “How can you say that?”
Rory sighed. “You’re looking at him though a prism of friendship, Scott. Just because he’s always been sexually active doesn’t mean he’s emotionally mature about romantic relationships.”
“Nick has fallen in love only once in his life,” Jeremy said, his voice devoid of emotion. “Deeply, passionately in love—with a straight man. He knew it could never happen, so he hid what he was feeling and never said anything. Then he stood by and watched while the person he loved found happiness with someone else. It broke his heart, and he never got over it. He carried that pain for his entire mortal life and beyond death, into the second and third life.”
The other Sentinels stared at him.
“No way,” insisted Scott. “I would have known. He would have told me.”
Rory shook his head. “Not about this. I mean, hell, you didn’t even know he liked guys until Lorcan kissed him in front of you.”
“That was years ago!” argued Scott. “I got over it. He could have told me anything!”
“Not this,” Rory repeated. “Add to that his guilt over what he unwittingly did to Lorcan and you can see that Nick’s made quite a habit out of avoiding strong romantic and emotional attachments.”
Jeremy sighed. “Nick will never love me,” he said despondently. “Not ever. He’ll never love anyone as long as—” The rest of his words remained unsaid. He stood as a chill realization dawned on him. “Oh, Nick. You didn’t.”
“What is it?” Take asked. “Do you know something?”
Jeremy turned to face Rory again, but this time his face was a mask of anguish. “I was going to say that he’ll never love anyone as long as he’s completely wrapped up in his broken heart.”
Rory blanched. “Are you suggesting he stripped himself of those memories?” He grabbed Jeremy’s arms, shaking him roughly. “He would never have done that! That’s the core of who he is.”
“You said he would have known if I wanted him,” Jeremy told Rory. “Would he have known if I loved him?”
“Maybe.” Rory looked stricken as he understood.
“I saw his heart in Los Angeles. He never wanted to feel that kind of emotion again. He would rather die.”
Letting go of Jeremy, Rory collapsed back in his chair, dropping his head into his hands. “Then we’ve lost him.”
Take stared at him. “What do you mean?”
Rory looked up at his lover. “If Nick even wants to rebuild his mind, he’ll have to experience those emotions all over again as he reintegrates his memories into his psyche. If Jeremy is right, there’s no way he would ever be willing. And we can’t force him to do it.”
Jeremy closed his eyes, momentarily defeated. Then he focused on Rory, and his features hardened with determination. “Maybe we can’t, but I’ll bet there’s someone who can.” He turned to the others. “Scotty, do you love Nick?”
“What?” said Scott. “Of course. He’s the closest thing to a real brother I’ve ever had.”
Rory watched the two with consternation. “Jeremy—” he warned.
Jeremy ignored him, concentrating all of his attention on Scott. “Would you do anything for him?”
Scott’s confusion gave way to irritation. “Of course I would. What are you getting at?”
“Because he’s your best friend,” said Jeremy.
“That’s right.”
“Do you think he would do anything for you?”
“Jeremy, stop!” Rory said sharply.
“Yes, he would.” Scott’s gaze flicked back and forth between Jeremy and Rory.
“Even if it meant letting you go?”
 



CHAPTER 23
 
Scott turned white. “Me?” he said numbly. “It was me?”
Jeremy nodded. “He’s loved you for almost half his life and never said a word. He didn’t want you to feel guilty about not returning his feelings. He buried himself in meaningless affairs and self-destructive behavior to try to escape your power over him. But he was always watching, never allowing himself to even speak of it until the day he told Rory.”
“So that’s what Lorcan meant,” Take said softly. “When did Nick tell you?”
Rory didn’t meet his eyes. “The night of the Christmas party, back in 2032, when we almost hooked up. We were talking, working our way up to sex, and I told him about you. Neither of us would allow ourselves to try to be with the people we loved. Suddenly, we had something in common. That’s how we became friends.”
Scott stared at him in disbelief. “You’ve known all this time, and you never said anything?”
Rory sighed. “I guess there’s no point in keeping his secrets anymore. The truth is that being around you is torture for him. He’s wanted to tell you for years, but he was afraid of losing you. I was happy when he finally became seriously involved with someone. I could see how Lorcan felt about him, and I hoped that someday Nick would finally move on. But that didn’t happen.”
“Jeremy,” Scott said woodenly, turning to face the other Sentinel, “why are you telling me this now?”
“Because he’d do anything for you. You have a stronger hold on him than anyone else in his life. He can’t have suppressed everything.” Jeremy’s voice was ruthless and unwavering. “You can use that against him.”
“What?” asked Scott, aghast.
“You can force him to take back his memories, Scott.” Jeremy continued despite the look of disgust that crossed Scott’s face. “Convince him. You’re the only one who can. Otherwise, he’ll remain a danger to himself and to everyone around him. Who knows what his vampire self might do without his human memories to restrain it?”
“You said you loved Nick.” Scott’s voice dripped scorn. “How can you ask me to do that to him?”
“The person in that office is not Nicholas.” Jeremy clenched his fists at his sides, trying not to scream at the other Sentinel. “He’s an imitation. He’s a shadow of the man I fell in love with, and I will pay any price to get him back. Even if it costs me your respect, I would still ask this of you. Please. You’re the only one who can save him.”
Scott glared at him with withering contempt, then carefully walked past Jeremy, opened the inner door, and stepped into the office where Nick was waiting. The others followed him silently.
 
* * *
 
“Nicholas.” Scott sat in the chair Rory had vacated.
“Have you figured out what happened?”
“We think so. Nick, I need to ask you a question, and I need an honest answer.”
Nick glanced up at the other Sentinels before turning his attention back to Scott. “Okay, if it’ll help. What’s your question?”
Scott hesitated for just a moment. “Do you love me?”
Nick blinked. “What? Of course I do.”
“Nick,” Scott said again, enunciating every word, “do you love me?”
Nick’s eyes widened as comprehension sunk in. His gaze lifted to the others. “Rory?” he asked in a fragile voice. “What did you tell him?”
“He knows, Nick.”
A scream of rage pierced the air, and Nick clawed at his chains, trying desperately to rise. “Damn you to hell! I will kill you for this! You swore you would never—”
“It wasn’t him,” Jeremy said firmly. “It was me.”
Nick snarled. “You! You did this to me?”
“Nick,” said Scott, his voice calm, “sit down.”
“Don’t give me orders!” Nick struggled again to break free. “You have no right!”
“You haven’t answered my question,” Scott said softly.
All at once, Nick went perfectly still, his attention locked on Scott. “You can’t ask me that, Scotty,” he said, his voice cracking. “Not you. Please. You can’t.”
“Nick,” Scott said in little more than a whisper, “do you love me?”
Nick slumped back in his seat, his fangs and claws retracting. “Don’t do this to me, Scott,” he pleaded. “Not now.”
“Nick, do you love me?”
“I don’t remember.” Nick shivered uncontrollably. “It’s all gone. I can only see the edges of it now.”
“Then remember what you forgot.”
Nick started up in his chair. “NO! Scott, no! I can’t go through that all over again! You don’t know what it was like.”
“Neither do you. You’ve forgotten.”
“I don’t want to remember it. Please.” Nick’s voice was desperate, anguished. “Don’t make me remember.”
Hating himself for what he was doing, Scott said, “Nick, listen to me. This is the only chance you will ever have to tell me how you feel. I’m here. I know. And I’m waiting to hear it. You can finally say all the things you’ve always wanted to say to me. But only if you let yourself recall the words.”
“Scott, no.” Red tears coursed down Nick’s cheeks. “It hurt so much. Don’t make me remember.”
“You have to,” Scott said mercilessly, all the while feeling like he was falling down a deep well, tumbling into darkness. “You have to remember. Don’t leave anything out. I’ll be right here beside you the whole time, waiting for you. When you’ve remembered everything, you can finally tell me your love is real. Otherwise, I won’t believe it. Don’t waste this chance, Nicholas.”
“Promise me you’ll stay,” whispered Nick. “Promise you’ll be here with me the whole time, and I’ll do it. I’ll take it all back, only for you, if you promise to stay with me.”
“I promise.” Scott reached out and stroked Nick’s cheek, his heart breaking. “I will never leave you.”
Nick’s eyes glazed over, and then he screamed. The dyad link flared brightly between them as the memories came boiling out of Nick’s mind, escaping his control and slamming into Scott. The day they met for the first time. Nick’s captivation with Scott’s voice, his smile, the laughter in his eyes. Nick struggling with his feelings and finally understanding what they meant. His horror at realizing his desire only went one way, that he could never tell Scott the things he wanted to say—would never feel the touch he craved. The agony and despair of keeping up appearances. The shame of sneaking away to lose himself in drugs, alcohol, and sex.
The memories flashed on—day after day, faster and faster, months turning into years. The events of Scott’s life unfolded before them—marriage, fatherhood—while Nick stood helpless on the sidelines, wishing things could be different. It went on and on, the misery and pain never faltering, only growing stronger as the rest of Nick’s life fell apart after Luscian.
And then, suddenly, the pattern changed. Nick’s focus shifted. Jeremy appeared in his thoughts. Nick saw the promise in the young Sentinel’s eyes, tasted the desire in his scent, and something greater, something never spoken aloud. Scott saw Nick’s shockingly cold recognition of a kindred spirit, just starting out on the same lonely, painful journey, but this time Nick was the object. He wallowed in guilt, witnessing the hidden agony in Jeremy’s eyes, an echo of his own pain, the unbearable knowledge of exactly what it cost Jeremy to stand at his side every day.
Scott understood, as Nick finally had, that Jeremy would never willingly leave him—never deviate from the path Nick himself had blazed. Scott watched Nick’s dawning comprehension, saw him convince himself that he had only two options: to shoulder the burden of responsibility for allowing Jeremy to follow in his footsteps, or to accept the terrible gift the Sentinel wordlessly offered him. He watched as Nick shrank away from either destiny, hatching a desperate plan to strip away the knowledge that would lead him back to that choice. He saw him act on it, saw him turn his terrible power on himself.
The rush of memories stopped. Nick turned his head wearily toward Anaba. “You can unchain me now.”
She nodded and raised her hand, causing the restraints to fall away.
Pulling his arms free, Nick cradled his head in his hands momentarily and then looked straight up at Scott, who sat quietly in front of him, waiting. When Nick didn’t speak, Scott reached out to embrace his dyad brother. “I’m sorry,” he whispered into the Daywalker’s ear.
Nick held him tightly, laying his head on the Sentinel’s shoulder. “I will love you forever.”
Pulling back, Scott smiled sadly at him. “I love you, too, Nicholas.” Silently, he reached out over the link. “He’s waiting for you.”
Nick stood and turned to Jeremy. “Jeremy,” he said gently, “we need to talk.”
 
* * *
 
Unsure why Nick was speaking to him instead of Scott, Jeremy stepped forward hesitantly as Scott got up from the chair and silently moved aside.
“Nick, I’m sorry. I know you didn’t want to tell him, but it was the only way I could think—”
Nick placed his index finger on Jeremy’s lips. “Shhh,” he said with a smile. “It’s all right, Jer. At least he knows now, and I don’t have to hide anymore. But that’s not what I needed to ask you.”
Jeremy swallowed. “What then?”
“I need you to tell me the words.” Nick opened his vampire senses all the way and focused his attention fully on the young Sentinel. “The words you have been trying so hard never to say.”
Jeremy stiffened; Nick could hear the young Sentinel’s heart race and sense his resolve crystallizing. “Tell me, Jeremy.”
“I love you,” whispered Jeremy, trembling.
Nick’s heightened perceptions felt the depth of emotion hidden in the words, and his breath caught in his throat.
“I have been in love with you from the beginning,” Jeremy admitted, his voice rising, gaining surety as he gave voice to the words he’d never had the courage to speak. “Before Los Angeles, I would have told you I was straight—that the idea of being with a man was ridiculous. Then you touched the focus in my hand, and everything changed. I saw you for exactly who you were, everything you’ve suffered, all your dreams and aspirations, and I loved you. After that, I had only one dream, one aspiration, one desire. There was only one thing I wanted to be.” He reached out hesitantly and gently touched Nick’s cheek. “Yours.”
Nick looked deeply into the Sentinel’s eyes, seeing Jeremy’s desperate and terrified plea for understanding, and made his choice.
 



CHAPTER 24
 
Reaching up, Nick placed his hand over Jeremy’s and held the Sentinel’s fingers to his cheek. “Here I am,” he whispered.
Jeremy said nothing, his eyes bright.
“Let’s go home.” Nick wrapped his arms around the younger man. “We really do need to talk.” A white glow surrounded them as Nick teleported them away. When the light cleared, they were standing in Jeremy’s apartment.
Jeremy gently extricated himself from Nick’s embrace and sat on the couch, his head in his hands. “How long have you known?”
“That you wanted me?” Nick smiled. “Almost from the beginning.” He pulled a dining chair from the metal table in the corner over to the couch and sat down. “That you loved me? A couple of months, maybe a little longer.”
“Why didn’t you say anything?” Jeremy slumped against the sofa.
“Because I didn’t deserve it.” He looked down and sighed. “You, of all people, know how focused I have been on Scott. How could I be worthy of love when I couldn’t return it?”
“Is that why you did it? You stripped your memories of him to remove your inhibitions?”
Nick hung his head. “I didn’t want to hurt you like I hurt Lorcan. I thought that if I forgot the pain, forgot how you felt about me, then maybe we could make a fresh start.”
“Nicholas,” Jeremy chided. “Didn’t it occur to you I might have loved you just the way you were? Ripping out your soul wouldn’t have made you more attractive in my eyes. It would have just made you empty.”
“If your heart thaws, I will be waiting,” Nick said to himself.
“Someday, I might come for you,” Jeremy answered.
Nick jerked his head upward to meet Jeremy’s gaze. “Did you hear that when you mind-raped Lorcan for Armistice Security, or did you eavesdrop on the double bridge?” he asked, scowling.
“Both. He was a threat. Did you think I would go easy on him just because he loves you as much as I do?”
“No, Jeremy,” he said calmly. “You never cut anyone any slack but me.”
“That was the bargain, Nicholas. You asked me to be your conscience. I never asked you to be mine.”
“No, you didn’t,” agreed Nick. “But I will, if you want me to be.”
Jeremy blinked away tears as the room grew blurry, overwhelmed by an emotion he couldn’t quantify. “Nick … stay here tonight, with me.”
Nick met his gaze with a serious expression. “Is that what you want?”
Jeremy’s eyes widened. “No! I didn’t mean it like that.” He took a deep breath. “Not yet. I would rather wait on that, if it’s all right with you.” He patted the couch next to him. “Why don’t you rest? You’ve been through a lot tonight. Let
me
take care of
you
for a change.”
Rising from the chair, Nick settled next to Jeremy on the couch, then stretched out, laying his head in the Sentinel’s lap.
As he gently caressed Nick’s hair, Jeremy whispered, “Sleep, Nicholas. Let someone else keep the monsters at bay for a little while.”
Nick closed his eyes, relaxed by Jeremy’s fingers stroking the fine blond strands of his hair. Jeremy reached out with his mind and flicked the lights off, then focused his will on the tall pillar candle on the coffee table and channeled his Gift into pyrokinesis so the wick lit with a faint crackle. Quietly, he watched the flame dance while his love slipped into a restless sleep.
 
December 2040; Baton Rouge, Louisiana; Two hours later
The world faded back into view as Scott completed his teleport home. He draped his tuxedo jacket over the back of the desk chair in the den and quietly made his way into the living room to find his wife asleep on the couch, exhausted after a long day. He watched her sleep, safe and secure, for a few minutes and then turned and entered the dining room.
Nick’s voice echoed in his thoughts, reverberating with agony. “It hurt so much. Don’t make me remember.”
God, had it only been two hours ago?
Two hours since he opened his eyes for the second time and finally saw the true shape of the world to which he had been completely blind.
Rifling through one of the drawers, Scott found the corkscrew he was looking for and then opened the bottom door of the china cabinet to remove a bottle of white wine. He stood the bottle on the table, next to the corkscrew and one of the wine glasses they kept for guests. He silently stared at the three items, haunted by his own words. “This is the only chance you will ever have to tell me how you feel.”
Shaking his head, he used the corkscrew to slit the foil covering and then twisted the metal spine deep into the cork, knowing that, had he wanted to, he could have used telekinesis to slide it out more easily. For some reason, it seemed important not to use magic for this task. Deliberately filling the glass half full, he put the bottle down and took a seat in one of the dining chairs, staring at the pale liquid in the glass.
“I will never leave you.”
Scott lifted the glass to his lips and took a sip, frowning at the taste. It was supposed to be cold, he remembered. His weak freezing cantrip immediately frosted both sides of the glass, and Scott took another sip, smiling in satisfaction on finding the taste much more tolerable.
“I will love you forever.”
He downed the entire glass, grimacing at the burning, acidic sensation. Pouring himself another, he cast the chilling spell again. He was just about to down the second glass when a voice—this time from outside his mind—interrupted him.
“Scott, what happened?” Michelle pulled out a chair and sat next to him at the table, waiting.
Finally, he tore his eyes away from the wineglass to meet her gaze. “Must something have happened?” he asked in a monotone. “Maybe I just felt like I needed a drink.”
She brushed a lock of hair out of her eyes and stared at him gravely. “Scott, you don’t drink. We only have that wine in the house because our neighbors gave it to us and we couldn’t refuse gracefully. Now tell me what’s wrong.” She carefully examined his rumpled tuxedo shirt and the salt tracks of his tears on his cheeks. “Did someone get hurt?” she asked gently.
Scott stared at the wineglass again and then regretfully pushed it away. “Yes, someone got hurt.”
“Who?”
“Ana. She was attacked,” Scott said wearily.
“Is she going to be all right?”
“Yes.” Scott crossed his arms on the dining table, his eyes idly following the smears of dried blood on his sleeves. “We healed her. She won’t even have any permanent scars.”
Michelle laid her hand on his arm. “Well, that’s something, at least,” she said, still studying her husband’s mood. “Do you know who attacked her?”
Scott nodded without looking up. “Nick.”
Michelle blinked and then stared again at the blood on his shirt. “I don’t understand.”
Without meeting her eyes, Scott told her the entire story, from the moment they returned to the Ottawa Embassy to the point where the Daywalker had taken Jeremy in his arms before teleporting them away to talk in private. He left out the part where he sat in a corner and wept for an hour afterward.
When finished, he turned to look at his wife, and fresh tears gleamed in his bloodshot eyes. “All this time I believed I knew him best, and I never saw it. I touched his thoughts every day for more than five years, and not once did I pick up on his feelings. He’s been in love with me for years, Michelle. Years. And I never noticed. He carved up his own mind like he was coring an apple, just to forget that he loved me. Then, when I finally found out, I turned his love into a weapon—after he spent our entire friendship hiding it for my sake. I forced him to relive every minute of pain, every drop of hurt, and I couldn’t do anything for him but sit there and watch it unfold all over again.”
She sighed. “I wondered if he would ever tell you.”
Her words slowly percolated into Scott’s disbelieving mind. “You knew.”
She reached for his glass of wine and took a large sip. Then she placed it back down on the table and rubbed Scott’s arm consolingly. “It may not be magic, but a woman knows when someone is lusting after her husband. He knew you well enough to hide it from you, but I was an outsider. I could see it in his eyes—the way he looked at you when he thought no one was watching.
“I was ready to fight him for you, for our family, but he never gave me the opportunity. It took me a long time to realize it was love, not lust, in his eyes. He conceded, Scott. He let you go because he thought you’d be happier with me. He accepted defeat from the beginning rather than ever make you choose between us. Eventually, I understood, and I was grateful.”
Scott swallowed, his mouth dry. He reached out to take her hands in his. “I would have chosen you, Michelle. I could never have loved him back, not the way he wanted me to. Surely you know that.”
“I know. But now that it’s out in the open, there are things that need to be said.” She stood and let go of his hands. “Can you take me to him? I think Nick and I have to talk.”
Scott took a deep breath, and then, seeing her determination, said, “I’ll see if he’s still up.” Closing his eyes, he reached his mind out along the dyad link toward Nick.
“What do you want, Phillips?”
Jeremy’s voice rang loud in his ears, and Scott was stunned to find his way barred by a wall of flames.
Scott stared at the psychic barrier across the link. “What are you doing, Jeremy?”
“I’m letting him rest while his mind recovers. Come back tomorrow.”
“Can I talk to him?”
The blaze shifted from blistering heat to biting, frigid cold. “Haven’t you said enough for one night?”
Scott took a mental step backward, away from the glacial tone in Jeremy’s inner voice and the wall of cold fire. “You asked me to do it, Jeremy. You begged me to save him.”
The psychic temperature plummeted even further. “Yes, I did, and I know it was necessary. I’m grateful you were strong enough to reach him when I couldn’t.”
Scott was buffeted by the freezing wind of the telepath’s anger.
“That doesn’t mean I don’t hate you for causing him so much pain. Now go away and let him sleep.”
Scott found his mind thrown unceremoniously back into his body. He blinked in surprise and looked up at his wife. “He’s asleep. Can you wait until tomorrow to talk to him?”
She raised an eyebrow at Scott’s tone, equal parts shock and disbelief, then shrugged. “If I have to.”
Standing, Scott wrapped his arms around his wife, still shaken by Jeremy’s barely controlled rage. “I think that would be best.”
 
* * *
 
Almost fifteen hundred miles away, Jeremy absentmindedly stroked Nick’s hair, watching as the sleeping Daywalker curled slightly at his touch. “Don’t be afraid,” he whispered into Nick’s troubled dreams. “You’re safe now. They’ll have to kill me before I let anyone hurt you again.” Nick’s breathing eased, and he relaxed against Jeremy, his subconscious mind reacting to the reassuring aura the telepath was broadcasting.
Jeremy turned his eyes back to the flame atop the pillar candle on the coffee table—the only light in his apartment. “Never again,” he whispered to the shadows surrounding them. “You can’t have him.” He maintained his vigil long after the candle was reduced to a puddle of wax and the flame guttered out.
 
December 2040; Armistice Security Headquarters, Anchorpoint City, Grand Mesa, Colorado; The next day
“How is Ana doing?” Michelle broke the uncomfortable silence that hung over the outer office.
Nick, sitting opposite the couch she shared with Scott, said, “She’s fine. Rory told me her scars have almost completely faded. Sike is livid, though. He’s barred me from coming anywhere near her outside of work until he’s satisfied I’m not a danger.”
“Yes. I can see how he might feel that way.” She glanced at Jeremy, whose arm was slung protectively around Nick, before turning her attention back to the Daywalker. “I’m happy that you finally found someone of your own. Congratulations.”
Nick eyes narrowed. “I take it you told her.” He frowned at Scott.
“She already knew.”
Nick’s eyes snapped back to Michelle’s. “You knew?”
“For years I thought I would have to defend my family from you, Nicholas. I wondered whether you would try to take him from Peter and me. Eventually, I realized you never would, not if it would hurt him. Thank you for that. I know it must have been a painful decision.”
Nick shook his head. “Magic requires sacrifice. Nothing good ever comes without cost. I knew he would never want me, never love me back the same way. If I had tried to be with him, I would have lost the part of him that he could actually share with me. It wasn’t a difficult decision to make.”
“The fact remains that he knows now. We all do. You showed him the memory of your suffering, and now he understands.” She took a deep breath and squeezed her husband’s hand. “That means I have to understand, too.”
Jeremy stopped glowering at Scott momentarily to stare at her instead. “You don’t have any latent telepathic ability, Michelle. Your mind isn’t designed to receive psychic information, only to broadcast it. Even if Nick were willing to share those memories, there’s no way he could bring you into a psychic link.”
“That’s what Scott told me,” she said. “He also told me a vampire can share memories through blood magic.” She looked pointedly at Nick.
Scott started in his chair. “No,” he said. “Absolutely not.”
Nick shook his head. “You can’t seriously expect me to bite you.”
“It’s not my first choice.” Michelle cleared her throat and gave a nervous bark of laughter. “But I need to see what he saw, and this is the only way I can. There are things I have to show you, too. Things you need to understand.” She held out her wrist. “I demand you do this for me.”
Sensing the depths of her resolve, Nick reached out over the link to Scott. “She’s not going to back down, is she?”
Scott’s inner voice was resigned. “She doesn’t back down often. Not when it matters. Do what you think is best.”
Nick stared at her as his eyes shifted to a vivid crimson. “Are you sure this is what you want?”
Michelle didn’t flinch. “This is necessary.” She held out her wrist again.
Taking her hand in his, Nick leaned forward and drove his fangs into the pulsing artery beneath her skin, his fingers expertly applying pressure to control the blood flow. The bridge formed immediately as he fed, and Nick shared memories of his friendship with Scott from the beginning, holding back nothing. As he did so, he saw the memories Michelle offered in return: her first meeting with Scott, their blossoming love, the joy she felt in his arms, the hope she saw in his face when he held their baby, his pride at his son’s first steps. Nick drew back, finally, healing the damage to her wrist and releasing her arm.
Michelle took a deep, shuddering breath as the rush of memories faded. Opening her eyes, she let her hand fall into her lap and stared at Nick for a moment before smiling slightly. “Thank you.”
Nick blinked. “For what?”
She reached out and clasped her husband’s hand. “For letting me see how much my happiness cost you and for letting me show you what you gave us in return. I wanted you to know that your sacrifice wasn’t for nothing.”
“I—” Nick rocked back in his seat. “I don’t know what to say.”
“Don’t say anything,” she said. “I think we finally understand each other.”
Nick met her gaze. “Maybe we do,” he whispered. “Thank you, Michelle.” He took a long look at Scott. “Take good care of him.”
“I will,” she said as she rose and gently pulled her husband to his feet. “I’m done here,” she said. “Please take me home.”
Jeremy turned to Nick, lost in thought as he watched Scott and Michelle teleport away. “Do you think we’ll ever have that kind of happiness to defend?”
Pushing Scott to the back of his mind and masking the link, Nick replied, “I can’t promise I will ever love you like that, Jer.”
“I wouldn’t expect you to.” He grinned. “At least not yet.”
Nick raised an eyebrow. “Ambitious, aren’t you?”
Jeremy’s expression grew serious as he reached out to entwine his fingers with Nick’s. “I love you, Nicholas,” he said quietly. “All I want is a chance to earn your love in return.”
Bringing their clasped hands to his lips, Nick kissed Jeremy’s knuckles. “Jeremy Harkness, you’ve become one of my closest friends, and I didn’t want to mess with that. Even before I realized you wanted more than sex, I decided to let you make the first move. Honestly, if you had asked me to sleep with you at any time in the last six months, I would have agreed without even thinking about it.” He looked up to meet Jeremy’s eyes. “I never wanted more than that from anyone, except Scott. I don’t know if I can live up to your expectations.”
Jeremy leaned forward and gently kissed him on the lips. “Try.”
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CHAPTER 25
 
February 2041; Armistice Embassy, Mexico City, Mexico; Thirteen months after public exposure
“Sentinel Garcia, do you acknowledge your sponsor’s authority over you until such time as the Triumvirate ratifies your application for full citizenship?”
“Yes.” The Sentinel nodded.
“The sponsorship agreement is duly registered and recorded. Under the terms of the Armistice Declaration of 2021, you are hereby granted provisional citizenship, subject to ratification by the Triumvirate. Citizen, on behalf of the Triumvirate Council of North America, I welcome you among the Free People. This judicial proceeding is now closed. Set and done this date over my seal and signature, Jeremy Kenneth Harkness Leshir Luscian, called the Seer, Armistice Security.”
“Forensic recording terminated.”
Jeremy stood from the desk and held out his hand. “Congratulations.”
Briefly shaking the proffered hand, the Sentinel candidate murmured, “Thanks.”
The Nightwalker who had sponsored him got up and left without a word, the Sentinel following moments later.
Jeremy sat at the desk again and frowned. Calling up the forensic record of the interview he’d just completed, he watched it again on the virtual screen above the desk, paying closer attention to the behavior of the candidate and his sponsor. Lost in thought, he reviewed their detailed security profiles again, as well as the background checks assembled for Triumvirate ratification.
He was still at it when Anaba stuck her head inside the cubicle. “Quitting time, Jer,” she said. “I’m sure you have better things to do on Valentine’s Day than overtime.”
“Of course,” Jeremy said, still preoccupied. “Hey, Ana, can you take a look at something for me?”
“Sure.” Ana walked into the cubicle and pulled one of the chairs toward the desk. “What am I looking for?”
“This citizenship hearing I just finished.” He gestured toward the screen. “Tell me if you notice anything odd.” He played the recording.
Ana shook her head. “Seems by the book to me.”
“Look at how the sponsor and the candidate were acting, their body language,” Jeremy insisted. “Almost like they can’t stand to be in the same room together.” He ran the recording again.
This time, Ana frowned as she watched. “Hmm. That is kind of odd, I’ll admit. Most candidates only approach a sponsor they trust to speak on their behalf. They’re certainly more aloof than the average pair we get coming through here.”
Jeremy tapped a couple of keys, and the sponsor’s security records appeared. “And look at this. That Nightwalker has sponsored two other candidates in the past year. Kind of a lot, don’t you think?”
She shrugged dismissively. “A little unusual, but not unheard of. Your boyfriend stood for two candidates, himself: you and Scott,” she said with a grin.
Jeremy glared at her. “Ana, stop ribbing me about Nick. So he’s my boyfriend. Get over it.”
“Come on, Jer,” Ana laughed. “You’re practically drooling all over him whenever he passes through here.”
Jeremy rubbed his temples in frustration. “Ana, give me a break, will you? I wasn’t ready to tell him how I felt. I’m still getting used to the idea.”
She smirked. “And you’re loving every minute of it, aren’t you?” Ana shook her head. “Seriously, the way you worship that guy is really over the top. I mean, I know he saved your life, but come on. He was just a singer in a rock band, for God’s sake.”
Jeremy growled at her. “So were you.”
Anaba stopped smiling. “Touché.”
Jeremy turned back to the documents on the screen. “I can’t shake the feeling there’s something going on here that I’m missing.”
“Why didn’t you just read their minds?”
“I don’t do that anymore.” He frowned as he continued to examine the documents. “I’m trying to be a decent, ethical person these days.”
“It’s your Gift. What good is it if you don’t use it?” Switching back to professional mode, Ana glanced over the records again. “Anyway, do you think it’s actionable? We can always set up a surveillance detail on them if you’re worried they’re up to something.”
Jeremy chewed his lip thoughtfully. “No, I’m probably just being paranoid.” He cleared the documents from the screen and shut down his workstation. “All right, I’m out of here. See you tomorrow.”
Ana grinned. “Going home to play some of your boy’s albums?”
Jeremy froze.
Her eyes widened. “Jeremy, you’ve been a spy, a terrorist, a diplomat, and now you’re a cop. You have more life experience in twenty-five years than most people get in a lifetime. Don’t tell me you actually listen to a poser band like the Journeymen just because your boyfriend is in it.”
“Fuck you, Ana,” he growled, grabbing his briefcase from beside the desk.
Her high-pitched laughter followed him all the way back to the teleport gateway.
 
Armistice Embassy, Washington, D.C.; One hour later
“How are we coming along with the preparations for the Armistice Day celebration?” asked Nick, leaning back in his chair.
Scott tapped a few controls on the conference table to bring up the relevant files. “We’re still knocking out walls on the upper level here and at the embassy in Mexico City so they can serve as banquet halls. The embassy in Ottawa already has a reasonably sized ballroom that will do, so we don’t need to do too much there other than wire up the hologrid. All renovations should be complete in a couple of months. Our fixed defenses here have been upgraded with a quantum dispersion field to meet level IV security protocols, although I don’t know why we bother; Armistice Security has the only access to gravity pulse weaponry on the planet, and we’re certainly not going to drop a black hole on the city.”
Nick shrugged. “We’ve had gravity manipulation for more than a decade. It’s not unreasonable to think the Court may have stolen that information from us or reverse engineered the technology after we proved it could be done. From there, it’s only a short hop to weapons of mass destruction. Also, this will be the first time the Triumvirate will all be together publicly in a location away from the defenses of the Hidden Cities since the Burning. I don’t want to risk their lives on the presumption that our technology is unique.”
“I suppose you’re right.” Scott sighed. “In any case, the fixed defenses are more than adequate to repel any conventional attack while the Triumvirate is present. Other than that, it’s just a matter of putting the guest list together.”
“Yeah, that’s all.” Nick rolled his eyes. “It’s just the twentieth anniversary of the signing of the Armistice Declaration—everyone is going to want an invitation,” he said. “Winnowing it down to a manageable number will be a nightmare.”
Scott smiled. “Pity that’s a civilian task, not a security matter, so it’s not my problem.”
“This will be the only one of the regional celebrations the Triumvirate will be attending. I’ve already been swamped with requests, even from outside the Armistice Zone.” Nick put his head down on the table and sighed. “The AIs and Armistice Security can handle the background checks, but I’m still going to have to make the final decisions. Anyone I say no to is going to be royally pissed. How did I get stuck with this job again?”
“Just lucky, I guess.” Scott grinned widely. “I feel your pain.”
“Right.” Nick snorted.
“Have you decided yet whether you’re going to invite a human delegation?”
“No, I haven’t.” Nick wandered to the window. “It would be a risk letting them come,” he admitted, looking down over the streets of Georgetown. “They might see things we’d rather they didn’t. But it’s the best chance we have to show them we’re real people. Our monthly press briefings have only been answering the questions they can think of. We haven’t shown them a window into who we really are since the day I killed Brion.”
“That isn’t necessarily a bad thing,” said Scott. “We’re a scary bunch. They might not like what they see.”
“They have to learn sometime. We’re not going away. If we’re going to coexist, we have to find a balance.”
“I suppose. If you truly want to let them see, maybe we should invite the press to the party as well.”
Nick turned around and folded his arms. “Hmm. That might be a good idea. We could pick a reporter to accompany the human delegation and answer questions as they arise, just to head off any misinterpretation. Do you think you can make up a short list of candidates you would trust to give a reasoned portrayal?”
“Sure. I can put together a set of parameters for the AIs to do a search. It shouldn’t take long.”
“Thanks.”
A soft tone interrupted them. “Agent Jeremy Harkness is requesting entry.”
“Let him in,” said Nick, his face lighting up as the door opened. Jeremy stepped inside, wearing the gray uniform of Armistice Security.
“Hey, Jer. Happy Valentine’s Day.”
Jeremy laughed, walking over to Nick and kissing him. “Will you be my Valentine?”
“Damn straight.” Nick grinned, draping his arm around his lover. “But you’re not usually this sappy.”
“Valentine’s has never been one of my favorite days. This’ll be the first time I won’t be spending the day alone and bitter.”
“Well, tonight’s going to be special.” Nick leaned back, inhaling the Sentinel’s familiar scent before giving him a more thorough kiss. “You better get used to it.”
Scott’s mock gagging interrupted them. “If the two of you start tearing each other’s clothes off, I’m out of here.”
Nick flipped him off without diverting his attention from Jeremy. “Seriously, Jer. What brings you to Washington today? I thought we were going to meet at the Citadel once I got off work.”
Jeremy’s face fell slightly. “I wanted to talk to you about something.” He turned to the other Sentinel. “Scott, I’m sorry to barge in on your meeting, but could you excuse us for a couple of minutes? It’s kind of private.”
“I can do that.” Gathering the papers they had been going over, Scott said, “Just let me know when you’re done.” Then he stepped outside and locked the door behind him.
 
* * *
 
“What’s going on?” Nick’s forehead wrinkled in concern.
Pulling out a chair, Jeremy took a deep breath as he sat down at the table. “Nick, I love every second of being with you. The past two months have been the best Christmas present I’ve ever had. I’ve never been happier. I know what this day means to most people, so I don’t want to spoil it for you, but there’s something I think we need to settle before I can enjoy it the way you want me to, something we need to talk about.”
“What is it, Jer?” Nick took a seat next to him and gave his knee a reassuring squeeze.
“When you brought me to Anchorpoint that first day, I asked you what the price would be. You said you wanted me to force you to confront the things you needed to see.”
“And you have. You’ve kept me honest when all I wanted to do was lie to myself.”
Jeremy swallowed. “I didn’t tell you about Lorcan.”
Nick regarded him soberly. “No, you didn’t. No one did.”
“Would you have wanted to know?”
Drumming his fingers on the table in front of him, Nick considered the question. “Yes, I suppose. It would have given us a chance to be up front with each other before Brion could use him as a weapon against me. Why do you ask?”
“I’m one of the most powerful telepaths in history,” Jeremy told him. “No one on Earth can hide anything from me if I go looking for answers. When I first came here, a year ago, I wasn’t the most ethical person in the world. All I cared about was you, and I was fairly rabid about protecting you. I regularly scanned the minds of everyone you came in contact with, looking for threats.” He met Nick’s shocked gaze. “I know better now. Since then, I’ve made more friends and come to respect the people they are. I honestly regret it, but I can’t forget the things I found out.”
“Why are you telling me this?”
Jeremy stared down at his hands. “Because truth is important to me. I asked you never to lie to me, but I never made you the same promise in return.”
Nick’s eyes narrowed. “Did you lie to me about something, Jer?”
“No, but I haven’t told you everything, and I let you go on believing a lie.”
Nick said nothing, just waited.
Jeremy sighed and finally met Nick’s gaze. “How do you feel about Rory?”
“He’s my best friend. I’m closest to Scott, but that friendship started under the influence of the Gift. Rory is the only important person in my life I consciously chose to get close to. Until I met you, that is.”
“Nick, I love you, but I’m worried maybe there’s someone out there who would be better for you than me.”
Nick flushed as he made the connection. “That’s ridiculous, Jer. Besides, Rory doesn’t feel that way about me.”
Jeremy swallowed his uncertainty.
This was the bargain. Magic requires sacrifice.
“Yes, he does.”
Shocked, Nick stared at him for a long moment and then growled. “Bullshit.” His eyes turned a menacing scarlet beneath his arched brows.
“I never touched his mind—I swear to God—but it was right there in the front of Takeshi’s thoughts whenever he saw the two of you together. I confirmed it with a deep read on Anaba. She had several conversations with Take urging him to dump Rory because of it.”
Nick’s eyes faded to blue as he sat numbly in his chair, staring at Jeremy.
“I’d understand if you don’t want to see me tonight after all.” Jeremy stood. “I’ll be at my apartment if you need me.”
 



CHAPTER 26
 
Anchorpoint City, Grand Mesa, Colorado; One hour later
Rory was toweling off his hair when the door of his quarters chimed. “Nicholas Magister Luscian is requesting entry.”
Dropping the towel over a chair, he slipped a T-shirt on over his sweatpants and said, “Let him in.” Then he walked into the living room as Nick stepped inside. “Hey, Nick. What’s up?”
“I know you’re busy getting ready for your trip, but do you have a few minutes?”
Rory grinned. “For you, always.” He glanced at the clock over the fireplace. “I have to head up to the Citadel in about an hour, though, to meet the captain of the ship I’ll be traveling on.” He sat on the couch and motioned for Nick to sit across from him. “What’s on your mind?”
“Is Take here?”
“No, he went to Europe to inspect the Armistice Security garrison at Castle Night. He’s going to join me in San Francisco for dinner before my flight leaves in the morning.”
Nick laced his fingers together in front of him. “Rory, do you love me?”
Rory’s train of thought screeched to a halt. “What?”
“Do you
love me?” Nick asked again, intently.
Rory stared at him, feeling himself falling into those blue eyes with all their naked sincerity, just as he always did. His whole world collapsed in an instant. “Yes.”
Nick reached out for Rory’s hand. “Tell me what you mean. I need to know.”
“You already know,” he whispered, looking down at their clasped hands. “You know exactly what I mean.”
“I need to hear you say it.” Nick let go of Rory’s hands and turned the Nightwalker’s head to face him. “I want to understand.”
“You understand perfectly.” Rory reached up and trapped Nick’s hand against his cheek. “We’re a lot alike, you and I. We both fell in love with the man who completed us and the best friend who was always out of reach.”
Nick sighed heavily. “I never knew.”
“I didn’t want you to know,” Rory confessed. “I’m not mortal. I could hide what I was feeling from you, and I did. I never meant for you to find out, not for as long as Take was still alive.” As he spoke, Rory unshielded his emotions, allowing the Daywalker to read them.
“How long have you felt like this?”
“I was moving toward it since that first night when I decided to let you seduce me. I just didn’t let myself acknowledge what it meant. Not until you walked out on me, after the Burning.”
“Oh, Rory,” said Nick. “If I had known—”
“If you had known, we would never have stayed friends,” Rory said shrewdly. “You would have had your fun then tossed me aside, just like all of your other conquests.”
Nick winced and looked away. “You’re probably right.” He pulled his hands away and folded them in front of him. He stood and wandered around the apartment aimlessly, trying to order his thoughts, while Rory watched. “Rory,” he asked finally, gazing at a framed image of the two of them during the concert tour where they met, “if Luscian hadn’t turned me, and you hadn’t found your way to Take, what would have happened between us? I was a latent Sentinel and you’re a Nightwalker. We could never have been together.”
“I would have been your friend, Nicholas,” Rory said softly. “I would have been there for you every step of the way until the day you trusted me enough to let me turn you myself.”
Nick turned to face him, disbelieving. “You always swore you would never let yourself create a scion.”
Rory stood and walked to Nick’s side, looking at the photograph of the two of them together. “I would have made an exception.”
“I don’t want to cause you pain.” Nick took another deep breath. “Of all the people I care about, you’re the last person I would want to hurt.” He stroked Rory’s cheekbone. “Scott may be my sun, and Jeremy is the moon, but you are all the stars in my sky.”
Rory’s eyes shone with emotion. “Nick, I love you. I’m just sorry I was too much of a coward to tell you before.”
“How can you say that?” asked Nick. “I know you love Take.”
“I do, but he won’t live forever.”
“Is that what you want?” whispered Nick. “Forever? With me?”
“Maybe.” Rory smiled at him again. “Can you honestly tell me you’re certain we’ll never be together someday, Nicholas?”
Nick looked deeply into his friend’s eyes, allowing all of his emotions to become visible. “No.”
Rory leaned in closely. “That’s all I need.” Lifting Nick’s chin, he kissed him gently.
Nick returned the kiss, sliding his hands around Rory’s neck and pulling him closer. After a long moment, Rory pulled back.
“Will you do something for me, Nick?”
“Anything.”
“The double bridge,” Rory said firmly.
Nick’s jaw dropped, his expectations blown away in an instant. “Are you serious?”
“Yes. I want to know you the way Lorcan and Jeremy do.”
“Rory,” Nick said, swallowing in fear, “it may not work out the way you planned. Nothing is ever the same afterward.” He drew the Nightwalker to him, wrapping his arms around him. “Lorcan said never to try it with anyone you don’t truly love,” he whispered. “Because, when it’s over, you either walk away from them or never let them go. There’s nothing in between. We could lose each other. We might not even be friends on the other side.”
Rory leaned into him, inhaling his scent. “Please, Nick. Let me have this much.”
Nick pulled away slightly, his fangs extending. “Tell me you’re sure.”
“I’m sure,” Rory whispered.
Nick took a deep breath and kissed the other vampire gently, then tilted Rory’s head. The warmth of Rory’s skin thrilled Nick as he bit down directly into his jugular vein. As the bridge opened up between them, Rory felt Nick’s memories of their first meeting, before the Journeymen existed, when Nick’s old band opened for Rory’s band Nightfall. Then Rory bit down on Nick’s neck and fed until the blood magic expanded, binding their thoughts and dreams together.
Both vampires were submerged in the memories of their friendship—seeing it from both sides, tasting their feelings for each other as their relationship evolved. Nothing was hidden. Not Rory’s love for Take nor the regrets Nick felt over Scott and Lorcan. They both watched Rory’s long vigil over Nick’s heart and felt the pain of his endless wait for Nick to recognize his feelings. Nick withdrew from the bridge first, healing the wounds in Rory’s neck as he pulled away. When Rory followed suit, the two of them sat silently in each other’s arms.
“I love you,” whispered Rory, his eyes closed against his threatening tears.
Nick held him tight and said nothing.
 
Central Intelligence Agency, Langley, Virginia
Director Cochrane tapped the control tablet lying on the desk in front of him. A holographic map of the North America was projected in the air. “Have you been able to precisely locate any of the major cities?”
Kensington touched his fingers to a point in the southwestern United States. The outline of the state of Colorado lit up in red. “We’ve determined that Anchorpoint is somewhere in western Colorado, but we don’t have an exact location yet. Our agents have only been allowed inside using the Armistice teleport gateway system, rather than being given teleport coordinates for the city itself. We’re in the process of smuggling locator beacons into Anchorpoint and Icehaven piece by piece, just in case Armistice Security is able to detect the presence of foreign technology. We don’t know if they can, but we’re trying not to take anything for granted.
“Once the systems are complete and operational, we should be able to pinpoint the primary targets.” Kensington shrugged. “The Citadel and their off-world colonies will most likely remain out of our reach for the foreseeable future. In the meantime, we’re focusing on exploiting any vulnerabilities in the municipal defense systems. We’ll need to succeed at both elements if we ever want to have any viable capability to strike against them.”
The Director nodded. “Your program is my absolute highest priority, Kensington. Anything you need, I’ll see that you get it.”
“Yes, sir.” The agent hesitated. “Director, do we have a decision yet on whether the President will authorize an attack? From what I’ve been able to gather, our government officials are being fairly open to the possibility of collusion with the Triumvirate.”
“President Daniels is a smart man, Andrew. He plays his cards close to his vest. Until we have the ability to hurt them for real, we have to make sure the Triumvirate feels secure. We want to catch them off guard when we finally make our move. Don’t worry—when the time comes, he’ll do what needs to be done.” Director Cochrane smiled.
“Of course, sir. I should have realized. Nothing is ever what it seems in Washington.”
“The sooner we find a way to rid ourselves of these freakish monsters, the better for all our people.”
“I won’t let you down, sir.”
“I’m sure you won’t.”
“Thank you, sir,” the agent said, as he turned and left the office.
The Director watched him on the security monitors. “Don’t worry, Andrew,” he muttered. “When the time comes, you’ll get your chance—no matter what they decide in Washington.”
 
Anchorpoint City, Grand Mesa, Colorado
After the AI recognized him, Nick opened the door and stepped into Jeremy’s apartment. Reaching out with his senses, he found his boyfriend on the balcony. His vampire physiology impervious to the bitter chill of the mountain air, Nick stood next to Jeremy and contemplated the snow-capped white towers of the city. Snow blanketed every horizontal surface above the streets, which were kept clear by warming spells, and the sunset painted the lesser spires an eerie shade of orange.
Jeremy turned away from the view. “I wasn’t sure I’d see you tonight.” He was dressed in a heavy winter coat, and a mug of coffee warmed his hands against the cold.
Nick stood next to him, his gaze still on the spires of Anchorpoint. “Rory and I decided we’d wait to explore that part of our relationship.”
Jeremy’s brow wrinkled, and he sipped at his coffee. “You decided to wait.” He swirled the dark liquid in his mug. “Does that mean you plan to be with him someday?”
“I don’t know.” Nick turned to Jeremy. “Can you do me a favor?”
“Of course. What do you need?”
“Do a deep read on me. There’s something we need to talk about, but I can’t think of the right words to explain.”
Jeremy shrugged and set his mug down on the balcony rail. Fixing Nick with an intense stare, he reached out to touch his lover’s mind with a feather-light caress, sifting through his thoughts and memories.
After a few minutes, the telepath withdrew. “Oh. Oh, Nicholas.” Jeremy was at a loss for any other words.
Nick’s eyes were still fixed on the city. “Am I crazy?”
Jeremy’s hand was warm on Nick’s arm. “No, you’re just overwhelmed. You’ve been running from this for so long—it’s too vivid for you, confronting the feelings you’ve kept bottled up all this time. You’ve been half in love with Rory for years. Now you’re finally opening your heart to the possibility, the potential to care for him—and even for Lorcan, if you’re honest. Either way, you’re obviously confused about what you want from either of them.”
“I’m with you, not them, Jer.” Nick stepped closer and wrapped his arms around the Sentinel. “That’s all I want right now.”
Returning Nick’s embrace, Jeremy said, “And you have me, right now.” He kissed Nick’s cheek. “But I’m mortal. Whether or not my Gift is strong enough to stop me from being turned, there’s no one I would let try except you, and Daywalkers can’t make new scions. I won’t be with you forever—I know that, and Take knows that. We had a long talk about it. We both want you and Rory looked after when we’re gone. Knowing there’s a chance for the two of you, we can live our lives free of the guilt that you’ll both be alone someday. I think we both hope you and Rory will take care of each other when we’re gone,” Jeremy said sadly.
“How did I get to be so lucky, finding you?” Nick laid his head on Jeremy’s shoulder.
“You saved my life, remember? You gave me something new to believe in … someone to love.”
Nick pulled him closer and kissed him passionately. Finally, he pulled back, leaving Jeremy gasping. His breath steamed in the frigid air. “The night’s still young, Jer. Would you like to make the most of it?”
Jeremy paled, chewing at his lower lip. “Oh, well, we don’t have to rush into anything. We have plenty of time for that, after all. It doesn’t have to be tonight.” He picked up his mug and gulped down the rest of his coffee.
Nick’s heightened senses twinged. “Why are you so nervous?” He reached out for Jeremy’s hand. “I know you haven’t been with a guy before. We can take it slowly and ease into anything outside your experience.”
“Being with you was always theoretical before.” Jeremy licked his lips. “It’s just that, well, my experience is, um, kind of limited.”
Nick stifled a smile. “How limited?”
Jeremy said nothing, but his face flushed.
“Leshir, you would have told me if you were a virgin, right?”
“Maybe,” muttered Jeremy, eyes downcast.
“Wow. Jeremy.” Nick struggled for something vaguely appropriate and reassuring to say but failed miserably. “Wow.”
“I didn’t mean to freak you out.” Jeremy rolled his eyes. “I shouldn’t have said anything.”
“No, Jer, you never have to hide anything from me.” He pulled Jeremy into his arms. “We’ll go slowly, and I’ll be gentle.” Planting a tender kiss on Jeremy’s forehead, he said, “We won’t do anything you don’t want to do. I promise.”
“That’s just it; I want everything,” admitted Jeremy, nestled protectively in Nick’s arms. “I’ve waited my whole life for you. I was always a loner. There’s never been anyone I wanted to be with like that. Then you came along, and I thought I’d have to spend the rest of my days watching you with other people. I never let myself believe you would ever be mine.”
Nick smiled, breathing in Jeremy’s scent, tasting his fear and anticipation and listening to his galloping heart. “The first night I brought you to Anchorpoint, I told the others you were mine,” Nick admitted. “That I was keeping you. I didn’t know at the time that it went both ways.”
“You’re mine, Nicholas,” whispered Jeremy. “I will never let you go.”
Stepping away, Nick reached out a hand in invitation. “Come join me, Leshir. There’s so much I want to share with you.”
Silently, Jeremy took his hand and let Nick lead him back inside.
 



CHAPTER 27
 
March 2041; Jumpvessel Transcendent, Jupiter space; Fourteen months after public exposure
The bloated gas-giant loomed out of the star field above Rory, as if it could crush him beneath the weight of its presence at any moment. That there were a million miles and a foot of armored glass between them was scant comfort, and Rory shivered from his vantage point in the starboard observation lounge. Turning away from the planet to find something more reasonable in scale to stare at, his eyes picked out the triangular white form of the Jumpvessel
Sol Invictus, surrounded by the white glow of Recursion Drive as it paced them less than a kilometer away.
Take and Nemesis had insisted his ship be escorted in case the
Transcendent
was destroyed somehow en route to the Arcadia colony. Rory could survive anything the physical world could throw at him, but if something happened, they argued, he’d need a ride home. There wasn’t much he could say to that.
The white glow of the jumpdrive matrix on the other ship went out as it switched to gravity drive for the approach to Callisto. Rory soon felt a twinge in his stomach as the
Transcendent
also dropped out of inertialess flight and engaged its conventional propulsion system. He smiled to himself, excited. The
Transcendent
was a top-of-the-line passenger transport with all the amenities, but after two weeks cooped up inside its white metal passageways, he was ready for a change of scene. Turning back to Jupiter, he watched the slow shifting storms pass across the planet’s face, contemplating his own insignificance next to its silent majesty.
“Speaker Sean?” asked a voice behind him.
Turning, Rory discovered a fair-skinned Spacer with reddish-brown hair standing just inside the doorway to the lounge. Probably one of the junior officers pressed into messenger service, thought Rory. He was about to answer when he idly glanced at the rank insignia on the man’s green uniform, noticing the winged arrowhead of Master Pilot and four vertical gold bars pinned to his left breast.
Holy shit.
The officer waited silently. “Yes?” Rory eventually managed.
The Spacer nodded and smiled knowingly at him. “Don’t worry, my Lord. Pretty much everyone has that same reaction.” He stepped forward into the room. “Captain Ellestan asked me to convey his compliments and inform you that we will arrive at Arcadia Colony within thirty minutes. In the meantime, he has asked me to answer any questions you might have, as this is your first trip to the Outer Colonies.”
Rory raised an eyebrow. “He delegated a senior officer to babysit me? That hardly seems like an efficient allocation of resources.”
“Not as outrageous as you might think, my Lord.” He made a precise quarter-bow. “Commander Michael Danvers, Senior Navigator, at your service. Now that we’ve dropped out of jumpdrive and have line of sight to Callisto, my primary duties are completed. The conventional pilots will take it from here.”
“Why use conventional engines so far out? I’ve seen jumpships fly inertialess almost all the way through the atmosphere on their way to Anchorpoint before switching over to gravity drive.”
Michael studied Rory with interest. “It’s the moon’s ionosphere. The high concentration of charged trace elements interferes with the jumpdrive matrix. The conditions are ideal for harvesting the components necessary for elysium manufacture to make jumpship hulls, but it does slow interplanetary travel to a crawl.”
“I see.” Rory glanced out of the window again, this time at the moon Callisto—their destination. His gaze sharpened as he caught sight of a complex white structure in orbit. “Is that it?”
Michael followed his line of sight. “Yes, my Lord,” he said proudly, “that is definitely it.”
Rory mapped out the edges of the massive space station. “How long until they’re ready to start?”
“The shipyards are fully operational, my Lord. The dedication ceremony is purely a gesture of respect to everyone who made this possible, to recognize their contribution to history.” Michael stepped forward, shrugging off his professional air as excitement crept into his voice. “It took the vampires eighteen months to complete the superstructure, working in oxygen masks in hard vacuum. Once it was pressurized, they brought in the most skilled personnel from all of the other colonies. Nothing was left to chance. Only the best engineers and technical workers were selected to join the crew.”
He pointed to the central sphere, from which the complex extended in a mad, three-dimensional tracery. “At the heart of the station is the master temporal manipulator they used to build the Hidden Cities. Next week, when the temporal distortion field goes online and accelerates relative time to maximum, the crew will operate in a fully self-contained environment for the eight years it will take to complete the vessel. This project will be the crowning achievement of the Spacer Guild, comparable to the establishment of the Colonies themselves.”
“I agree. It’s the reason I chose to perform the dedication in person.” Rory studied the Spacer, who was staring at the station wistfully. “Barring any unforeseen problems, the Odyssey will be ready for flight within four months absolute time. Will you be on it?”
Michael’s head snapped around. He looked suddenly uncomfortable. “My Lord, the Odyssey will be the most coveted assignment in the history of space travel. The chances of securing a berth are slim to none without a proven track record. I am barely over a year out of the Academy.”
Rory smiled. “But what a year it was, Icarus.” Rory laughed at the comical look of surprise that flashed over the Spacer’s face at the use of his call sign. “Yes, Michael, I know exactly who you are, even if I didn’t recognize you at first. Guildmaster Thurgood is a friend of mine. He speaks very highly of you. In fact, he never shuts up about how brilliant you are. If it were up to him, he’d hand his job over to you in a heartbeat once he retires.” Rory winked, and the Spacer blushed with embarrassment. Reaching out, Rory tapped the four rank bars on Michael’s uniform. “I hear the crews of all the ships you’ve served on, including this one, have been quietly gathering support among the Fleet Captains to put your name in contention as soon as you earn your fifth bar.”
Michael’s jaw dropped. “They can’t do that!”
“Your shipmates seem quite determined, Commander. If you don’t want the job, you’d better tell them that, and soon, or I suspect you’re going to find yourself with a completely new set of primary duties.”
Michael stared at him. “My Lord, will you excuse me? I need to make some calls,” he said tersely.
Taking a seat in one of the comfortable chairs, Rory laced his fingers behind his head as he calmly regarded the flustered officer. “By all means, Michael. I’m not going anywhere.” He turned his gaze back to the Odyssey Shipyards. “You, on the other hand, are definitely going places.”
 



PART VI:  RETRIBUTION
 



CHAPTER 28
 
May 2041; Paris, France; Sixteen months after public exposure
Isabeau glided through the crowd, unshielding her aura to drink in the massed emotions of the human throng in the nightclub. Psychic feeding was unsatisfying on its own, but it served well as an appetizer. All around her, she felt the wan auras of the Children of the Day shiver as she passed. Finding a seat at the bar, she pitched her voice over the rumble of conversation all around and ordered a glass of wine. As the band began setting up their instruments at the back of the club, she sipped her wine quietly and used her full senses to idly scan the thoughts of the patrons.
Then she noticed something odd—a curious gap in the minds scattered before her. Immediately focusing her attention on the anomaly, she realized it came from just inside the door. A man in a short-sleeved black shirt and blue jeans, with a thin white windbreaker draped over his left arm, had just entered. He was in his twenties, she guessed, with dirty blond hair, and he stood beside a somewhat older Asian man whose stiff posture screamed bodyguard.
She studied the young man more carefully as the bodyguard spoke quietly to the club’s security. He didn’t seem particularly unusual for a human, but although his emotions radiated excitement, his actual thoughts were hidden from her. She watched curiously as the bodyguard led his charge to a small booth that bore a reserved sign. Strange, she thought, this one seems a little young to command such special treatment. She tried again to read his thoughts and failed, although his emotions prickled her other senses.
A latent telepath perhaps,
she mused. Unusual for a human to have that level of unconscious ability, but not unheard of. It might be entertaining to have a conversation I can’t predict, at least until I make a meal out of him. Her course of action resolved, she smiled as she rose from her seat and walked gracefully toward the corner booth, wineglass in hand.
A moment before she reached the table, the bodyguard stepped smoothly in her way. Looking past him, she noticed her prey focus his attention on her. “Bonsoir, Monsieur,” she said, ignoring the bodyguard. “Care for some company?”
“Perhaps another time, Madame,” the bodyguard answered in the same language.
“It’s okay, Tran,” the young man interjected in English. Smiling, he addressed Isabeau in fairly accented French. “Company would be welcome.”
The bodyguard frowned, making ready to protest until she gently nudged his thoughts in a more agreeable direction. Blinking at her, he shrugged. “Up to you, Toby.” He stepped aside and walked back to his place next to the booth.
“A pleasure to meet you, Toby,” Isabeau said in flawless English as she slid confidently into the booth across from the prey. “What brings you to Paris?”
Toby grinned. “I’m glad you speak English. My French is kind of rusty.”
“This is Paris,
Monsieur. The heart of civilization.” She smiled indulgently at him. “We try to be accommodating of those who are born to less fortunate cultures.”
Toby snorted. “So do Americans. We just don’t say it in front of them.”
She sipped at her wine sensuously. “What would be the point of concealing it, Toby? Is it not more honorable simply to be honest?”
“I guess so,” Toby said with a chuckle. He ordered a drink from a passing waitress before turning his attention back to Isabeau. “So, are you going to tell me your name?”
“Isabeau,” she said. “And you have still not told me what brings you to Paris.”
Toby shrugged. “I’m supposed to perform a concert here in a couple of days, but my last venue cancelled, so I decided to head down a little early.”
One of her eyebrow’s arched delicately. “You are an entertainer? What medium, if I may ask?”
“A violinist. Mostly jazz and rock.”
“Ah, I see. I’m afraid that is not so much to my taste. Such music better suits the younger set. I prefer a more classical flavor.”
Toby regarded her quizzically. “The ‘younger set’? You don’t look more than a couple of years older than me.”
She smiled widely at him. “Thank you, Toby. I take that as a compliment.”
Toby grinned at her again and then glanced at the four-instrument combo tuning up at the back of the club. “If you like classical, why come to see a jazz band?”
She took another sip of wine, set her glass purposefully on the table, and leaned forward, propping her head on her hand. “Because I prefer the men of the younger set.”
Toby’s eyebrows shot up. “Wow. That was certainly direct.”
Her contact lenses hiding the shifting color of her irises as her thirst sharpened, Isabeau’s expression turned lazily seductive. “As I said, what would be the point of concealing it?”
Toby smiled uncertainly, unused to being on this end of the predator–prey dynamic. The waitress returned, breaking the tension for a moment, and placed his drink in front of him. Lifting the glass, Toby said, “So, to an interesting evening.”
Isabeau clinked her glass against his. “To an interesting evening.”
As he pulled away, his hands shifted on the glass and, for a moment, his fingers brushed hers.
Sentinel.
She froze. All thoughts of a pleasant conquest before the kill were immediately forgotten. He was a Sentinel. As Toby brought his glass to his lips, she immediately closed down her aura, raised her psychic shields, and took a sip of wine to cover her fear. Then she ruthlessly ordered her thoughts. He couldn’t have detected her or he would never have let her close enough to identify him. Sentinel tactics would be to watch her from a distance and then track her to a safe location where he could eliminate her without witnesses. Steeling herself against her rising panic, she reached out and casually stroked his free hand. Toby watched her with interest, a small smile playing at the corners of his mouth.
Fire and Darkness!
His eyes were closed, his Gift still in the earliest stage of awakening. She had kindled him herself, she realized, cursing her own foolishness. If the Magister learned of her mistake, she would face the sunrise sooner rather than later. She had to dispose of him before he became a threat.
“Toby,” she said, “do you really want to hear this performance? Perhaps we could go for a walk instead, someplace more private.”
Toby flushed and gulped his drink. Feigning nonchalance, he said, “Sure, why not?” Placing a few bills on the table, he stood, grabbed his windbreaker from on the seat next to him, and said, “Lead the way.”
Isabeau focused her attention on the bodyguard as she stood, assessing how quickly she could kill him when the time came. Then she turned her attention back to Toby. He had slipped his jacket back on and was waiting, his scent sharpening with desire.
DEATH.
She stared at the blood-red rune in the center of the Luscian Seal of Protection that was pinned to his jacket. Abject terror exploded in her mind. The images, circulated more than a year ago to all of the world’s Nightwalker houses, sprang unbidden into her mind. His features had aged somewhat, just enough that she hadn’t recognized him. He shouldn’t have been here in Paris, not yet. According to the tour dates provided by the Triumvirate Ambassador, he was supposed to have been in Italy until the end of the week. His thoughts had been hidden by a psychic inhibitor, she realized numbly, incorporated into the seal itself. Oh, the Magister will kill me personally, and it will be a hard and terrible death.
Toby stopped smiling when he noticed her expression. “Isabeau? What’s wrong?”
“Tobias Christopher Jameson,” she said softly, remembering the psychic beacon that had woken her from her rest more than six years ago, the thunder of Nick’s psychic voice as Luscian’s heir declared his existence. “The mortal brother of Soulkiller’s Bane.”
Toby’s face twisted with shock. He stepped back, away from her. Isabeau saw the turmoil of his emotions—his mind leaping forward in suspicion, realizing just how close he had come to death.
“Get away from me, Nightwalker,” he said coldly, his scent saturated with fright.
Behind her, she felt the bodyguard tense and leap to attack. She casually knocked him out with her mind and stood proudly before Toby. “I am Isabeau Consul Tervilant,” she said, her bearing regal. “And I am truly sorry, for the both of us.” Then she calmly walked past Toby to the door, stepped gracefully outside into the night air, and fled in a blur of motion.
 
Anchorpoint City, Grand Mesa, Colorado; The next day
Nick leaned forward intently as he marshaled his strategy. Finally, he moved his knight into position for the final attack.
Jeremy smirked and then immediately slid his queen across the board. “Checkmate.”
“What?” Nick scrutinized the board again. “Wait a minute. What the hell just happened?”
Jeremy grinned. “You lost.”
Scott snorted with laughter and then turned back to the football game he was watching on the virtual screen suspended over the coffee table.
Nick began setting the board up again, ignoring Scott, who continued watching the game and occasionally arguing over his shoulder with Jeremy about the merits of the two teams.
“Nicholas, your brother is attempting to contact you over the telephone exchange tap,” Rapier informed him.
“Put him through.” Nick twirled the white knight in his fingers. “Hey, little brother. How’s Milan?”
“I’m not in Milan; I’m in Paris.” Toby sounded tired. “The last venue canceled on us. I had a few days off, so I headed over here a little early.”
Nick shrugged, watching as Jeremy finished placing the pieces on the board. “Doing the tourist thing, are you?”
“I was, for a little while. Last night I went to a nightclub to see a band I’d heard about, and I met a woman there.”
“I hope you used protection,” Nick quipped.
“It didn’t go that far,” Toby said. “She ran out on me after she saw the seal.”
Immediately, Scott reached for the remote, switched off the screen, and stood next to Nick, who gripped the arms of his chair hard enough to make the wood splinter under his fingers.
“Toby,” said Scott, staring at Nick’s stricken expression, “are you all right?”
“Yeah, I’m fine. My eyes are open, and I am not afraid.”
Scrambling to his feet, Nick screamed wordlessly and then leaned forward, supporting his weight on the dining room table. He stood there for a moment—head bowed, arms shaking.
“Nick, I’m sorry. I should have been more careful.” Toby eventually spoke.
Snarling, Nick leaned back. With a scream of rage, he heaved the entire dining room table into the air. Crystal chess pieces became sparkling missiles. Dodging the heavy piece of furniture, Scott leaped out of the way as Jeremy crashed backward, spilling out of his chair. Spinning around, Nick screamed again and launched the table through the glass doors behind him and onto the balcony. Fragments of wood and flying glass ricocheted off the safety field that immediately formed over edge of the balcony and rained debris back into the apartment.
His fists clenched at his sides, his eyes tightly closed in the face of his searing rage, Nick stood stock still, his thoughts masked. The two Sentinels carefully rose to their feet, avoiding the shards of glass littered across the carpet. Neither spoke, acutely aware that the wrong word could provoke another explosion of violence.
“Toby, are you still there?” Nick’s voice shook with anger.
“I’m here.” Toby’s voice was resigned. “What should I do, Nick?”
“Hold the line, little brother. I’m coming to get you.” He turned his attention to his AI. “Rapier, trace this call to the source and get me transit coordinates for that location.”
“Trace in progress.”
“I’ll come with you,” offered Jeremy.
Nick turned to look at his lover, and his eyes lost their reddish gleam. “No, I need you to call our Ambassador to the Court.”
Jeremy showed no emotion. “For what?”
“Tell him I wish to address a Full Assembly in five days.” Nick’s eyes slitted in hatred. “I guarantee they’re going to want to talk to me, as well.”
“Trace complete,” said Rapier.
“You can hang up, Toby. I’ll be there in just a minute, and then we’ll get you home.”
“Okay.” Toby hesitated. “I’m sorry, Nick. I know you tried to protect me.”
“Don’t apologize.” Nick’s voice hardened. “None of this is your fault. The Nightwalkers will answer for all of it.” Turning to Scott as soon as he heard the click of his brother disconnecting, he said, “Rapier can jump us all the way to Paris using the Castle Night relay, but I’d like you to bring Toby back and get him started training for the Test of Reason.”
Scott frowned. “Wouldn’t you rather bring him home yourself?”
“I’d like to. But you remember what it was like those first couple of weeks. He’s not going to want to be around any vampires for a while, not even shielded.” He smiled bleakly. “Besides, I’m going to be busy for a few days before I speak to the Court.”
“Nick, what are you planning?”
Nick’s fangs showed sharp and white against the fullness of his lips. “I’m going to teach the Court of Shadows exactly what it costs to break their word to me.”
 
Paris, France
Toby dressed in the same clothes he had worn the night before and drew the curtains aside to watch the sunrise. I am a Child of the Twilight, he thought.
I hold the line against the darkness, from the setting of the sun until the dawning of a new day.
The enormity of what had happened crashed in on him, and he fell to his knees in despair.
Nick warned me. They all warned me, but I didn’t listen. Why didn’t I listen and stay home? I would still be human if I’d stayed home. I wasn’t willing to yield control of my life to this freaking curse.
But now … look where that’s gotten me. Cursed and alone. He swallowed. No, maybe not alone. Climbing to his feet again, he stood quietly at the window, waiting. Nick will know what to do. He always does.
A white glow flared in the center of the room, and Scott and Nick appeared. Scott opened his mouth to speak just as Nick turned around to face Toby. The brothers’ eyes met.
The spellform in Toby’s mind was automatic, invoked before he even finished lifting his hand to aim. But Nick was faster. Toby’s bolt of white fire glanced off Nick’s shield and reduced the bed to ash. Toby’s second attack fizzled out as Scott wrapped him in a containment spell, suppressing his powers. Nick’s containment spell followed, restricting Toby’s movements so he could little more than breathe.
Initially struggling to free himself, Toby suddenly went limp as the understanding of what he had just tried to do overcame him. His realization stripped away the Gift’s influence, and he again met Nick’s crimson eyes. “Nick—”
“They. Will. All. Pay.” Nick snarled each word. “Take care of him for me, Scotty. I’m counting on you.”
“I’ll keep him safe.”
“Then I have business to conduct with House Tervilant.” Nick growled and, whirling around, strode for the door.
Toby found his voice. “Nick, wait! I’m sorry!”
Pausing, Nick turned to his brother again. “It’s not your fault, Toby,” he said. Then he slammed open the door and stormed out.
Toby looked back to Scott. “Where is he going?”
Scott shrugged. “If I had to guess, I’d say he’s off to start a massacre.”
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CHAPTER 29
 
Place du Parvis de Notre Dame, Île de la Cité, Paris, France; Three days later
Nick stood quietly in the open square, looking up at the western facade of Notre Dame as the sun set behind him. As the sky darkened into late twilight, Nick partially unsheathed his aura. Just enough to make his presence immediately visible to the Nightwalker population of Paris, but not bright enough to attract the attention of Sentinels, unless they were specifically looking for him. Then he waited, idly counting the seconds until they came for him.
He had counted up to ninety before he noticed a subtle telepathic suggestion being broadcast through the square. It was elegant in its simplicity, persuading humans in the area to leave quickly and not look back. He had counted out two full minutes before the last human hurried from the square, and he was alone.
They came in twos and threes. Strolling unhurriedly down the streets around him, they slowly filled the square to surround him on all sides, although still giving him a wide berth. Then, as Nick’s count reached five minutes, the assembly of Nightwalkers parted. A stately pale woman with long, black, braided hair walked forward to stand before him. Well beyond the reach of my sword, he noted with approval. They were right to be cautious.
“Nicholas Magister Luscian,” she said in English, “I am Monserrat Primogenitor Tervilant. What business brings you to Paris this evening?”
“Primogenitor Tervilant, I would have words with your Magister,” Nick said with cold formality.
She smiled politely. “This square is the geographic center of the city, my Lord, the point from which all distances in France are measured.”
Nick nodded. “I know. What of it?”
“Paris is the seat of House Tervilant; you stand in the very center of our domain.” She lifted her chin defiantly. “Do you honestly think our Master will come running to wait upon you, Daywalker?” She spat the last word, making it an insult.
Nick smiled, amused. “The seat of House Tervilant is Barcelona, Primogenitor. This territory has belonged to House Luscian for twenty thousand years, from the Rhine to the Pyrenees. Your expansion into my lands was premature.”
The gathered Nightwalkers muttered angrily.
“That is history, my Lord,” she said, her face stony. “House Luscian fell—and you were not present in the Court to defend your claim. These are our lands now.”
The points of Nick’s fangs extended over his bottom lip as he smiled wider. “You live here at my sufferance, Nightwalker. If I but raise my hand, you would all be gone.” He reached into his mind for Reaper, and it appeared immediately in his hand, flames hissing angrily. Leveling the sword at her, he said solemnly, “The world is made of choices, my Lady. Four nights ago, one of your people chose to steal the innocence of a member of my house—something that was infinitely precious to me.
“Your house has defied me, broken faith with House Luscian, and stained my honor irretrievably. If I do not receive restitution tonight for that affront, then tomorrow night, before the Court of Shadows, I will challenge your occupation of my territory. Your Magister may wait upon me now, in person, or he will face my blade tomorrow in the Challenge of Kings.”
He swept the sword in a figure eight before him, and its blue flames left a luminous afterimage in its wake. “By all means, if he wishes to risk becoming my servant in the Crown of Souls and subjugating his entire bloodline to my will for a century afterward, that is his choice—the only decision I choose to allow him.” Nick’s eyes shone crimson as he stared over the black blade at the Nightwalker before him. “Brion Magister Diluthical proved there are no lines I will refuse to cross. Does your Master wish to test me again?”
Monserrat listened, her expression neutral even in the face of the flaming sword in his hand, but he noted her eyes shift as she communicated with her Magister through the bloodline. After a moment, she turned her attention back to Nick. “Nicholas Magister Luscian, my Master finds your challenge laughable at best, if not overtly insulting. He welcomes the chance to exterminate the last of Luscian’s bloodline, the oldest and greatest of our enemies. However, given that a ranking member of our house was involved in the regrettable incident involving your brother, in direct contravention of the orders of the Court of Shadows, he will deign to speak to you without bloodshed.”
Nick’s eyes faded back to blue. Lowering his sword, he smiled warmly at her, his fangs retracting. “There you go, Primogenitor. Was that really so hard?”
“If you will come with me, Lord?” she said sourly. “My Master awaits you in the cathedral.”
“He wishes to speak to me on holy ground?”
She smiled, showing her fangs. “His strength is great enough to keep the rudimentary faith magic of the humans at bay. It amuses my Master to defy the followers of the Light, and it would be better if the two of you were able to speak privately, so he has put the occupants of the building to sleep. Be warned, however, that several of us are strong enough to enter the cathedral and come to his aid, should you choose to attack.”
Nick nodded and followed her into the crowd of Nightwalkers, which parted before them to line the path all the way to the doors of Notre Dame. At the open doorway below the central arch, she stopped and faced him again, her expression forbidding. “He awaits you before the high altar, my Lord. Know that I am one of those strong enough to enter. If you go to war with us tonight, I will gladly splinter your bones and feast on your marrow.”
Nick gripped Reaper more tightly in his hand, but he said nothing before walking through the doors and past the unconscious worshipers. Ignoring the religious artwork and statuary all around him, he walked down the nave to the man standing before the high altar.
“Prince Xavier.”
Xavier Magister Tervilant turned to face him, raising his sword to rest the point at his own shoulder. “Prince Nicholas.” He turned back to the high altar. “You asked for this meeting, Magister of a dead house. Say what you wish to say, and then go.”
“I told the Court I would strike down any house that interfered with my family,” Nick hissed. “That I would scorch the earth and sow the ground with salt so that nothing would ever grow there again.”
“Strong words from a lone man,” said Xavier with a chuckle. “You may have cause to regret them if you think yourself powerful enough to defend against us all.” He glanced knowingly at Nick. “I have walked the lands of the Iberian Peninsula for six thousand years, Nicholas Magister Luscian—since before humans rediscovered bronze—while your Master lorded his power over us from his fortress on high. Now that he is gone and we are here, nothing will exile us back to the lives we led before.
“The time of House Luscian is over. You and your allies made sure of that. You may have stolen the knowledge and the strength of the Eldest, but you are not he. You do not measure up even to the mud on his boots. Walk away, child, and step out of his shadow, as we have. I do not fear you or your sword, Daywalker. If you challenge me before the Court, I will scatter your ashes to the wind just for the chance to lay his legacy to rest forever.”
“I cannot back down from a threat to the ones I love, my Lord,” Nicholas said earnestly. “I have committed my honor to their defense.”
“Honor.” Xavier snorted. “Honor is a tool, boy—a way to harness the Red Wind to serve our needs. If you let it rule you, you become its puppet.” He raised his left hand and pointed at the altar, where a shroud of invisibility dropped away to reveal an intricately worked silver urn. “If honor means so much to you, look inside.”
Nick’s eyes darted from the urn to Xavier, who was watching him expectantly. Reaching out with his left hand, but keeping his sword arm free, he lifted the lid. Inside, the urn was three-quarters full of fine gray ash. He focused his full senses on it and felt a faint psychic echo of pain and terror. Quickly fitting the lid back into place, he regarded Xavier soberly.
“Who was it?” he finally asked.
Xavier stared at the urn. “Her name was Isabeau. She served me faithfully for more than a millennium. A friend. A trusted adviser. But she compromised my honor when she caused your brother to come into his power. I could not let her live, not without damaging my standing in the Court. Out of respect for her service and her loyalty, I offered her a choice: seek the sunrise on her own or face the punishment I had crafted for her. She chose the sunrise.”
Xavier reached out with the point of his sword and knocked the urn off the altar, spilling the ashes across the floor of the apse as it rolled away. “She has paid for her transgression. That is the price of your honor, Nicholas. Now leave my city and never return.”
Nick looked at the ash stains on the altar cloth and the pall of gray flakes that covered his shoes. Then he reached into his pocket and pulled out a rectangular device with a small, integrated keypad. “It’s not enough,” he said sadly.
Xavier eyed the device suspiciously. “Is that a weapon?”
“Of a sort. It’s the control module for a temporal manipulator that is in geosynchronous orbit over Paris. I had one of our jumpvessels place it there. Usually, that kind of technology is restricted to large-scale, planned projects with extensive preparation time, but it can be made to work on short notice if confined to a very small target. It has allowed me to walk the length and breadth of the city, as well as the surrounding countryside, in a miniature bubble of accelerated time. I have been here for six months, my Lord, while only two days passed for the rest of the world.”
Xavier raised the point of his sword
en garde
between them. “For what purpose?” he muttered through clenched teeth.
“I have shed my blood and mixed it with the earth to form a permanent containment circle around the entire greater metropolitan area. No Child of Darkness has been able to leave the city since I activated it the moment I stepped across the threshold of the Cathedral. I have also shielded the containment matrix to prevent the circle from being dispersed from the outside.”
“So you have trapped us here? That is your revenge?” Xavier’s face twisted in contempt. “I will not kill you now, Magister Luscian. Leave while you can, until the day I break your circle and you die with it.” He spat on the floor in front of Nick.
Nick shook his head. “The circle is layered and modular. If any part of it fails, the surrounding elements of the spell will restore the damaged portion. You will never be able to break through, Magister Tervilant. You will remain here in your city, until the day you die.” He drew himself up to his full height. “If I don’t make an example of you, my family and friends will become pawns for the Court, bargaining chips to be used against me. I can’t let them suffer because of what I am. That is the price of my honor.”
“Then you have become Luscian’s heir in truth.” Xavier sneered at him. “And your justifications ring just as hollow. Do you honestly think the Court will be impressed that you have crafted your own eternal prison—a lesser version of your Master’s Crown?” He laughed out loud. “You should have killed me, Nicholas. I will break your circle, and I will take your life. In the meantime, I have been projecting this entire little drama to the Court through my link to one of my Praetors in the Council Chamber. They have seen your pathetic Daywalker aversion to killing. They know you are weak. Your lack of will has condemned all those you protect to the very fate from which you tried to save them. Nothing you do now can convince the Court not to exact vengeance on House Luscian. Tonight, by your half-measures, you have truly lost everything.”
Nick turned back to look at the ashes strewn across the floor. “You’re right, but not in the way you think. I knew what I was going to have to sacrifice the second I finished casting the second half of the spell: a cascade purification field, designed to radiate outward from the Place du Parvis at the center of the city, then reflect off the containment circle to form a permanent standing wave across the enclosed space for eternity.” He looked up again into Xavier’s widened eyes as he set the preconstructed spell in motion, reaching through Luscian’s sword to draw upon the full power of the Crown of Souls. “I’m sorry.”
The vampire lord struck blindingly fast. Nick blocked with Reaper, knocking Xavier’s sword sideways so that it sank deeply into his left lung rather than piercing his heart. The Daywalker collapsed, gasping for breath. Just as Xavier pulled his blade free of Nick’s chest and drew his arm back for a killing stroke, a wave of mystic symbols appeared on the floor of the cathedral and raced down the nave toward them. As they reached the Nightwalker, the sword slipped from his hand and he fell, convulsing on the floor. Nick watched silently as the mosaic of magic signs blew past them to the east. Ten seconds later, it was over, and Xavier’s body crumbled into dust.
Nick stood wearily, coughing up the blood spilled into his lungs. He allowed Reaper to fade away and slipped the temporal manipulator control back into his pocket. Ignoring the pool of his blood as it spread into a black mire, mixing with the dust and ashes on the floor, he walked quietly over the Sigils of Purification, up the nave of the cathedral to the doors. He held his breath as he stepped outside, squinting against the hanging clouds of dust, stirred into motion by the freshening breeze upon the piles of white powder that had been an army only moments before.
“So this is what genocide feels like,” Nick said aloud, his heart empty. “No wonder Rory drinks himself into a stupor one day a year.”
 



CHAPTER 30
 
Icehaven City, Hudson Bay, Canada; One hour later
Rafael Tervilant mulled over his options as he examined the AI neural network software package he was designing. He made some adjustments on the control panel of his workstation, and the virtual schematic rotated ninety degrees and then expanded to reveal the interconnections between cognition and linguistics. Finally, fatigue killed his enthusiasm, and he leaned back in his chair and sipped at his glass of bloodwine. He glanced at the clock—two o’clock in the afternoon. Late enough to make him bone tired but far enough past midday to prevent him from getting any sleep. I might as well stay up for the rest of the day, he thought sourly. Maybe I can make up my sleep debt if I go to bed at dawn instead of sunrise.
He stood with a yawn, smoothing the wrinkles from the pants of the simple, two-piece, black outfit favored by the Nightwalkers of the Citadel, and made his way back to the living room. Settling on the couch, he picked up the remote and activated the off-world news feeds. The virtual screen opened, revealing a dozen icons—some with scrolling text, some with integrated video. He read at random, trying to get a sense of what was happening out there above the sky.
The security AI interrupted. “Nicholas Magister Luscian is requesting entry.”
Rafael frowned and glanced at the clock once more. Then he stood and clicked off the news feed. He looked around for his shirt and then snorted.
Who cares what I look like? This is Nick we’re talking about. I’m certainly not going to end up on his dance card.
Chuckling, he unsealed the front door.
“Hi, Raf,” Nick said, leaning on the doorframe. “You’re up late,” he said.
He sounded as tired as Rafael felt, and despite his casual pose, Rafael could tell it was more than just a friendly visit. He rolled his eyes in annoyance. “Late enough that I wasn’t expecting visitors. I was working on a new design and lost track of time.” He cocked his head. “What brings you to Icehaven at this time of day? Most of the city is asleep by now.”
“I came to see you.” Nick considered his words carefully. “There’s something we need to talk about, and I’m not sure how it will affect our relationship.”
“Why don’t you come in and we’ll talk about it?” Rafael stepped aside for Nick to enter.
“Actually, I’m feeling kind of claustrophobic,” he said, gesturing to the empty marble streets and the polished obsidian buildings around them. “Do you think maybe we could go for a walk?”
Rafael frowned. The other races tended to avoid Icehaven, oppressed by the dark colors and the heavy weight of the water above. Most were glad to get indoors, where they could pretend they were somewhere else. Nick was usually no exception. Something was seriously wrong with this picture, and the Daywalker was obviously in no hurry to enlighten him.
What the hell, I need to take a break anyway. “Sure, Nick,” he said. “Let me just grab something to wear, and I’ll be right with you.”
Nick shrugged out of his leather jacket and held it out. “Here, take this.”
Taking the jacket without comment, Rafael slipped it on over his bare chest, stepped out of his house, and closed the door behind him. “After you, Nicholas,” he said, inhaling the salty tang of the seawater that permeated Icehaven’s atmosphere, mixed with Nick’s scent emanating from the jacket. He was silent, waiting for Nick to speak, when he noticed the scent clinging to the leather was subtly different. It was imbued with a faint odor of something distinctly alien but somehow familiar. He searched his memory, trying to identify it, and then stopped dead in his tracks.
No. It can’t be.
“Something wrong?” Nick asked, noticing Rafael stop.
Rafael shook his head mutely. Oh, Nicholas, he thought. What the hell have you done?
Nick stared straight ahead, getting his bearings again. The city was laid out in a great wheel, with circular streets punctuated by radial boulevards. It was easy to get lost if one lacked the vampire visual acuity to pick out the shallow runes carved into the black buildings as street numbers. “There’s a park near here, isn’t there? Maybe we should sit down.”
Rafael nodded. “One block inward and a couple of segments clockwise. I go there all the time.”
“Why don’t you lead?” Nick remained distracted.
Rafael walked ahead, his mind in turmoil.
 
* * *
 
The two silently made their way down the marble path to the Zen garden at the center of the meditation park. It was surrounded on all sides by carefully raked black sand. Stylized waves lapped at rocks embedded within the design. Nick sat on one of the stone benches, letting his gaze track along the patterned sand. Rafael sat next to him.
“It’s beautiful.”
“Yes, it is,” Rafael said softly. “It reminds us of what this place means.”
Nick looked at him. “It’s just a place to live, Raf. What does it mean other than that?”
Rafael’s eyes met the Daywalker’s. “It’s hard to explain to someone who hasn’t experienced the second life for real.”
“Try me.”
Rafael turned his face upward, to the opalescent glow of the perimeter shield that held back the water above. “Have you ever wondered why we rely on the shield rather than building a dome like they did at the Citadel?”
Nick shrugged. “I assumed it was so the city could expand as more Nightwalkers emigrated here.”
“That’s partially true. Unlike Anchorpoint and the Citadel, we can only build horizontally if we want to avoid exposing the city, but that’s not the main reason.” Rafael leaned back against the cool stone. “Close your eyes, Nick, and tell me what you feel.”
Nick shut his eyes and reached out with his senses. “The air’s cool; feels slightly moist,” Nick began. “It smells like salt. I can feel the increased pressure from the weight of the water.”
“And what do you hear?”
Nick frowned, his eyes still closed. “Two heartbeats, yours and mine.”
“Pay closer attention, Nicholas. What do you hear?”
There was something else, Nick realized, something other than the thumping of their hearts and the faint rushing sound of the blood pumping through their veins. A rustling in the background added a gentle, rhythmic beat in counterpoint to his pulse. He focused on it, hearing the secondary harmonics layered within the sound, forming a complex percussion at the limits of his awareness. Without even realizing it, he slowed his heartbeat, bringing it into harmony with the soft cadence, and felt himself relax. Opening his eyes, he found his friend smiling at him.
“Now you understand,” said Rafael. He looked up at the shield again. “A solid barrier would muffle the sound of the waves and the water currents against the shield. This is Icehaven, Nicholas. Our sanctuary against the rage of the Red Wind. Here, we are free to think and dream—without fear, without bloodlust.” Rafael reached out and touched Nick’s hand. “You’re safe here, Nick, if you finally want to tell me what happened.”
“Rafael…” Nick hesitated. “You’ve been a good friend to me, and I don’t want to lose your respect or your friendship. When I tell you what I did, it might cost me both.”
“Then you’ll just have to trust me enough to tell me and see what happens.”
“It’s not about trust, Raf,” Nick said. “It’s about honor.” Sighing, he closed his eyes. “When did you join the Armistice?”
Rafael frowned. “Twenty-thirty-five. Right after I heard about the off-world colonies the Triumvirate had been building. It was the creation of the Spacer Guild that pushed me over the edge. I was amazed they would give that much power to an autonomous civilian organization. It was contrary to everything the Court had told us about the Armistice and its leaders. So I took a chance, packed my entire life into two carry-on bags, and ran like hell before my superiors could eliminate me for desertion.”
“Twenty-thirty-five,” repeated Nick. He opened his eyes and turned to look at the Nightwalker. “Were you part of the expeditionary force that claimed the vacant Luscian territories after the Burning?”
“Yes. I had lived in Marseilles since the end of twenty-thirty-three. I hope you’re not offended. No one knew you existed when the expansion began, and Luscian had locked down some prime real estate in Europe and the Ukraine. House Tervilant just moved the fastest and most decisively, so when we claimed all of France, it was pretty much a fait accompli.”
“Did you know anyone in Paris?”
Rafael shrugged. “Not really. The Magister claimed Paris as his capital. Only his elite soldiers and high-ranking scions wound up there.” Rafael frowned slightly. “Why?”
Nick took a deep breath. “Toby was in Paris a few days ago. He ran into a Nightwalker in a bar; she kindled his Gift.”
“I see…” Rafael eyes followed the sculpted waves in the sand before him. “That’s unfortunate. Was he able to get away without having to fight her?”
“Yes.”
“Then everything is fine. Some intensive training and a little discipline, and he’ll be good to go.”
“I swore I would destroy any house that hurt one of my family, Rafael. If I backed down, something like this could have happened again someday—with my sister or my mother. I had to do something spectacular in revenge to ensure the Court took notice.” Nick leaned forward, clasping his hands together in his lap. “I trapped the Children of Darkness inside the city and cast a permanent spell of purification over it.” He paused and then rushed on. “They all died, every Nightwalker in Paris, tens of thousands of them. I killed them all, even the Magister and the Primogenitor. I cut off the head of House Tervilant.”
Rafael stared at him, shocked. Then he reached out and clasped Nick’s trembling hands. “And how are you holding up, afterward?”
Nick’s laugh echoed through the silent garden. “How am I holding up? I tell you I wiped out the entire leadership of your house, and you ask about me?”
Letting go of Nick’s hands, Rafael embraced the Daywalker. “My former house,” he whispered. “My current friend. No contest.”
“Thank you, Rafael.” Nick returned the Nightwalker’s embrace and then sat back against the cool stone and ran his hands through his hair. “I should go. There’s still work to be done before I can truly finish this. I’m sorry I doubted you, Raf.”
 
* * *
 
Rafael watched Nick stand, the pieces of the puzzle he had been trying to assemble finally fitting into place. He remembered the first time he heard Nick’s voice, brash and arrogant, issuing across the psychic landscape of Europe on the day Soulkiller’s Bane declared himself before the supernatural world. The memory contrasted with the Daywalker’s vulnerable, lost expression the day they had first met during the memorial service at the Citadel. The contradiction between Nick’s public and private face had intrigued Rafael from the beginning. He had never regretted striking up a conversation with this enigmatic Daywalker at the reception afterward.
Rafael stood as well and lightly clasped Nick’s shoulders. “Nicholas, I have killed innocents myself, more times than I care to remember. Even without a soul, I know how strong the need can be to avoid living your life again afterward.”
Fatigue marred Nick’s features. “I did it in cold blood, Raf—after almost half a year of relative time to plan it and set it up. I could have turned aside at any point, but I went through with it anyway, as if it were just another gambit in chess. How evil have I become, to do something like that and simply not care?”
Rafael sighed and sat again, patting the stone bench next to him.
Nick looked at him for a moment, then silently sat back down.
Lacing his fingers together in front of him, Rafael chose his words carefully. “Nicholas, for all your power and responsibility, you’re barely thirty-eight years old. You’ve just been through a difficult, drawn-out ordeal, and you’re probably still in shock. Just because you feel numb now doesn’t mean it won’t hit you later. Give it time before you make any rash decisions.” He focused his full attention on Nick, trying to convince the Daywalker of his sincerity. “What did Scott and Jeremy say when you told them what you did?”
“I haven’t talked to them yet.”
“Why not?”
Nick slumped on the park bench. “There’s still more I have to do if I want to cement its impact with the Court, otherwise the effort will be wasted.” He wearily met Rafael’s concerned gaze. “It may have been tactically necessary, but that doesn’t change the fact that I murdered an entire city full of people, none of whom had committed any crime against me personally.
“The Nightwalker who kindled Toby’s Gift was the only one who truly deserved to be on the receiving end of my vengeance, and she was already dead when I made my move. However I justify my actions, whether I say I was avenging my honor or an invasion of my lands, it doesn’t wash away the blood on my hands.”
The Daywalker shivered in his seat. “Scott is a just, decent man. He could turn his back on me forever over this, and I wouldn’t blame him. I could lose Jeremy—hell, even Toby. I don’t know if I’m ready to face the rest of my life alone.”
Rafael gave him a small, knowing smile. “You couldn’t tell them because you were afraid. So you told me because it would hurt less if I turned on you.” He looked at Nick, amused. “Am I so dispensable?”
Nick’s face reddened. “I didn’t mean it like that. Maybe you’re right. Perhaps I came to you first to test the waters, but that doesn’t mean I care about you any less.”
“Go home, Nicholas,” Rafael said gravely. “Tell them the truth about what you did, and let them see who you really are. If they’re worth holding on to, they’ll come through for you in the end.”
“Are we still friends?”
“We are. Nothing you’ve told me changes anything.” Rafael smiled at him sadly. “Go home, Nicholas. Tell your friends and your lover the truth. If they’re anything like the people you tell me they are, it won’t change anything for them either.”
“Thanks, Raf, for being here.” Nick smiled and stood, apparently planning his next move.
“What are friends for?” He shrugged dismissively as he watched Nick walk toward the park’s exit. “So, now what?” Rafael called after him. “Are you heading back to Anchorpoint?”
Nick turned, his expression steely. “No. I’m going to see an old flame and ask him if he loves me enough to watch my back while I brave a nest of vipers.”
“Somehow, Nicholas, I get the impression you’re not exaggerating in the least.” Rafael sighed. “It would mean a lot to me if you were there for my two-hundred-fiftieth birthday next year.”
Nick smiled. “That’s a lot of candles, Raf. I wouldn’t want to miss seeing you try to blow them all out.”
“Then do me a favor, okay? Don’t get yourself killed.”
Nick stared at him for several moments. “I’ll see what I can do,” he said finally. Then he turned and walked away.
Rafael watched Nick go and then turned his attention to one of the stones in the raked sand. Rippling waves spread outward in the carefully ordered sea around it. Once he was sure Nick was out of earshot, Rafael stood. “Ballista,” he instructed his AI, “get me clearance from the Anchorpoint Transit Hub to jump to Armistice Security Headquarters, tunnel level, and request the city garrison’s security AI to grant me permission to visit a new Sentinel trainee named Tobias Jameson.”
 



CHAPTER 31
 
Court of Shadows Council Chamber Complex, Alexandria, Egypt; The next night
“How do you think I should play this?” Nick asked as he stared down the long tunnel ahead of him.
“Be dominant,” Lorcan suggested from beside him. “Don’t back down, no matter the insult, even if it means provoking a duel. Show no fear and no remorse. Anything less and they’ll kill you before you leave the room.”
He looked over Nick’s tan suit critically, noting the carefully embroidered seal of House Luscian on the left breast pocket and the triskelion adorning the triangular brooch on the right lapel. “It would probably go over much better if you hadn’t chosen to wear Armistice insignia and Daywalker colors.”
Nick snorted. “They know what I am. If I don’t show pride in my allegiance to Rory and the Grace, they’ll take it as an admission of weakness and eat me alive.”
Lorcan’s expression was unreadable as he casually smoothed the cuffs of his own black suit. The Seal of House Diluthical—a Celtic knot interwoven with the rune for ‘eternity’ in Arcolin—was embroidered on the left breast pocket. “True enough,” he conceded quietly. He faced the bright light at the end of the tunnel. “If you’re ready, it’s time we made our entrance.”
The two strode down the corridor, Lorcan walking on Nick’s right to denote their alliance. At the tunnel’s end, they stepped through the archway and into the entry hall. Floating globes of pure magic lit the room, their shadows shifting as the lights bobbed along, carried by random air currents. Five Nightwalkers barred their way forward, their swords ready. In the center was the Night’s Herald—the head of the elite security forces who guarded the Council Chamber Complex.
Her crimson eyes watched them with suspicion, and her fangs were extended in hostility as she addressed them. “Who seeks entry into the Court of Shadows?” she asked in a booming voice, speaking ritualized Arcolin, a language dating from the start of the war.
Nick stepped forward first, drawing on Luscian’s memories to address her in the same language. “I am Nicholas Magister Luscian Primogenitor Jiao-long, called Soulkiller’s Bane, called the Prince of Thunder. I am the Triumvirate Council Ambassador to Humanity, and I claim the right to raise my voice in Council.”
She nodded, acknowledging the request, and grudgingly said, “You have the right, Nicholas Magister Luscian. You must surrender your sword to be allowed entry into the Council Chamber.”
Calling Reaper to his hand, Nick encased the sword in a tight shield of magic, willing it to remain corporeal before holding it out horizontally, resting on his palms. To avoid touching it, the Herald accepted it by telekinesis and then passed it to one of the guards for storage. Then she faced him again, reaching into her coat to remove a small crystal orb that glowed with a green light.
“Prince Nicholas,” she said, switching to English, “you are known to possess an implanted artificial intelligence. You will shut it down and allow us to verify its inactivity before you proceed.”
“Rapier,” instructed Nick, “execute timed AI shutdown protocol with reactivation set for one hour.”
“Offline.”
The Herald watched as the green light faded from the crystal in her hand. She nodded in satisfaction. “You may pass, Magister.”
“I will wait for my Primogenitor before proceeding.” Nick’s tone was arrogantly self-assured.
“So be it.” She turned to Lorcan. “Who seeks entry into the Court of Shadows?”
“I am Lorcan Magister Diluthical Primogenitor Luscian, called the Prince of Subterfuge, and I claim the right to raise my voice in Council,” Lorcan said in Arcolin.
“You have the right, Lorcan Magister Diluthical. You must surrender your sword to be allowed entry into the Council Chamber.”
Lorcan called his sword to his hand and stepped forward, handing it to the Herald hilt-first. Reaching out for it, she stopped as the crystal orb glowed green again. Staring at him in suspicion, she switched again to English. “You also have an artificial intelligence in your possession, Magister Diluthical. Have you submitted to AI implantation?”
Lorcan shook his head, noticing the points of the soldiers’ swords rise slightly as they readied themselves to attack. “No, Herald, I have not. The AI is completely self-contained within a portable external device.”
The Herald bared her fangs. “It is forbidden for members of the Court of Shadows and their vassals to own artifacts of Armistice technology without first submitting them to the Court for analysis, Magister Diluthical. Have you sworn allegiance to the Triumvirate, my Lord? Otherwise, your possession of this device constitutes a serious crime.”
Lorcan drew himself up to his full height. “I do not serve the Triumvirate,” he said haughtily. “The artifact does not belong to me, Herald. It remains in my custody only, a loan from Armistice Security for the express purpose of maintaining communications with my Magister.” He glared at her. “I have committed no crime. Do you wish to challenge my honor?”
She regarded him with a sneer. “Very well. You may retain possession of the device upon your exit from the Council Chamber. However, you will deactivate and surrender it now before you will be allowed to proceed.”
Lorcan reached into his pocket and removed an oblong of white metal topped by crystal, roughly the size of a cellular phone. He pressed a small switch at the side, and the green glow of the Herald’s orb extinguished. He handed his sword and the portable AI to the Herald without further comment.
“You may pass, Magister Diluthical,” she said.
Side by side, Nick and Lorcan walked the length of the entry hall toward the Council Chamber and finally entered a spacious amphitheater. The shallow dome ceiling was decorated with a vivid mosaic featuring the seal of the Court of Shadows—a serpent biting its tail, its writhing coils surrounding the Arcolin rune for power. More of the floating, magical globes drifted beneath it, their shadows dappling rank upon rank of vampire lords, all seated on the tiered seats below.
Nick and Lorcan walked toward the combat circle, which was marked out in human blood on a layer of white sand in the central open space. It was redrawn at sunset for every Assembly, allowing the assembled Magisters to watch the duelists whenever a challenge was forthcoming. A Full Assembly could only be called by the Magister of one of the twenty greater houses, a list from which House Luscian had never been officially removed.
Arrogantly, Nick strode over to stand before the Champion’s lectern, just to the right of the dividing line between the two halves of the circle. Lorcan followed. It was his right, as Primogenitor Luscian, to stand beside his Master in case the Challenge of Kings was called. The leaders of the greater houses glowered at him, resenting his intrusion into the coveted lower circles of the amphitheater, but said nothing aloud. Yet.
Aleksei Magister Tailizered, the Huntmaster of the Council since the fall of Luscian, stood from his place at the High Table before them. “Nicholas Magister Luscian,” he said in a heavy Russian accent, “you have destroyed one of the largest Nightwalker communities in the world and poisoned the entire territory against us. Why should we not execute you where you stand to eliminate the threat you pose to our people?”
Nick placed his hands on either side of the lectern. “My Lord Imperator, perhaps a better question would be whether it is already too late?”
“Explain your meaning, Magister Luscian,” demanded the Huntmaster.
“It took six months of relative time to design the necessary spellform and prepare the containment circle, but only because it was the first time and I was doing it by myself. The reason it took so long was the careful execution of the containment circle so that it would last forever. If forever hadn’t been an issue, a much simpler circle could have been cast, without the need for blood magic, designed to dissipate under the strain after a few passes of the standing wave. The purification spell would have rippled over the city several times, killing all Nightwalkers within, and then collapsed as the perimeter ward failed. The city would have been cleansed but would then have remained open for immediate reoccupation.
“In effect, my Lords, I created a clean, first-strike, anti-personnel weapon that will destroy the Nightwalker population of an entire territory and then dissipate with no further consequences. You should consider well before you ever again invoke my wrath, or I will see to it that the weapon is deployed.”
Aleksei came forward from behind the High Table to stand before Nick. The Russian Magister was tall, burly, with a ruddy complexion and pale blond hair. “Do you think the simple threat of genocide will save you, Magister Luscian? We would be better served to kill you before you have a chance to strike any of us again.”
Nick bared his fangs. Aleksei carried his authority like a club, but that was only a facade. The Huntmaster was known for subtlety and deception, and he played up his coarse appearance to allow his enemies to underestimate him. Nick wasn’t fooled. “And that, also, would be too late, my Lord Imperator. I have no intention of casting this spell again, but I have made it possible for others to do so. I’ve created two diagrams of the spellform, straightforward enough that any group of Master Spellcasters can invoke them. One is designed to be cast by five Nightwalker sorcerers acting in concert. If that information is released to the various houses of the world, the Court of Shadows will effectively cease to exist. The houses will all return to warring upon each other, as they did before Luscian forced them to meet in the First Council to settle their differences.
“My Father created the Court of Shadows to impose order on your culture, and I have created the means to erase the last vestige of his legacy from history. Provoke me again, and I will set in motion the collapse of Nightwalker society, without guilt or remorse. Think carefully before you test my resolve.”
“And what, pray tell, is the purpose of the second spellform you have described?”
A man Nick didn’t recognize had entered the circle and stood at the Challenger’s lectern. “Who is that?” Nick asked Lorcan, struck by the newcomer’s hate-filled glare.
“Alejandro Magister Tervilant,” said Lorcan. “He was Praetor rank, before Paris. They inducted him this afternoon, before the sun had even set.”
Nick turned his attention to the Challenger. “Magister Tervilant, the second spellform is designed to be cast by seven Fire Sentinels. If, for any reason, House Luscian is attacked or is destroyed by non-conventional means, that information will be automatically released over the human Internet and television broadcast systems, easily reaching the entire unaffiliated Sentinel population of the world. That is my failsafe protocol. Should I be taken out of play, I’d die knowing the Children of Darkness wouldn’t survive me for long. If you don’t destroy each other, fighting among yourselves, the Sentinels would certainly wipe out any survivors.
“My Lords, I have put in place all the elements for an entirely new phase of the war between Sentinels and Nightwalkers—one that will guarantee your defeat. My goodwill is all that stands between your survival and complete extermination. Defy me at your peril, for I am not inclined to be merciful.”
The Magister Tervilant slammed his fist on the lectern in front of him. “All of this is irrelevant! Huntmaster, whether he has this new weapon at his disposal or is just bluffing, the fact remains that he destroyed the Seat of House Tervilant and all of its senior leadership in an act of war. We demand repayment from House Luscian for this effrontery.”
The Huntmaster glared contemptuously at the Challenger and then turned his attention to Nick. “What say you, Magister Luscian? What restitution do you offer House Tervilant for your unprovoked attack on their lands and leadership?”
“France has belonged to House Luscian since the beginning of the Second Age. House Tervilant is trespassing on my territory. I merely removed an intruder from my lands.”
“This is farcical!” raged Alejandro. “Those lands are ours! House Luscian’s claim on that territory lapsed when it fell, and the Court of Shadows ratified our claim in the absence of any opposition. The time to challenge our occupation of France was seven years ago, Magister Luscian. You have no right to anything in our lands but what we give you, and that is precious little.” The new Magister’s face darkened with anger.
Nick smiled in response. “I agree with you, Magister. By my reading of Court of Shadows protocol, the window of time allowed to challenge the hostile annexation of territory by another house is five years from the moment the aggressor formally serves notice to the defender house of their actions.”
The Magister Tervilant drew himself up and smiled, showing his fangs. “Then your challenge is dismissed by your own words. The territory of France belongs to us.”
“Alejandro Magister Tervilant,” Nick said pleasantly, “you formally informed me of the actions of House Tervilant in invading my lands less than two minutes ago, when you entered the circle as Challenger. Until that moment, no legal basis for any claim on my lands had been put forward by House Tervilant. Prince Xavier’s occupation of Paris was an unsanctioned act of aggression, and I was completely within my rights to expunge him and his entourage from my city. By law, it is I who am owed compensation for your incursion into my territory. What do you intend to offer?”
“Outrageous!” screamed Alejandro, banging a clenched fist down on the lectern. “You dare to—”
“Prince Alejandro,” the Huntmaster said wryly, “the Magister Luscian’s analysis of the law is correct.”
Alejandro stared at him incredulously. “My Lord Imperator, surely you jest? House Luscian was dead. There was no one to inform when our expansion began. When should we have found time to prostrate ourselves before this miserable Daywalker?”
“Huntmaster, may I speak?” Lorcan’s tone was deferential.
“You may speak, Magister Diluthical, if you have anything relevant to say to this matter,” Aleksei conceded.
“Magister Tervilant,” Lorcan addressed Alejandro, “do you remember the last time we met in person, when we both held Praetor rank?”
Alejandro frowned. “I have performed no diplomatic duties that required negotiation with House Diluthical.”
“I was not Praetor Diluthical at the time, my Lord. I served Prince Nicholas as Praetor Luscian for two weeks after he first declared himself.”
Alejandro turned white.
“So you do remember, my Lord,” Lorcan said with a grin. “There was a point in our negotiations when I asked you whether you wished to present formal notice to the Magister Luscian of your claim on his lands in order to legalize House Tervilant’s occupation of France. You declined. In fact, you laughed in my face. You told me House Luscian had become a footnote in history, unworthy of any effort to appease.”
“It seems you have personally engineered the decapitation of your house, Prince Alejandro,” Nick said. “Congratulations on your elevation to mastery. Now, if you have nothing further to offer, are you ready to hear my terms?”
“What terms?” Alejandro focused on Nick with suspicion.
“House Tervilant may remain as tenants on my land, as long as you recognize my authority over that territory. As tribute, your people will allow into my lands all Nightwalkers and Sentinels who desire asylum with House Luscian, and you will defend their persons and their honor from all threats until you deliver them into the custody of the Armistice Security garrison at Castle Night.”
Alejandro scowled. “You wish us to offer sanctuary to deserters? What possible reason would we have to help you recruit traitors into the service of the Triumvirate?”
“Those are my terms, Magister Tervilant. Take them or leave them.” Nick let his voice deepen as his fangs extended fully. “But if you refuse, I will expect you to be out of my lands within three days. After that, I shall begin cleansing my cities of those who remain.”
“Ridiculous!” Alejandro threw up his hands. “Why don’t you ask us to sign your stinking Armistice Declaration itself, if you are going to make impossible demands?”
“All in good time, Magister. This treaty will remain in force for five years. At the end of that time, we will renegotiate the terms of the agreement, and I may impose additional conditions.”
“House Tervilant will never agree to be your lackeys, Daywalker!” Alejandro seethed. “We would rather die.”
Nick shrugged nonchalantly. “Then you will die. It makes no difference. Unless I have your agreement, in three days all of your people who chose to remain in my territory will be exterminated. You are the Magister Tervilant. Their honor is your honor to defend. Is your pride greater than your honor?” Nick turned away from him. “You have three days. I await your final answer.”
“Is there anything else, Magister Luscian?” the Huntmaster said with heavy sarcasm.
“Just this, Huntmaster.” Nick stepped away from the lectern to stand directly in front of Aleksei. “I am the last scion of the Eldest House. My existence is Luscian’s final legacy to you. If I must cast down the civilization the Children of Darkness have built to achieve my ends, I will do so without hesitation. It would be wise not to underestimate me again.” Turning his back on the leader of the Court of Shadows, Nick walked calmly out of the Council Chamber, Lorcan marching a step behind him.
 



CHAPTER 32
 
House Diluthical Stronghold, BinnMhadagáin, Belfast, Northern Ireland; One hour later
“Do you think they bought it, Ruarc?”
Standing beside Nick, Lorcan gazed over the roof of his fortress at the stars. “It’s hard to say. No one is going to share information with me, given my ties to you. We’ll know more in three days.” He sighed. “You might as well relax for a while. I can show you to the guest quarters if you want to rest, unless you’d prefer to head back to Jeremy.”
Nick shook his head. “I wouldn’t know what to say to Jer after these last couple of days. He’s come so far from the person he was when we met, and now I’m turning into the same kind of manipulative psychopath Medusa was. How am I any different?”
Lorcan stepped closer and casually draped an arm over Nick’s shoulders. “Does it really matter? So you and Jeremy’s former mistress have a few things in common; that doesn’t mean you’re anything alike. You’re you, Nicholas. That’s all that matters to any of us, Jeremy included.”
Nick sighed and laid his head tiredly on Lorcan’s shoulder. Closing his eyes, he slipped his left arm around Lorcan’s waist. Lorcan froze, startled by the unexpected gesture of familiarity, and then inhaled the scent of his former lover, finding nothing there other than friendship. Regardless, he tentatively reached up to run his fingers gently through Nick’s hair, the way he used to. Nick didn’t protest. Opening his senses fully, Lorcan recorded the sensation of Nick’s weight on his body, the stirring of his quiet breath, the touch of his arm. He didn’t know how long he stood there, glorying in his love’s nearness, just out of reach.
The door to the roof opened, and Siobhan, Lorcan’s second-in-command, walked onto the observation deck with a scroll in her hand. She started to speak, then saw Nick and Lorcan standing intimately, arm in arm. Closing her mouth, she turned to the four guards at the door.
“Leave us,”
she commanded silently over the bloodline.
“Wait inside the door until you are called back to this level.”
The guard commander bowed slightly.
“Your will, Primogenitor,”
he responded as he led his officers off the roof.
Siobhan knelt on the stone floor and sent her words to Lorcan through the bloodline.
“My Lord, my life is yours;
I am your blade to wield.”
“I accept your honor, Primogenitor, to defend as if it were my own.”
Lorcan did not turn around, and his inner voice was resigned.
“Go ahead and get it off your chest, Siobhan. You won’t be happy until you do.”
Siobhan stood and watched them, both vampire lords ignoring her presence. Finally, she spoke to Lorcan again through the bloodline.
“Master, it has been a year since he stood by and allowed the Triumvirate to drive you from his side. Are you still in love with him, despite the fact he is already mated?”
Lorcan sighed. He liked Siobhan. She had initially been quite hostile when he named her Primogenitor Diluthical, unwilling to bend her knee to a vampire a quarter of her age. However, she was quick to appreciate his skillful political maneuvering in the wake of the failed attempt to assassinate Nick. She had become one of his strongest supporters from the remains of Brion’s upper echelon, at least for the moment. Lorcan wasn’t about to let his guard down with her, though. No alliance lasts forever among the Children of Darkness.
“Yes, Siobhan, I still love him, more than anything.”
“You can never be together, my Lord. Not unless you can convince him to dispose of his Leshir. Do you think that will happen?”
Lorcan took a deep breath, again finding no evidence of desire in Nick’s scent.
“No, Siobhan. He will never let go of Jeremy for my sake.”
She walked forward to stand beside him, on the opposite side to Nick.
“So, you choose to be the Selaya to their union.”
Lorcan closed his eyes.
“Yes, I suppose I do.”
“Does he know that?”
“Yes,”
he whispered silently. “Why did you come up here, Siobhan?” he asked out loud, unable to keep the edge of irritability out of his tone.
She handed him the scroll. Unwilling to let go of Nick, Lorcan unrolled it with his left hand, read the short message, and smiled. Then he turned to place a feather-light kiss on Nick’s forehead. Immediately, he shook the Daywalker roughly to cover it. “Wake up, Nick,” he said loudly. “There’s news.”
Nick shifted in his arms and then opened his eyes and lifted his head. “What happened?” he asked.
Lorcan handed him the scroll. Nick took it, shaking his head at the terse wording, and then blinked and read it again. He stared at Lorcan as the other vampire stepped away from him. “It can’t be this easy.”
“I’m sure it’s a gambit of some kind, but for the moment, you’ve won. Go home, Nick, and let them know what you did to protect them. I’m sure your brother is waiting to see you again, not to mention Jeremy.”
Nick nodded, looking down again at House Tervilant’s acceptance of his terms. “You’re right. I should get back.” He drew his former lover into a hug. “Thank you for being here through all of this, Ruarc. It means a lot to me.”
“Well, I must get back to my duties.” Siobhan smiled at Nick. “Goodnight, Magister.” She turned to Lorcan, and her smile grew predatory. “Goodnight, Selaya.” Then she laughed and strode to the door.
Nick frowned at Lorcan. “‘Selaya’? That’s Arcolin for ‘silent tracker’. New nickname?”
“It’s just an expression.” Lorcan blushed furiously, all the while inundating Siobhan with curses over the bloodline. “Sort of a term of endearment.”
Nick glanced at the door Siobhan had exited through. “Um, are the two of you involved?”
Lorcan’s eyes bulged. “Me and Siobhan? I would sooner bed a jaguar. No, she’s an ally, that’s all. She thinks men play too many games, so she delights in playing tricks on us. It’s nothing.”
Nick shrugged. “I should get back to Anchorpoint. I want to see how Toby’s settling in, and I need to give the Triumvirate an update on the situation in France. We need to be prepared if we get any new recruits coming through the Castle Night garrison.” He looked back at Lorcan. “Thanks for your help, Ruarc. I mean it.”
“I am Primogenitor Luscian, Master,” Lorcan said quietly. “Just doing my job.”
Nick looked at him sadly for a moment before he teleported away.
“Take care, Love,” Lorcan said to the empty air.
 
Armistice Security Training Center, Anchorpoint City, Grand Mesa, Colorado; Three hours later
Nick sat in the center of the visitor’s room and rubbed his hands nervously on his pants. He could feel Ana and Scott conferring silently over a temporary link, but he didn’t eavesdrop. Jeremy watched him with a blank expression, and Toby simply sat in his chair behind the sparkling force field, cradling his head in his hands.
Finally, Nick couldn’t stand it any longer. “Guys, say something,” he said into the silence.
Scott sighed. “You did what you thought you had to, Nick.”
“Your tactics were a little extreme,” Ana added, “but you accomplished what you set out to do.”
“You were protecting your family.” Jeremy glanced at Scott and Ana. “I think we can all get behind that.”
Scott patted Nick’s shoulder, and the Daywalker slumped, relieved, under his touch. “Wow, you were really worried, weren’t you?” asked Scott.
“I’ve done a lot of horrible things in my time, Scotty, but nothing like this. I wasn’t sure you’d want to stick with me afterward.”
Ana snorted. “We’re not quite that fickle. You don’t have to sugarcoat who you are for us.”
“Toby?” Nick turned to his brother.
Raising his head, Toby stared at Nick through the lazily swirling lights of the containment field between them. His nerves were still shot, but he had calmed down after his initial violent reaction to Nick’s presence. The anger and disappointment on his face had nothing to do with the Gift. “Guys,” he said, his voice constricted as he got to his feet, “can you excuse us? I need to talk to my brother alone.”
“Toby—” Jeremy’s tone carried a hint of warning.
“Alone, Jer.”
The three other Sentinels glanced at each other and quietly filed out of the room.
Nick swallowed, reading the fury in his brother’s emotions. “Toby, I had to—”
“I don’t give a damn about that!” Toby cut him off. Picking up his chair, he hurled it at his brother.
Nick ducked as the chair bounced off the security field between them.
His fists clenched at his sides, Toby yelled at his brother. “So you killed a city full of Nightwalkers. Big deal! You could have wiped out the entire country and I wouldn’t care. Good riddance!”
Nick stepped forward, laying his palm against the force field. Reacting to the pressure, the swirling lights of the shimmering barrier clustered around his fingertips, surrounding his hand with a glowing aura. “That’s the Gift talking, Toby. Not you.”
Toby sighed as he placed his hand against Nick’s, on his side of the barrier. “Big brother,” he whispered, “I would never have turned my back on you. You should have known that by now. But that’s not what’s pissing me off.”
“What then?” Nick frowned.
“An old drinking buddy of yours came to see me yesterday afternoon. Said his name was Rafael.”
Nick blinked. “Raf came here? During the day?”
Toby nodded. “He was worried about you. He thought I was the person with the best chance to use his information successfully.”
“What information?” Nick looked confused.
“He could smell it on you, Nick,” Toby said angrily. “He said you probably used magic to scrub it out of your system, but he knew your scent well enough to pick up on the residual traces.”
Nick collapsed into his chair. “Oh, God. Toby, I—”
“Don’t deny it, Nick. Just talk to me.” Toby righted his chair and sat, leaning forward close to the barrier. “When did you start using again?”
Nick closed his eyes, blocking out his brother’s focused stare. “A few months ago, my time. I found it on a smuggler in Paris while I was laying down the containment circle.”
“God, Nick, how could you be so stupid?” Toby fumed. He reached into his Gift for the knowledge of magic that was his birthright. “You tied your life into a blood circle and then cast it while you were high? Are you suicidal, or what?”
Nick hung his head. “No. I had to rest between casting the components of the circle to regenerate my blood volume. That’s when I used it. Then I scrubbed it out of my bloodstream when I went back to casting the circle, so it wouldn’t interfere with the magic.”
“Why, Nick? You were so proud of getting clean. Why go back to it?”
Nick sighed and opened his eyes. “I was alone, Toby,” he said, sounding tired. “Completely on my own for the first time in years. And I was working step-by-step to commit murder on a scale I could barely contemplate.”
“You didn’t have to be alone,” Toby argued. “Hell, I would have helped you cast the spell myself if it would have kept you from falling back into this place.”
They sat in silence for several minutes. “Who else knows?” Nick finally asked.
“Just you, me, Rafael, and Lorcan.” Toby watched as Nick’s head snapped up at the last name. “He called me over the AI link you gave him while you were making your report to the Triumvirate. He said pretty much the same thing as Rafael. Apparently, he cast a spell on you while you weren’t looking, so if any of the Court picked up on it they would think the scent was coming from him, rather than from you. He didn’t want them to think you were weak.”
Nick slumped down farther in his seat. “Thank you, Ruarc,” he said softly.
Toby folded his arms across his chest. “What are you going to do now?”
Nick looked up into his brother’s clear blue eyes, so much like his own. “I beat it once. I can do it again.” He licked his lips. “Will you help me, Tobias?”
“Whatever you need.” Toby’s voice held no judgment or absolution, only commitment as he stepped onto his first battlefield as a Sentinel. “My eyes are open, and I am not afraid.”
 
* * *
 
Nick closed the door of his apartment and sealed it behind him. Stepping into the living room, he saw Jeremy flipping through the pages of an electronic book on a virtual screen floating in front of him. He did not acknowledge Nick’s presence.
“What you reading?” Nick looked over Jeremy’s shoulder.
Jeremy’s eyes remained fixed on the screen. “Nightwalker epic romances from the beginning of the Second Age. Translated, of course,” he said. “My Arcolin is fairly mediocre, even with what I learned from the Gift. I’ve been kind of getting into it for a few months, just out of curiosity. I’m surprised there’s such a strong tradition in that genre of vampire literature. I guess immortality isn’t any help in trying to figure this stuff out.”
Reaching down Nick began to gently massage his lover’s shoulders. “Are you angry that I went to see Lorcan?”
“No.” Jeremy finally turned to look up at Nick. “Just sit down and talk to me.” He picked up the remote and clicked off the screen.
“What do you want to talk about?” Nick walked around the couch and sat in a chair opposite.
“What happened in Alexandria?”
“I told them that if they came after me, I’d tell everyone exactly how to wipe them out.” He shrugged. “They’ve backed down for the moment, but I’m sure they’ll find another avenue of attack.”
Jeremy nodded, and his eyes narrowed. “Were you bluffing?”
“I don’t bluff, Jeremy. You know that.”
“I do know. So, for the time being, you’ve managed to pull their fangs. How do you think they’ll counterattack?”
Nick shrugged. “I’m not sure yet. They’ll probably go after me indirectly. The Huntmaster acknowledged my actions were legal by Court protocol. If history is anything to go by, they’ll try to undermine me politically somehow. Find some excuse to brand me dishonorable.”
Jeremy sniffed. “They won’t have to look far. You challenged them with your former lover at your side.”
Nick stared at his lover silently for a long moment. “I needed his help, Jer. He’s been part of the Court for more than a year now. I haven’t stood in the Council Chamber in person since before Los Angeles. I needed his insight into their thought processes to make sure my speech hit all the right buttons and I didn’t fall into any obvious pitfalls.”
“So you used your influence to force him to roll over on your enemies,” Jeremy said in a quiet voice. “Just like Brion.”
“It wasn’t like that at all.”
Jeremy scowled. “Did you let him touch you?”
Nick’s face colored. “What are you accusing me of, Jeremy?”
“I’ll take that as a yes, then.” Jeremy slumped back into the couch. “I hope you didn’t lead him on for the sake of his strategic knowledge. I never got along with Lorcan, but he deserves better than that.”
“I didn’t lead him on, and I didn’t make him any promises.” Nick’s tone was carefully controlled. “He knows what he is to me and what he isn’t. He’s still my friend, and he knows the limitations of that. I didn’t do anything he could misunderstand.”
Jeremy tilted his head back and stared at the ceiling. “People see what they want to see, Nicholas. It doesn’t matter what race they are.”
Nick stood and glared down at Jeremy. “Where is this coming from, Jer?”
Jeremy was silent for a time before dropping his gaze to meet Nick’s eyes again. “You didn’t want me in Paris. You didn’t want me in Alexandria. How many battles are you going to fight while you force me to stand on the sidelines and do nothing but watch?”
“I didn’t want to risk you, Leshir.” Nick’s shoulders drooped in defeat. “They see you as human, not Sentinel, and that makes you a prime target to get to me.” He looked sadly at his lover. “It’s the same way Luscian saw me when he wanted a way to hurt Rory.”
“Is that why you went to Rafael for comfort after Paris, rather than coming home to me?” Jeremy bit off the last word with a snap.
“How did you—”
Jeremy laughed curtly. “I thought so.” His expression grew sour. “I used to be on your diplomatic staff before I joined Armistice Security, remember? I know the codes to trace Rapier’s locator beacon when he accesses the teleport relay network. When you jumped directly from Paris to Icehaven, it wasn’t hard to put two and two together.” Jeremy leaned forward impatiently. “So tell me, Nick, why could you go to him and not to me?”
Nick paused but maintained eye contact. “You’re the Seer. Nothing stays hidden from you. I had so much blood on my hands, and I didn’t want to stain you with it. I didn’t want you to see it in my mind. This is something I have to learn to live with on my own. And I will learn to live with it, Jer. I just need time.”
Jeremy stood and took Nick’s hand in his own. “I know you did a terrible thing in Paris, but I understand your reasons and the necessity of it. You don’t have to shield me from what you are. Please, just stop trying. I swear, if you promise to be honest with me about what you’re feeling, I will give you as much privacy as you want. I won’t intrude on your mind unless you ask me to.”
“I promise.” Nick squeezed Jeremy’s hand. “I love you, Jeremy.”
“I love you, too.” He draped his arm over Nick’s shoulders and yawned suddenly. “Now come on. It’s late. Let’s get some sleep and not talk anymore about any of your trackers.”
Nick stopped. “Trackers?”
“Oh, right. Sorry.” Jeremy gave him a sheepish smile. “It’s from the Nightwalker ballads I’ve been reading, sort of their literary shorthand for a love triangle. Hunter, prey, and tracker. The hunter catches the prey, and the tracker follows them, waiting for an opportunity to cut the prey loose so he can take it for himself. Shows up a lot—two characters fighting over a third. They even have names for each role. The hunter is called the Dacril, the prey is the Torusk, and the tracker is—”
“The Selaya,” Nick whispered.
“I thought you didn’t know what it meant?”
“I heard someone say it once. I was told it was a term of endearment.”
Jeremy shrugged. “I guess it is nowadays, outside of books. I think it’s used to acknowledge unrequited love—someone who’s just biding his time, waiting for the chance to steal the prey.”
Nick swallowed. “What usually happens to the hunter in those stories?”
“Well, normally, the tracker finds a way to kill the hunter, so that he can live happily ever after with the prey. Gets kind of formulaic after a while, though. It’s the Nightwalker version of a fairy-tale ending.” He looked at Nick curiously. “Why?”
“No reason,” Nick said. He grinned, shaking off his concerns. “It’s not that late, Jer. Are you sure you want to go to sleep right away?”
“I suppose I could be persuaded otherwise.” Jeremy gave a half smile, but it quickly faded. “Nick … I forgot to ask. Was Toby okay with what you did? He looked pretty upset when we left you guys alone.”
Nick’s face froze, and he quickly sat back down. “He was more concerned about the personal repercussions.”
Frowning, Jeremy sat on couch next to him. “What repercussions? You mean, politically?”
Nick shook his head. He held his hands slightly apart, and a green glow appeared between them. It coalesced into a soft leather case about the size of a shaving kit, which he pushed wordlessly toward Jeremy.
Jeremy stared first at Nick and then at case. Then he reached out, undid the zipper that ran around the edge, and unfolded the case, laying it open on the coffee table between them. He ran his gaze over the sterilely-wrapped syringes and the small butane torch before finally coming to rest on the plastic bag filled with brownish-white powder. He closed his eyes. “Please tell me this isn’t heroin.”
Nick was silent.
Jeremy opened his eyes and regarded his lover sadly. “I’m listening, Nicholas.”
“What is there to say?”
Jeremy propped his chin on his left hand. “Before Paris?”
“During,” admitted Nick. “I smelled it on a guy who was coming into the city, and I took it from him.”
Jeremy tapped the bag of brown powder. “Is this all you have?”
Nick nodded.
“You want it back?”
Nick’s eyes flicked down to the drug and then back to Jeremy. He said nothing.
Jeremy’s expression hardened. “Thank you for not lying, at least.”
“I promised,” Nick said in resignation.
“You made a lot of promises, Nicholas.” Jeremy’s eyes flashed with sudden anger.
“Not to you.”
Sighing, Jeremy leaned forward and tiredly ran his fingers through his hair. “No, you didn’t. You have never been anything but honest with me.” He looked up at Nick. “Are you going to stop?”
“Yes,” Nick whispered. He looked down at the injection kit dispassionately. Drawing a sigil in the air, his fingertips trailing orange fire, Nick waved his hand over the case. The entire leather case and its contents, as well as the glass tabletop beneath it, crumbled immediately into fine gray dust. As he locked eyes with Jeremy, he was gripped by sudden panic. Breathing shallowly, he forced himself to speak. “The next couple of months will be unbelievably bad.”
Jeremy covered Nick’s trembling ones with his own. “We’ll get through this. I’ll be right here next to you the entire time, and so will the others.”
“I’m scared, Jeremy.”
“You’re safe, Nick. No one will ever hurt you while I’m here.”
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CHAPTER 33
 
August 2041; Anchorpoint City, Grand Mesa, Colorado; Nineteen months after public exposure
Nick slipped the beige suit jacket off the hanger and pulled it on.
“Leaving so soon?”
Turning, he smiled at the sight of Jeremy watching him from the bed. “We can’t spend every minute of our lives together, Jeremy.” He walked to the bed and leaned in for a kiss. “I have to go to work.”
“Scott can handle the press briefing without you. He’s done it before.” Jeremy slid his hands under the suit coat and playfully caressed Nick’s chest. “Come on, take a day off.”
“Can’t. I’ve only been back at work for a week, and it’s the last briefing before Armistice Day. I’m going to be the host; I have to be there.” Despite his refusal, Nick almost purred at Jeremy’s touch, and his eyes began to change color. Gathering his wits, he leaned back, grinning. “Damn, Jeremy. How am I supposed to keep up with you?”
“Can’t help it. I want you all the time.”
“Tell you what.” Nick traced his index finger slowly down Jeremy’s naked chest. “I just have to do this one thing, and I’ll be yours for the rest of the day. In the meantime, you can think about what you want to do for your birthday.”
Jeremy shrugged. “As long as I get to spend it with you, I’ll be happy. Any ideas?”
“Kind of. I thought maybe I could take you out for lunch.”
Jeremy rolled his eyes. “I think we’ve already tried every restaurant we can get to without a jumpship, Nick.”
“Not inside the Armistice,” Nick whispered with a grin.
“What do you mean?” Jeremy fluffed a pillow and put it behind his back.
“There are more than seventy countries in the world that don’t have extradition treaties with the United States. I’m sure at least some of them have decent restaurants.”
Jeremy swallowed, taken aback. “It might be nice to go somewhere else for a change.”
“I’ll send you the files on the countries we can go to, Leshir. Pick one. I’ll set it up for this afternoon.”
Jeremy kissed him again. “You’re too good to me.”
“That’s my job now, Jer.” He stroked his boyfriend’s cheek.
“You’d better get going then, or you’re going to be late for your other job—the one that pays the bills.” Jeremy smirked.
“See you when I get home. Rapier, set up a transit for me to the Washington Embassy.”
“Teleport ready.”
“Execute.”
The world faded away, replaced by the gateway level of the embassy. Nick strode over the eight-pointed star pattern that adorned the floor of the platform. Passing the cubicles that extended in four directions, with wide aisles between them, Nick walked down the white hallway to the short-range, fixed-point teleport and jumped down to ground level. Recently renovated when they started inviting members of the human media to visit for the monthly briefings, the usual gray carpet had been upgraded to black marble floors and crystal chandeliers. Nothing like making a good first impression, he had argued at the time.
As he made his way to the briefing room, he wished the Armistice decorators wouldn’t always work with the white, gray, and black tones the Triumvirate had chosen to represent the three races at the beginning. It was deeply symbolic, he understood, but it got a little monotonous. Maybe he’d suggest they add some color if they ever got around to letting humans into Armistice Security.
Perhaps a nice cobalt blue. That should set the cat among the pigeons.
He smiled, thinking of how scandalized everyone would be, and then finally reached the antechamber door and stepped inside the green room.
Scott looked up from his newspaper and smiled. “I wondered if you were going to make it.”
“Jeremy didn’t want to let me go.”
Folding up the paper, Scott stretched his arms above his head. “I figured. Don’t worry, some of the reporters are running late, so we’ve still got some time.”
“Don’t let Jeremy hear that.” Nick dropped into another chair. “He’s turned into a crazed sex maniac.”
Scott smirked. “Yeah, I’ll bet. I remember what it was like to be a newlywed.”
“Um, we’re not married, Scotty.”
Scott looked at him knowingly. “How long do you plan to be together?”
“For as long as he’s alive.”
Scott smiled. “Then maybe you should give that some thought sometime.”
“Vampires don’t usually go for that sort of thing.”
“Yeah, because you’ve always been one to stick with convention?” Scott snorted.
Nick looked away. “I can’t. Not yet. I’m not ready.”
Turning to the security monitors, Scott watched as another group of reporters entered the briefing room. “I guess it would set my mind at ease if I knew you were settled.”
Nick pulled his chair a little closer. “I know you feel responsible for me after what you saw that night in Ottawa,” he said. “I will always love you, no matter what, but you don’t have to worry about me. I’m happy—and sober. The future will take care of itself. I’ll be fine.”
“It looks like everyone’s here.” Scott changed the subject as he watched the last reporter take his seat.
“Then let’s get it over with.” Nick placed his hand on the security plate, and the door slid silently aside, allowing them to walk out onto the dais before the assembled members of the press.
 
* * *
 
Three floors above, an agent in her mid-twenties stood uncertainly in one of the major intersections of the senior staff offices and tugged on her blonde braid uncertainly. She rechecked the map in her hand. How anyone managed to navigate this place, she had no idea. Finally, she found the large double office she wanted and knocked perfunctorily before stepping through the open door.
At the knock, Ana looked up. “Can I help you, Agent?” She turned her chair to face the visitor.
Natalya handed over the files she carried. “Yes, Ma’am. Here are the paper files you requested—the journalist candidates to join the human delegation at the Armistice Day celebration next month.”
Ana sighed. “Thanks. Most of them have been in the business so long that the bulk of their work is offline. How many have made the cut so far?” Ana flipped through the dossiers.
“Eighteen, Ma’am.”
Ana laughed. “What’s your name, Agent?”
“Natalya, Ma’am. Natalya Chernikova.”
“Natalya, Sentinels don’t need to stand on formality. My name’s Ana, not ‘ma’am’.” She noticed the map in Natalya’s hand. “Are you new? I don’t believe we’ve met, although that wouldn’t be hard in this madhouse.”
“Yes, Ma’am—Ana,” she corrected herself. “I entered the Armistice Zone four months ago, after emigrating from Moscow.”
“I see.” Ana gestured for her to sit. “How do you find life in the Zone?”
“It was something of an adjustment.” Natalya sat on the edge of the office chair, obviously uncomfortable at the gesture of familiarity. “I am a magician.” She tapped the red sword in the Armistice Security logo on her shirt. “There are wonders of magic here I would never have believed possible if I had not seen them myself.”
Ana smiled. “It can take some getting used to. When the temporal manipulation field came down once the construction of Anchorpoint was complete, Take and I drove out from Grand Junction. It was a dirt road, closed to traffic, and even I felt the psychic ward that made humans ignore that entire block of forest. When we hit the perimeter screen, the trees disappeared. All around us was the city, spearing into the sky. All I could think was, ‘What the hell have I gotten myself into?’”
“I felt something similar when I killed my first Nightwalker, in the shadow of St. Basil’s Cathedral,” Natalya said quietly. “But that was not so pleasant an experience.”
Ana’s smile faded. “That’s why we’re all here, Natalya,” she said. “To keep our people from having to kill just to satisfy the needs of the Gift, while the humans live sheltered lives built on our suffering.”
“To be sure,” said Natalya, giving her a hard look. “My Lady, you are the Wind of Fire. A question has been bothering me, and I wonder if you can direct me to an answer.”
Ana’s expression was quizzical. “Certainly, I’d be happy to help. But I told you, Natalya, my name is Ana, not Ma’am, and definitely not Lady. What do you want to know?”
“I was born to war, Ana.” Natalya fixed her with an intense gaze. “My Gift gives me great flexibility in finding new ways to fight, just as yours does. I have always been greatly puzzled by the defenses I felt when I first entered the Armistice Zone. How can a perimeter ward be continuously maintained over such a large area, without constant reinforcement of the spell? I don’t understand how it can exist for more than a few seconds without collapsing entirely. Everything I know of magic tells me it shouldn’t be possible, yet it is.”
Ana looked surprised momentarily and then shrugged. “The basic principle is simple. The defense shield isn’t continuous. It’s a network of smaller wards, each cast on a specially designed artifact called a shield emitter. These are locked into a permanent standing wave so the network can be maintained indefinitely. The emitters are then aligned in an interlocked and overlapping configuration, creating a solid wall of force along the long axis of the shield grid. The grid is controlled by modulating the flow of power from Anchorpoint to the emitters, so that the shield can be opened at select locations. So, in a way, you’re right—without that continuous flow of power, the shield would exhaust itself and fade almost immediately.”
“My God! That would work,” Natalya said in wonder. “Magnificent.”
Ana smiled. “It took a cooperative research team of vampires and Sentinels to figure out the parameters of the spells required and translate them into technology. It was one of the first successful hybrid projects in the early days of the Armistice, combining Sentinel and vampire magic. I looked up some of the spellforms once, just out of curiosity. They came up with a truly elegant design.”
Natalya looked at her sharply. “You have seen the actual spellforms? I didn’t think those were available in the archives.”
Ana raised one eyebrow. “They’re restricted. You need Protector clearance or above to access them.”
“Oh,” Natalya said. “Pity.” She looked at Ana wistfully. “I don’t suppose—”
Ana shook her head. “Sorry. It’s restricted for a reason. You need to serve for at least three years before you’re allowed access to that level of military technology. You’ll just have to wait.”
“Of course.” Natalya smiled at her again. “Thank you, Ana, for clarifying that. At least I now have an idea how it all fits together. I appreciate you taking the time to explain it to me.”
Ana grinned back at her. “No problem.” She began sorting through the files Natalya had brought. “Though, honestly, if you want to get a better sense of the basic principles, you just have to toss a brick at one of the windows.”
Natalya froze in place. “I beg your pardon?”
Ana looked up at her, surprised. “The safety field that blocks projectiles from going through the windows. It’s the same principle, only on a much smaller scale. You didn’t know that?”
“Are you saying those force screens are the same design as those that protect the entire Zone and the Hidden Cities?”
“Pretty much. The window shields are actually designed to stop missiles, in case the humans decide to attack us. The shield emitter technology is identical, but their power supply is derived from the building’s internal generator. Just don’t try to pry one off the wall to make a study of it, because you’ll trigger a level II lockdown of the entire facility while the security breach is investigated.”
Natalya swallowed, her mind racing. “I see. That will be most helpful.”
“Glad to be of service. Thanks for dropping by.”
Natalya faced Ana squarely. “No, Ana,” she said with great dignity, “thank you.”
 



PART VII:  MEETING OF THE MINDS
 



CHAPTER 34
 
September 2041; Armistice Embassy, Washington, D.C.; Twenty months after public exposure
The President and First Lady exited their limousine and were immediately surrounded by four Secret Service agents in navy blue tuxedos. Flashes illuminated them as the TV crew and reporter joined them, and the group made its way to the embassy entrance. The two Sentinels bowed to them as the solid metal door bearing the seal of the Triumvirate slid silently aside.
Entering first, two agents examined the area for threats before allowing the rest of the party to enter the large triangular atrium of the lobby. Light from the crystal chandelier glistened off the black marble floors and illuminated four overstuffed white leather couches, but the group did not sit. Instead, they stood in the atrium, waiting for instructions.
“Mr. President, welcome to the embassy.” Ana entered from the long adjoining hallway, regal in her silver gown and white half-jacket, embroidered with the seal of House Jiao-long and bearing an Armistice Security lapel pin. She reached out a hand in greeting. “We’re honored you chose to accept our invitation.”
“The chance to see your world for myself was too great an opportunity to pass up,” said President Daniels with a curt nod of greeting. “Will the Ambassador be joining us?”
“Unfortunately, no. Not right away. Nicholas had to go to Egypt to iron out some final details with the Court of Shadows delegation. It’s my job to greet you and act as your host on his behalf until he returns later.” She turned to Catherine, the First Lady. “Madam First Lady, thank you for coming.”
She smiled pleasantly. “Thank you for the invitation.”
Before Ana could even extend her hand to the journalist, the reporter’s hand shot out toward her.
“Special Agent Nizhoni, it’s a pleasure to meet you.”
Ana shook her hand. “Thank you for coming, Ms. Bradshaw. As you may know, we asked for you specifically.”
“So I was told. May I ask why?”
“We have the utmost respect for your work, and while your specialty is countries outside of the United States we felt your experience with different cultures would help separate human assumptions about us from the reality.”
“I appreciate the vote of confidence.” The reporter’s extraordinarily white teeth flashed from her heavily made-up mouth as she smiled. “I’ll do my best to provide a balanced portrayal.”
Ana laughed. “A balanced portrayal may not be possible; our people tend to extremes. However, we hope you’ll take the time to try to understand our attitudes before you pass judgment.”
“As I said, I’ll do my best.”
“That’s all we ask. Good luck with your broadcast.”
Glancing at the four Secret Service agents, Ana opened her mouth to say something and then stopped, her expression hardening. “Wait a minute.” She pointed at one of the agents. “Who the hell are you?”
One of the other agents stepped forward. “Special Agent Nizhoni, I’m Agent Sullivan, in charge of the President’s protection detail. Is there a problem?”
Ana wheeled to face Sullivan. “You’re damned right there’s a problem. You were authorized to bring three prescreened agents with you: Davis, Hoffman, and Wesley. Is that agent one of those?”
Sullivan glanced at the agent indicated. “No, that’s Agent Anderson. Agent Wesley was hit by a car this afternoon. He is in the hospital. Agent Anderson is his replacement.”
“You were required to notify us of any changes to your roster and allow us the chance to conduct a personal interview beforehand, damn it!”
Agent Sullivan raised his eyebrows at Ana’s obvious fury. “My staff was supposed to inform your security of the change. I assumed the interview was a formality. I can assure you Agent Anderson is quite capable, with a distinguished service record.”
Ana rubbed her eyes in exasperation. “Command Access.”
“Online.” The voice came out of thin air.
“Connect me to security.”
“Channel open.”
“Security, were we notified of a change in the roster of the President’s security detail?”
“No, Ma’am. Why?”
Agent Sullivan shrugged. “There was probably a breakdown in communication somewhere. I will investigate tomorrow if you like.”
Ana snarled. “Agent Sullivan, you have no idea what you might have done.” She addressed the air. “Security, who is the strongest Air Sentinel in the building?”
“That would be Stanton, Ma’am, on Communications Monitor duty.”
“Tell him to drop whatever he’s doing and get down to the front lobby immediately.”
“Yes, Ma’am.”
President Daniels walked forward to stand with Ana and Agent Sullivan. “Is there a problem, Agent Nizhoni?”
Ana sighed. “Yes, Mr. President, there is.” She waved her hand vaguely at Agent Anderson, who watched in confusion. “The personal interview is not a formality. It’s a vitally important security precaution.”
Agent Sullivan frowned. “For what purpose?”
Just then, a man wearing a regular Armistice Security uniform, the half circle on his breast surrounding a white sword, made his way to where Ana and the others were waiting. “Agent Stanton reporting, Ma’am. What can I do for you?”
“Agent, I need you to take a glance at the President’s security detail.”
Stanton raised an eyebrow. “Am I looking for anything in particular?”
“I have a strong suspicion, and I need you to disprove it.” Ana folded her arms. “But I don’t want to bias your examination.”
Stanton shrugged and looked Agent Sullivan over for a moment. Then he stepped past him to examine the three other Secret Service agents in turn. Pausing at Agent Anderson, he narrowed his eyes and peered closer. Then he sighed and walked back to where Ana was standing. “The last agent is a Sentinel—element Earth.”
Sullivan spun around in shock to stare at his agent, who took off his sunglasses and gaped at them. “What?”
Ana’s eyes were fixed on her own agent. “You said Sentinel, not latent. It’s too late, then?”
“Yes, Ma’am. Given the number of Nightwalkers currently in the building, I’ll bet his Gift kindled the minute he stepped through the front door. If I may ask, Ma’am, how the hell did this happen? I thought all visitors were screened for latency before being allowed inside.”
Ana sighed. “It doesn’t matter now.” She turned back to Sullivan. “I’m going to have to take your agent into protective custody.”
“Like hell you are!” Sullivan blustered. “You can’t give orders to one of my men.”
“He’s not one of yours anymore, Agent.” Ana’s remained perfectly calm. “He’s one of mine now. And in a few hours, he’ll know it too.” Stepping past Agent Sullivan, she said, “Agent Anderson, what’s your full name?”
The man swallowed. “Jackson Vincent Anderson. Am I really one of you?”
Ana nodded sadly. “Yes, Jackson, you really are. But there’s a problem. Almost half the occupants of this building are vampires, and the VIP guests haven’t even arrived yet. When your Gift manifests fully, your first instinct will be to attack. We have to make sure you can control yourself before we can allow you free rein; otherwise, you’ll be a danger to everyone around you.”
Sullivan bristled in anger. “Agent Anderson is a United States citizen. You can’t just detain him based on a glance!”
Stanton rolled his eyes. “The ability to identify an active Sentinel is innate to all Air Sentinels. The others have to use a spell with specific intent to identify each other, but we just know. We can get someone out here to do the standard spellform, if you want confirmation.”
Sullivan snarled. “This is ridiculous. All we have is your word that he’s going to turn into a Sentinel.”
Stanton’s eyes glittered with barely suppressed rage. “Are you saying my word isn’t good enough?”
Anderson raised his hand. “Can I get a word in?” He turned to Agent Sullivan. “Sir, I have no wish to become a security risk. With your permission, I will accept the embassy’s offer of protective custody.”
Sullivan grimaced. “Honestly, that would probably be best, Jack.” He held out his hand. “Please accept my sincere apologies for placing you in this position.”
Anderson shook his hand and walked back to Ana. “I’m ready.”
“Escort our new brother to an interview room and make sure he’s comfortable and under guard before returning to your duties,” Ana instructed Stanton.
“Yes, Ma’am.” He turned to Anderson. “If you will come with me, brother.”
Ana watched the two of them walk away, then addressed the remaining humans sternly. “Here’s your first lesson. The rules you live by in the outside world don’t apply here. There are dangers in our world, pitfalls you will never be prepared for, some that can drag you kicking and screaming into the darkness whether you like it or not. We’ll try to afford you as much protection and preparation as possible, but in the end, you have to decide if you wish to take the risk before you go any farther.” She locked eyes with each of them in turn. “If any of you wish to back out now, you may do so without prejudice. This will be your first chance to withdraw.”
President Daniels looked at the First Lady. She nodded.
“My wife and I would like to proceed,” he said.
“Agent Sullivan?” Ana asked.
“We’ll do our jobs. Just give us a heads up when one of these dangers we don’t know about is heading our way.”
“We’ll do that.” She turned to the camera crew. “Ms. Bradshaw. Are you and your team up for this?”
The reporter had been conferring with her staff but turned to face Ana as she spoke. “We’re in, Agent Nizhoni. All the way.”
Ana looked the entire group over. “Then all of you please follow me.” She walked into the main hallway, leading them to a white platform at the end. “Please stand on the platform.”
President Daniels studied the inscribed star design. “What is it?”
“Short-range fixed-point teleport. It will take you to the lobby of the banquet hall on the top floor. Someone will meet you there to go over the rules for this event. All aboard.” She waved them onto the platform.
“Group transit to banquet hall level. Execute.”
The humans gasped as their surroundings turned pure white, and then suddenly they were standing on another platform in a different room. Similar to the front atrium in design, the exit of the new room was closed by a sheet of silver metal embossed with the seal of the Triumvirate. They stepped off the teleport disk and onto the floor.
“Welcome,” Jeremy said, standing next to the silver wall, in a gray tuxedo embroidered with the seal of House Luscian. Immediately, the three remaining Secret Service agents stepped in front of the President and First Lady, shielding them.
Jeremy held up his hands, palms out. “Peace, ladies and gentlemen. I am here to explain the rules to you on behalf of your host this evening. I am Agent Jeremy Harkness, Armistice Security.”
President Daniels stepped out from behind his agents. “Mr. Harkness, you are a wanted fugitive for your part in the Los Angeles incident. Why would we be interested in hearing anything you have to say?”
Jeremy let his hands drop, and his gray eyes assessed the President openly. “Because I am the Sentinel with the most human perspective in the Armistice, sir, and because I have absolute authority over whether you are allowed to pass through this door. Mr. President, if I am not satisfied that you understand what you’re getting into, I will deny you entry.”
President Daniels frowned. “Are you saying your people are giving me no choice but to cooperate with a terrorist?”
“There’s always a choice, Mr. President.” Jeremy watched him calmly. “You can turn around and walk away without prejudice. This is your second chance to leave. We will be disappointed you chose not to join us in celebration, but we won’t hold it against you. And you will continue to be invited to other diplomatic functions here.”
Jeremy clasped his hands behind his back as he stood at relaxed attention. “But if you choose to accept one of those invitations, you will find yourself back before this door and facing me again, every single time, until you listen to what I have to say.” He tilted his head slightly. “From what I’ve heard, you have already lost one of your party to your own ignorance of the risks you face here. It would be a shame to let that sacrifice be for nothing. We are unwilling to let you step into this situation unprepared. The consequences are too high.”
The President and Jeremy stared at each other silently, locked in a silent battle of wills. Finally, President Daniels spoke through clenched teeth. “Mr. Harkness, you are a terrorist and a felon. I am appalled that your people would put you forward to represent them at such an important event.”
Jeremy shrugged. “Mr. President, a better question might be whether the event is important enough for you to be allowed to represent your people, despite your objections. I have earned my place here. Whether you are able to do the same remains to be seen.”
Daniels said nothing for almost a minute, his face darkened with anger. Finally, he gave an almost imperceptible nod and folded his arms. “Say what you need to say, Agent Harkness.”
“What you have to understand is that the people you are about to meet have tens of thousands of years of experience at fitting into human society, at not standing out from the crowd. Out in your world, they behave and act as humans do, for the most part. Tonight, however, you will be on their turf. They will not be hiding what they are. It is my job to apprise you of the dangers.”
President Daniels nodded, a clipped movement that exhibited his irritation. “Continue.”
“The first thing you need to know is how they see humans. Nightwalkers have been hunting you for food and sport through the rise and fall of every human civilization in recorded history, and long before. To them, you are prey, sheep fit only for slaughter or for amusement. Sentinels have had the thankless task of defending you from the worst of their depredations, but even the Sentinels resent you to a certain extent for requiring them to give up their lives for your protection.
“The decision to invite you to this event has been met with a certain amount of resistance on the part of the Free People. You may be offered insult for that fact.” Jeremy sighed. “The second thing you have to understand is that you must not take such insults personally. If you try to trade barbs with one of our people, it may become the basis for a challenge to a duel.”
The First Lady’s forehead wrinkled into a frown. “A duel?”
“We’ll try to avoid that, if possible. However, if combat becomes necessary, it will be important for one of us to be able to fight on your behalf; you would have no chance at all on your own.” Jeremy picked up a small plastic case from the couch beside him. “Would each of you take one of these and put it on?” He handed the case to the President.
President Daniels opened it. It was full of gold medallions, each with the same rune and sunburst design as the symbol embroidered on Jeremy’s jacket. Some had a simple brooch pin in the back; others hung on a length of blue ribbon. Selecting one, he passed the case to his wife, who also chose one and passed the case on.
“What is this symbol?” the President asked.
Jeremy waited until everyone, including the TV crew and the Secret Service agents, had selected a medallion before answering. “It is the symbol of the Sun surrounding a word in Arcolin, the common human language when the war between Nightwalkers and Sentinels began. It has been the Seal of House Luscian for thirty thousand years.”
Ms. Bradshaw’s reporter instincts kicked in. “What is the word in the center of the seal?”
“The word is ‘death’.” Jeremy stood straighter. “The Seal of Protection declares that you are each under Ambassador Nicholas’ personal protection as long as you wear it. Each seal also contains a psychic inhibitor that will prevent your thoughts from being read by any telepaths of Second Order or lower.”
Agent Sullivan stepped forward. “I thought this event was being handled by Armistice Security. Why would we need the Ambassador’s personal protection?”
“Armistice Security is there to prevent any major incidents, and you’re all wearing blue clothing, which marks you as human, so people will cut you a lot of slack. However, in the unfortunate event that something goes bad, wearing this seal gives the Ambassador and members of his house the legal right to defend your honor, if required.”
“Exactly what do you mean by ‘defending our honor’?” Catherine Daniels looked perturbed.
“Madam First Lady, you will be the equivalent of a bottle of finely aged wine in a room full of recovering alcoholics. If, for any reason, one of our guests attempts to force you into something against your will, the Seal of Protection gives the Ambassador the right to have the offender taken out and executed. We don’t anticipate it will be necessary, but we want to be prepared.” Jeremy made eye contact with each of them in turn. “Make no mistake, there is always danger, but if you just show respect, you will be fine for the most part. The rest of the time, we’ll be there to back you up. This is your third and final chance to withdraw. After this, there will be no going back. Anyone want to bail at this point?”
The humans looked back and forth among themselves. No one took the offer. Instead, they all fastened the medallions to their clothes so that they showed prominently. Jeremy waited until they were finished before speaking again. “Grendel, bear witness.”
“Forensic recording enabled.”
Jeremy took a deep breath. “I extend the protection of House Luscian to all humans present in this room until such time as they leave this facility. Their honor is now ours to defend as if it were our own. Set and done this date over my seal and signature, Jeremy Kenneth Harkness Leshir Luscian, called the Seer.”
“Forensic recording terminated.”
“Open the door.”
The silver wall cracked in the middle, and the two halves slid silently apart. Jeremy indicated the door. “If you will all please follow me?”
He led them into the banquet hall. The first and most striking thing the humans noticed on stepping into the room was that they were on the roof.
“We’re outside?” one of the camera crew said questioningly.
Jeremy smiled. “No. The walls and ceiling are projecting a holographic view of the sky, as seen from the video sensor on the roof.” He pointed at the bright red sun inching toward the distant horizon. “The rest of the guests will be arriving as soon as the sun sets, in about an hour, but a few of our people are here already.”
The room was laid out in a crossed square. The arms of the cross acted as open aisles that ran past triangular tables of opaque white glass to an open dance floor. At the opposite end of the room, a large eight-pointed star design on the floor was met with silver metal pillars at each of the vertices. Leading them up the aisle to the center of the room, Jeremy showed them to a pair of large tables on either side of the aisle. Each table had one apex of the triangle missing, allowing a head chair to be placed there. The table on the left of the aisle had the seal of House Luscian etched into the glass. On the right, the glass was etched with a dragon overlaid with a sword and three concentric circles. Three people already lounged around the Luscian table, talking.
Jeremy pointed to the name cards at each place setting. “This is where you will all be sitting, as you’re temporarily under the protection of House Luscian. But please let me introduce you to a few people.” He indicated each of seated guests in turn.
“Ladies and gentlemen, may I introduce
Michelle
Phillips Consors Luscian, Sike Kayani Consors Jiao-long, and Sentinel Tobias Jameson Consul Luscian.”
Toby waved to the camera.
“We have about an hour to kill before sunset.” Jeremy turned to the reporter. “I thought you might be interested in getting a human perspective on the inner workings of life in the Armistice.” He turned to the humans. “That is, if you don’t mind?”
Michelle laughed. “Jeremy, this is hardly the first time I’ve been dragged into an interview because of the guys. You don’t have to worry about us.” She turned to the President and First Lady. “Please, won’t you sit?”
“Do you mind if I join you?” asked Sike. “It’s kind of lonely sitting at the Jiao-long table all by myself.”
“Of course,” said Jeremy. “You can take Scott’s seat until Ana joins us.”
They took their respective seats. Pointing out the small control panel attached to the glass table in front of each place setting, Jeremy instructed, “If you touch the green control and state what you want, the kitchen will teleport the item to the black square next to the panel. Anything you place on the black square when you touch the red control will be automatically teleported back to the kitchens to be cleaned.” He placed a hand on the green control in front of him and said, “Macallan, twenty-year, room temperature, neat.” A few seconds later, a crystal tumbler appeared on the black square next to his panel. He picked it up and took a sip. Then he looked at the others. “Please feel free to order anything from the bar, alcoholic or otherwise. What we don’t have on site, we can have sent in pretty quickly.”
When they were settled, the reporter began asking questions. “My first question is about the significance of the titles you were introduced by.” She directed the microphone at Michelle Phillips. “They sounded like heraldry, but I’m not familiar with the terms from the book of protocol I reviewed as part of my research, other than the title Consul, which means councilor. I believe it designates a trusted advisor, if I recall correctly.”
Toby leaned forward and grinned into the camera. “That’s right. My brother gave Scott Phillips the title ‘Consul’ to give him standing with the other Nightwalker houses, and he named me to the same rank after my Gift kindled. Normally, those titles don’t apply to humans and Sentinels, but Houses Luscian and Jiao-long have broken with tradition and adopted some of us. It really annoys most of the Court of Shadows, but they can’t object to the internal hierarchy of another vampire house without inviting intrusions into their own sovereignty.”
The reporter turned back to Michelle. “I presume the title Consors applies to your marital status?”
“Nightwalker heraldry doesn’t recognize religious relationships such as marriage,” Michelle answered. “They are a product of Sentinel and human cultures. The acknowledged mate, male or female, of a vampire of higher rank is referred to as Consors, or consort of the higher-ranking vampire. Since our spouses are both considered Consul, we carry Consors rank. It probably wasn’t in your book of protocol, since that deals mostly with official business and the Consors rank is a personal relationship marker. It’s usually considered secondary to the lower-ranked vampire’s actual blood rank.”
“I know House Luscian is led by Ambassador Nicholas, but what is House Jiao-long, and why are they willing to admit humans and Sentinels?” the First Lady asked.
“House Jiao-long is governed by Rory Brennigan,” said Sike. “He and the rest of his triad were able to wipe out all members of that bloodline before the battle in which Rory was turned, so he inherited the title of Magister. Following the precedent set by Nick, he extended blood rank to the other members of his triad, so I have Consors rank by my marriage to Anaba Nizhoni.”
“Interesting,” said Ms. Bradshaw. “So the term is gender-neutral? It applies to any individual who has a relationship with a vampire of higher rank, regardless of whether that individual is male or female?”
“That’s right.” Michelle nodded. “Except for the mate of a Head of House, called the Magister. Since the Magisters are the Princes of their respective houses, regardless of gender, their mates are referred to as Prince Consorts or by the heraldic term Leshir.”
President Daniels had been listening silently, but he raised his eyebrows at that. Everyone on his side of the table turned to look at Jeremy, who had leaned away to engage in a whispered conversation with Toby.
Sike tapped Toby on the shoulder. “Excuse us, boys, but I think you’re going to need to pay attention now.”
 



CHAPTER 35
 
“Sorry.” Toby stopped mid-sentence and turned back to the table. “We were just talking about family stuff.”
The reporter stared at them. “Mr. Jameson, do you consider Mr. Harkness to be family?” she asked, shoving the microphone toward him a little too enthusiastically.
Toby cocked his head in confusion. “Of course. He’s practically my brother-in-law.”
“Well, that’s overstating it a bit.” Jeremy shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “We’re not actually married or anything.”
Toby snorted. “Oh, please. If there were a vampire ceremony for it, Nick would be all over that.”
“Why do you ask?” Jeremy looked from the President to the reporter and then to Sike, who was struggling to stifle his laughter. “Did I miss something?”
Sike took pity on him. “Jer, I don’t think they knew about you and Nick.”
“That’s ridiculous. Everybody knows about us. We’ve been together more than nine months.”
Toby’s laughter generated a baleful stare from Jeremy. “Sorry, Jer. It didn’t occur to me before. Nick told me and the rest of the family about you just after Valentine’s, but I don’t think he got around to announcing it to the world. At least, I don’t remember seeing any news coverage about you.”
Jeremy stared at the reporter. “Really? He never mentioned me? Not once?”
Ms. Bradshaw shook her head, excited at the exclusive. “Not that I know of, Mr. Harkness.”
“Wow.” Jeremy sipped at his whiskey. “He probably forgot entirely. He can be such a moron when it comes to his personal life.”
Toby snickered. “True enough.” He clinked his glass against Jeremy’s. “To Nick.”
“To Nick.” They both took a swallow of liquor.
Jeremy looked at Ms. Bradshaw again. “It’s strange to think you don’t know. Everyone in the metahuman world does. It’s been front-page scandal since January.”
“I can imagine,” President Daniels muttered.
Jeremy examined him through narrowed eyes. “No, Mr. President, I don’t think you can.” He took another sip of whiskey. “You’re looking at our relationship through human prejudices. This is a society of telepaths and shapeshifters. In our world, it really is what’s inside that counts.” Staring down into the cool amber liquid in his glass, he swirled it before finishing it off. “The Free People couldn’t care less about a sexual relationship between two men. There are other prejudices we have to deal with.”
He sent his glass away and ordered another. “My mental abilities and thought patterns are Sentinel, but I have no magic nor any of the physical enhancements that should go along with that. To almost the entire vampire population of the world, including most of the Free People, I’m just a particularly talented human. Therein lies the problem.”
President Daniels frowned, curious in spite of himself. “How so?”
“I told you how most vampires see human beings, Mr. President. He’s a Prince of the Blood, and I am prey. For him to acknowledge our relationship openly is a huge slap in the face to their own arrogance; I’m beneath his dignity.”
The table fell silent.
“Has it gotten any better?” Sike asked.
Jeremy shrugged. “In some ways, but it’s worse in others. Nick has always been popular with Daywalkers, but the Sentinels and Nightwalkers are still majorly pissed off at him after Los Angeles. The Sentinels are pretty much a lost cause—they can’t do anything to him without breaching the Armistice, so they mostly just ignore us. The Nightwalkers, on the other hand, show their displeasure by challenging him to honor combat. I’ve stopped counting the number of duels he’s fought, but they only increased after Paris.”
“Oh, damn. Jer, I’m sorry. I never asked him to do that.” Toby winced. “What happened to me wasn’t such a big deal. If I had known, I would have stopped him.”
The reporter asked, “Paris?” She leaned forward intently. “Does this have something to do with the strange symbol that mysteriously appeared over the city back in May? The Ambassador wouldn’t comment, saying it was an internal matter within the Court of Shadows. Are you saying he was involved?”
Toby avoided her stare. “Yes.”
“How? The residents of the city have been trying to remove them, but they keep reappearing.”
Toby remained silent, taking another sip of his drink. The reported turned to Jeremy with an expectant expression.
Jeremy sat up straight in his chair. “Three months ago, a Nightwalker came on to Toby in a nightclub in Paris. She apparently didn’t notice the Seal of Protection he was wearing.”
“I was careless. It was pinned to my jacket, which I had taken off when I entered the club. She couldn’t see it.” Toby finally looked up at the reporter, who signaled to the camera crew to come closer.
“She wasn’t shielding her aura,” Toby continued, “so her presence kindled my Gift. Eventually, she saw the seal and realized who I was. Then she ran away.”
“Why did she run?”
“Because, right after Los Angeles, Nick informed the Court of Shadows that if any Nightwalker came anywhere near any member of his family, he would consider it an act of war against his house and would take vengeance.” Toby finished his drink and ordered another. When it appeared, he cradled it in his hands. “When I opened my eyes, I called Nick to ask him what to do. Nick and Scott appeared in my hotel room a few minutes later. Rage doesn’t begin to describe the emotion that radiated from him. Scott dragged me out of the city when I discovered what Nick had planned. I would have stopped him. I really would have.” He whispered the last part to himself.
The reporter leaned forward, scenting another story. “What did your brother do, Mr. Jameson?”
“He sealed the city within a ward that prevented any Child of Darkness from leaving, and then he cast a spell that laid down Sigils of Purification every couple of feet throughout the enclosed area.”
“What is a Sigil of Purification?” The First Lady asked, as she examined the black square in front of her, placing her hand on it to order a glass of champagne.
“A form of white magic,” Jeremy answered. “It generates a stable field that negates black magic for a short distance around, similar to a Faith Ward. They take a tremendous amount of power to create, so very few magicians can create them without working in concert. When laid out in a mosaic pattern, the effect is magnified—reinforced across the collective area spanned by neighboring Sigils.” He reached out and rubbed Toby’s back gently. “In human terms, he carpet-bombed the city. Not a single Nightwalker escaped. There’s no way of knowing for sure how many died because their remains were reduced to dust, but Paris was an important and populous territory. Based on previous estimates of the Nightwalker presence, Armistice Security believes the final death toll to be around fifty thousand.”
Toby looked contrite. “The spell’s effect is perpetual within the boundaries of the perimeter ward. That’s why they can’t remove the Sigils. The spell just lays down more. The entire city is effectively holy ground now. No Nightwalker will be able to survive there longer than a few seconds, from now until the end of time.
“It’s the first human city to be completely safe from Nightwalker occupation in the history of the war. The local Sentinel population has either moved on or simply retired. Daywalkers have set up a new community there, creating an informal non-interference pact with the remaining Sentinels. Paris is now the only permanent enclave of the Children of the Dawn in Europe. Other than the Armistice Security garrison at Castle Night, that represents the only extension of the Armistice beyond North America.”
Ms. Bradshaw’s mouth tightened into a hard line as she considered the information.
“Nick told them from the beginning there would be no second chances if they crossed him,” Jeremy hurriedly elaborated. “He gave them fair warning.” He turned to Toby. “You can’t blame him for keeping his word, little brother.”
“No, I can’t. But I can blame myself for letting it happen.”
“Toby, look at me.” Toby met Jeremy’s eyes. “Nick will fight with vampire honor when he’s defending himself, but when it comes to protecting someone he loves, honor goes out the window and he fights like a Sentinel. Sentinels don’t fight defensively, and they certainly don’t take prisoners.”
Michelle sighed. “If I could go back in time to the beginning of the war and strangle the bitch who designed the Sentinel Gift that way, I would.” She blushed at her language as she remembered the First Lady, sitting across from her, and put her hand to her mouth in embarrassment for a moment before continuing. “The Founders committed their descendants to be the instruments of total war. War without end, without mercy, without hope, down to the last generation. It’s monstrous. I don’t blame Scott for trying to keep our family out of it. I just wish I had known what he was going through.”
The First Lady looked at her. “You didn’t know?”
Michelle shook her head. “Not until after Los Angeles. Then he brought me to Anchorpoint and told me the whole story. It was hard to forgive him, but in the end, he was trying to protect us as best he knew how. At least I don’t have any trace of the Gift, so our son is safe from having to live like that.”
“I don’t envy you,” Catherine Daniels said. “To live in this madness must take a terrifying toll.”
“It does, but that doesn’t matter as long as we face it together.” Michelle sighed. “This is my life now. I demanded Scott let me into his world, and he did. There’s no going back to the place we were before. All I can do is try to love him enough to keep him human.”
“It’s always been this way—the secrets, the lies, the killing,” Sike agreed. “It will never change until the Great Work is complete.”
Toby raised his glass. “To the Great Work.”
The others raised their glasses and clinked them together.
The President looked at them in confusion. “What is the Great Work?”
“The redemption of the Children of Darkness,” Jeremy answered. “When the Traveler was given the power of the Grace, he was told that when the last Nightwalker was killed or saved and the Red Wind defeated, there would be nothing left to kindle the Sentinel Gift. It will remain dormant forever afterward. The Children of Twilight will cease to exist as a race, and our descendants will be human. Only the Children of the Dawn will survive to carry on the legacy of magic, and they apparently can’t create new scions. When the last Daywalker is finally gone, the war will truly be over, and the Age of Magic will come to an end.”
“The Sentinel people have been fighting for thirty thousand years and haven’t been able to do anything but slow the advance of Nightwalkers, stopping them from taking over the world entirely,” Toby explained. “The Traveler has changed all that. He has given us our first hope of victory since the First Age. No Sentinel would ever bend his knee to a vampire, but we know in our hearts that the Redeemer’s success is the only chance our descendants have of being free from the Gift. In that respect, he is our savior, too.”
The silence at the table stretched on until Ana entered the banquet hall. Making her way to the fixed-point gateway across from the main entrance, she spoke into the air. “Security, bring the teleport gateway online.” The eight pillars began to glow blue, and the lines of the star design flared brightly. A swirling black mist appeared in the center of the symbol, followed by a flash of white light. When the light faded, Nick and Scott stood in the center of the design.
 
* * *
 
“Welcome back, guys,” said Ana. “Were the negotiations a success?”
“Yes. They agreed to the new security restrictions eventually, in return for some minor concessions to save face. Their delegation will be arriving from the Castle Night gateway right after sunset.” Nick yawned. “Damn. We’ve got the whole night ahead of us, and I’m already tired. Anything happen here while we were gone?”
“Yes.” Ana sighed. “One of the President’s security detail was Earth latent. He kindled as soon as he stepped inside.”
They stared at her in shock until Scott eventually broke the silence. “That’s impossible. I screened all four of them myself. None of them had even a trace of the Gift.”
“One of the prescreened agents was in a car accident. They sent someone else in his place and didn’t notify us, or I would have stopped them on the curb for testing.”
Nick touched her shoulder. “It’s not your fault, Ana.”
“I know.” Ana looked at the Luscian table at the end of the hall. “I wish we had told them why we wanted to screen them. Maybe we could have prevented this.”
“You know why we didn’t.” Scott’s voice was firm. “If we told them which of their own people were latent, they could have tried to use them to isolate the genetic markers of the Gift. They might even have succeeded. We couldn’t give them that kind of weapon to use against us.”
“What did you do with the agent?” asked Nick.
“Put him in an interview room under guard until he opens his eyes. Then we can see about training him to control himself.”
“Good.” Nick nodded. “That’s the best we can do for him now. When he comes through the Test of Reason, maybe you can forward him on to Armistice Security. They might like to get their hands on a new recruit with Secret Service training enough to be on Presidential protection.”
Ana raised an eyebrow. “That’s kind of cold, isn’t it, Nick?”
Nick shrugged. “It’s the work he’s used to doing. Maybe it’ll cushion the blow of us tearing his life apart.”
“Oh.” Ana looked chagrined. “Maybe.”
Nick glanced over at the Luscian table. “Shall we join them?”
They walked to the Luscian table, and the President and First Lady both stood at their approach. Sike stood too, grabbing another couple of chairs from the Jiao-long table and then taking his seat in a free spot next to Ana.
“Welcome to the embassy, Mr. President, Madam First Lady.” Nick shook the President’s hand, but his gaze flickered with interest to the three Secret Service agents standing across from them. “Ana has informed me of the unfortunate incident when you arrived. I apologize for the grief we caused your agent.”
President Daniels shook his head. “It seems we both failed there, Ambassador. You didn’t impress on us the importance of your precautions, and we didn’t follow your instructions. In the end, I have lost the services of a good man, and you have gained an unwilling conscript.”
“We hope that, someday, such sacrifices will no longer be necessary.”
“The Great Work.”
Nick’s left eyebrow twitched upward. “Exactly. I wasn’t aware you knew the term.”
President Daniels glanced over his shoulder at Jeremy. “Your Leshir has been instructing me.”
Nick grinned. “That’s his job, Mr. President. Thank you for letting him do it.”
Bowing to the First Lady, he motioned for them to sit. As Nick moved to his place at the table, he locked eyes with Jeremy and hesitated briefly, just enough that only his friends noticed. Jeremy stood and wrapped his arms around Nick, who settled into his embrace.
“Missed you.” Nick inhaled deeply, savoring Jeremy’s scent.
Jeremy let go of him and smiled. “Come sit down.”
“So you told them about the Great Work.” Nick sat in the head chair with Jeremy to his right. “What else have you been telling them?”
“Oddly enough, we’ve been talking mostly about you.”
“What about me?”
“This and that.” Jeremy grinned. “I told them a little about us.”
“What about us?”
“Nick, who exactly have you told that we’re together?”
Nick frowned. “What do you mean?”
“Who did you tell? Specifically.”
Nick glanced at Toby. A huge grin was pasted across his brother’s face. “Well, I told Mom, Toby, and Faith. Why?”
“And in the human media?”
“Well, no one, specifically. You’re pretty much persona non grata out there, Jeremy. I just asked Scott to bury an announcement in one of our press releases.” Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Scott stiffen in his chair. “But I never actually saw it, not that I can remember. No one ever brought it up in any of the briefings, so I assumed that either no one cared or they were trying to be polite.”
“Um … Nick,” Scott stammered.
“Scott! Don’t tell me that this is your fault.” His wife berated.
Scott’s face turned crimson. “That was the week Peter came down with the flu. We were kind of distracted, remember?”
“You forgot.” Nick rolled his eyes.
“I forgot.” Scott flushed. “Sorry, Nick.”
Nick turned to Jeremy. “So this is our coming out party?” he said with a lopsided grin. Looking up at the setting sun, half-hidden by the horizon, he added, “Nice night for it.”
“Every night is nice when you’re not off saving the world.” Jeremy tried to choke off the bitterness in his voice—too late.
Nick’s grin faded. “What’s wrong? You’re upset about something.”
“It’s nothing.”
“Tell me.”
“It’s just that, now that the humans know, there’s another bunch of people who have reason to hate us both.” His gaze flickered up for a second, then dropped. “It’s tiring sometimes.”
“Not our problem, Jer. It’s their problem.”
Jeremy looked up angrily. “But how many of them are going to make it our problem? How many duels have you fought now? Five? Ten? I stopped keeping track.”
Toby spoke quietly. “Eleven.”
Nick’s eyes snapped to meet his brother’s. “You’re not helping, Toby.” He placed a hand on Jeremy’s arm. “None of them could hold a candle to me, Jer. They might as well have been committing suicide.”
“I know. But it only takes one of them to get lucky.” Jeremy’s words caught in his throat. “Every time I see you draw a sword and walk out the door, I’m left wondering if it will be the time you don’t come back to me.”
Nick sighed. “That won’t happen.”
“If the Court of Shadows wasn’t putting all that effort into their smear campaign against you two, things would just die down after a while, but they keep things heated up,” Toby grumbled.
“Will you shut up, Toby?” Nick yelled. “So I fought eleven duels! That’s the way it is. Getting obnoxious about it is not going to change anything.”
Toby grimaced. “Fine.”
Jeremy slammed his fist down on the table, his eyes fixed on Nick. Everyone jumped. “Ladies and Gentlemen, can you excuse us for a moment? I need a word with my Magister.” He stood. “Toby and Scott, could you come with us?”
Scott glanced at Toby, who shrugged as the both stood and followed Jeremy out of the room, back to the atrium.
“Seal the door, Grendel,” Jeremy ordered.
As the metal door closed silently behind them, Nick asked, “What is it?”
“Have I ever told you that you always tighten up the inner ring of your psychic shields when you lie?” Jeremy’s tone was icy. “It’s invisible to everyone else, because they can’t see beyond the outer ring, but I know the shape of your mind very well. You always do that when you’re trying to deceive someone. Always. Without exception.”
Nick stared at his lover. “Jeremy, I—”
“Just stop. You lied to your brother when you said you’d fought eleven duels. Now, tell me why it was a lie.”
Nick clenched his teeth. “No.”
“Don’t make me go looking for answers, Nick,” Jeremy said. “You won’t like it if I do.”
“Are you actually threatening to violate my mind?”
“If you don’t tell me the truth.”
Nick’s eyes shone red, and his forehead creased in anger. “Is your word worth so little?”
“Is yours?” Jeremy appeared completely calm. “You swore you would never lie to me.”
Nick’s voice was faint as his eyes returned to blue. “I haven’t lied to you.”
“No, you lied to Toby. You haven’t had to lie to me because I didn’t ask the right question.” He sat down, his eyes still trained on Nick. “So tell me, how many duels have you fought?”
Nick said nothing.
“Answer me, Nicholas.”
“Can’t you just trust me?”
“Not this time.”
“Jer, I—” Nick stiffened. “You just went over my shields and touched my mind. You’re not usually that blatant.”
“I wanted you to know that I was there. It’s a light touch, not enough to read your thoughts but enough that I will know immediately if you lie to me, even if you try to control the shape of your inner shields. Now answer my question.”
Nick stared at him in impotent fury, his eyes blazing red.
“Forty-seven.” Everyone turned to look at Scott. “There have been forty-seven duels.”
 



CHAPTER 36
 
Jeremy’s head snapped back, and he stared accusingly at his lover. “Forty-seven?” Toby was speechless.
“It was killing you to watch, so I stopped telling you.” Nick paced nervously. “I moved them to the embassy here or to the ones in Canada and Mexico.”
“How could you keep this from me?” Jeremy yelled.
“The embassies are isolated. I could control the information flow, swear the staff to secrecy—whatever it took to keep anyone from finding out.”
“No, no, no,” Jeremy sputtered. “I meant, why would you keep this from me?”
“It had to be done, and I couldn’t tell you,” Nick muttered.
“Why not, for Christ’s sake?”
“I couldn’t tell you,” said Nick, his face resigned, “because you would have wanted to fight the duels yourself.”
“That doesn’t make any sense. A vampire duel can only be fought by the challenged party or by a designated Champion of higher rank in his house. You’re the Magister. I don’t outrank you. I can’t fight a challenge made to you.”
“No, you can’t,” Nick admitted, sitting on one of the couches and putting his head in his hands. “But I can fight a challenge made to you.”
“Oh, my God,” said Toby.
“Me?” Jeremy said numbly. “They’ve been challenging me? And you didn’t say anything?”
“Yes.”
“How many?”
“Most of them. After the first seven or eight duels, they got smarter. You’re not as strong a challenger, and killing you would hurt me more than attacking me directly. They figured that eventually I wouldn’t be able to intercept all of the challenges, and you’d be too proud to let me take the hit for you. So I got smarter, too. And now they’re dead, and you’re still safe.”
“No,” said Jeremy, getting to his feet and pointing angrily at Nick. “No fucking way. You can’t do this to me, Nick.”
“It’s done, Leshir.”
“Well, undo it! I can fight my own battles.”
“No, you can’t!” They were both shouting now, oblivious to the others’ discomfort.
“I am the strongest telepath in the world. You think I can’t take out a fucking Nightwalker?”
“Even if you’re strong enough to knock them out or kill them, they’ll find a way to kill you before you can attack!”
“You think they can move faster than I can think?”
“Of course they can! You only have human reaction time.”
“This discussion is over. The next challenge that comes my way goes right to me, understand?”
“No! I won’t let you!” Jumping up, Nick grabbed Jeremy’s arm.
“You won’t let me?” Jeremy shrugged him off. “What makes you think you can stop me?”
Grabbing Jeremy’s lapels, Nick pulled him closer, grasping him not with fingers but with claws. His face inches away from Jeremy’s, his eyes burning red, his fangs sharp and gleaming, he screamed, “BECAUSE YOU’RE MINE! NO ONE THREATENS WHAT’S MINE AND WALKS AWAY!” His growl rumbled through the room, ratcheting down into the subsonic. “I WILL BURN DOWN WHOLE ARMIES BEFORE I LET THEM TAKE YOU FROM ME!”
Jeremy’s eyes radiated cold fury, but his voice was deceptively calm. “Let go, Nicholas. Right now.”
Releasing him, Nick wearily fell back on one of the couches, and he covered his face with his hands until he reverted to human form. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”
“Jesus, big brother,” said Toby. “I know vampires are territorial when it comes to their mates, but you’re way out in front for the possessive macho bullshit award.”
Nick sighed. “I know. I’ve got to work on that.” He looked at Jeremy. “I’m sorry. That must have been insulting.”
“It’s what you really think. You never have to hide that from me, Nicholas.” Jeremy smoothed the front of his jacket. “But are you sorry because you insulted me or because you’re afraid you might have finally clued me in to the rest of it?”
Nick went still.
“What?” asked Toby.
“Remember what I said about Paris? Your brother fights with honor when it’s his own neck on the line, but when he’s fighting for someone he loves, honor goes out the window.”
“And he fights like a Sentinel,” Toby finished, his voice sharp with suspicion. “Sentinels don’t fight defensively. Identify the enemy. Isolate him from reinforcements. Eliminate the threat. Scorch the earth so that no one fucks with you ever again. That’s how Sentinels fight.”
Nick swallowed, unable to look away from Jeremy’s piercing gaze. “Guys, if you follow this line of thought, you’re not going to like where it leads.”
“We’re already there,” said Toby.
Jeremy reached down to stroke his lover’s cheek. “Nick, I am still touching your mind, so don’t try to lie to me. Just tell me the truth.”
“Don’t ask me. Please don’t.”
“Nick, of those forty-seven duels, how many did you deliberately provoke?”
Nick was silent for a time. When he finally spoke, he looked lost and defeated. “Thirty-three.” He met Jeremy’s incredulous eyes. “The others were idiots. Headstrong fools, hyped up on outrage and trying for a bit of glory. But the primary targets were smart, strong, and determined enough to get to you, and they were angry enough to try. I couldn’t let them take you from me, Jer. Not after everything we’ve been through.”
Jeremy got down on his knees and wrapped his arms around Nick. “I’m still here, Nick. I’m not going anywhere.”
Nick said nothing, just leaned into his shoulder.
“You knew, didn’t you?” Toby asked Scott.
“Of course. He’s my dyad brother. We’re bonded to each other, mind and spirit. He couldn’t orchestrate his own personal war without me knowing.”
Toby nodded. “And members of any Sentinel grouping always watch each other’s backs.” He studied Scott’s expression. “Did you help?”
“Yeah.” Scott shrugged at Toby’s look of surprise. “Nick is a part of me. I couldn’t turn my back on him, no matter what he’s done.” He turned to look at Jeremy and Nick together. “As long as they’re together, Jeremy is part of me as well, in every way that matters. I had to protect him. He would have done it for me if it had been Michelle in danger.”
“How did you help?” asked Toby.
“Intelligence. Research. Target selection. Surveillance. Combat simulations. Everything up to the actual duels themselves. Nick was right; they couldn’t hold a candle to him, not against both of us. Nothing was left to chance. They were all dead as soon as we identified them as viable targets.”
Nick let go of his lover, sat back in his seat, and sighed. “Any more questions, Jeremy?”
“Just one.” Jeremy climbed to his feet. “How many are left on your list?”
“What makes you think there are any left?”
Jeremy rolled his eyes. “Don’t start this again, Nick. Just tell me.”
“Eight. So far, they haven’t taken the bait. I’ll have to be more creative to get them to let down their guard.”
“What would you do if I asked you to stop?”
“No one threatens what’s mine and walks away, Leshir,” he said with a low growl. “Not even if it stops being mine anymore.”
Jeremy digested that. “All right,” he said, his features set in a grim mask, “here’s what we are going to do. You will never lie to me again. You will never try to trick me. You will never hide things from me for my own good.”
Nick considered Jeremy’s words carefully for a moment. “Agreed.”
Jeremy looked at the others. “Then we are all going to have a long and pointed discussion about trust.”
“All right,” Scott said with an air of resignation.
Jeremy turned back to Nick. “And then you’re going to send me copies of your files on the eight remaining targets.”
Nick frowned. “Why?”
“Because if we’re going to have to be more creative to get to them, we’ll need more points of view. A fresh pair of eyes might find something you’ve missed.”
“Two pairs,” Toby added.
Nick just stared at them.
Scott chuckled. “You’re looking at them through a prism of love, Nick. It’s blinding you to their hard edges.” He looked at Toby and Jeremy knowingly. “Sentinels don’t fight defensively. They don’t back down. They don’t retreat. They don’t take prisoners.”
Nick found his voice. “You want to help.”
“Try to stop us,” said Toby.
“No more secrets,” insisted Jeremy. “If these are our enemies, we’ll take them down together.”
“Agreed,” Nick whispered.
Sitting beside him on the couch, Jeremy took Nick’s hand in his, turning it over to trace the lines of Nick’s palm. “Nicholas, I have never had any illusions about you. I have always known exactly what you are and how far you’ll go. Always, from the very beginning, in Los Angeles. I know you inside and out. You won’t willingly sacrifice an innocent life, but otherwise you have no limits. Well, neither do I. I love all of you. Not just the parts I can control. Everything.”
Nick grabbed Jeremy’s hand and pulled it to his lips, kissing the Sentinel’s palm in return. “I will never let you go.” He glanced at Toby. “You’re in?”
“All the way to the end.” Toby proudly tapped the embroidered seal on his left breast pocket. “We are House Luscian. We have ruled the shadows of this world for thirty thousand years, and our name is Death. It’s time to let our enemies know that not everything changed when Soulkiller fell.”
A soft tone rang through the hall.
“Sunset,” said Scott. “The other guests will be arriving soon.” He looked at Jeremy and Nick. “We have to greet them, if you’re ready.”
Nick nodded. Then he stood and walked back toward the metal door of the banquet hall with the three Sentinels at his heels.
 



 

 
ARMISTICE NIGHTWALKER SEAL
 



CHAPTER 37
 
Nick and Jeremy stood across from the gateway, Scott and Toby behind them. A black mist appeared between the pillars, and a voice said, “Lorcan Magister Diluthical Primogenitor Luscian, called the Prince of Subterfuge.”
In the center of the star pattern, Lorcan appeared dressed in formal black attire bearing the embroidered seal of his house.
“Nicholas,” he said, stepping forward with an unreadable expression.
“Hello, Ruarc.” A hint of sorrow shaded Nick’s face. Swallowing, he turned to Jeremy. “I’m sure you remember my Leshir, Sentinel Jeremy Harkness.”
“Hello, Terrorist. A pleasure to see you again,” he said with an undercurrent of sarcasm. “I don’t believe we’ve met face-to-face since you raped my mind.”
“Yeah, likewise, Bloodsucker. Thanks for helping him face down the Court, but don’t let yourself get any ideas. If you ever touch him in anything other than friendship, I will shred your mind into confetti.”
Lorcan held Jeremy’s challenging gaze. “You’re a very straightforward young man, Jeremy. I had almost forgotten that about you.” He smiled at Nick. “I like him.”
“So do I.” Nick looked affectionately at Jeremy.
“Jeremy, please believe that I do not begrudge you and Nicholas the slightest bit of happiness together for as long as you are alive.” Lorcan’s tone grew serious. “You’re mortal—and I can wait. I will never yield. I will never surrender. But in the interim, I cannot hate anyone who means so much to him. Envy, yes, but not hate. There is no need for us to be enemies.”
Jeremy studied him. “Can you control your instincts enough for us to be friends?” he asked pointedly.
“If he were ready to love me back, the answer would be no.” Lorcan’s smile revealed his fangs. “But until the day he is, I have more than sufficient self-control to avoid killing you—unless I decide to do it on purpose.”
“Then maybe we can come to some kind of agreement.” Jeremy glanced at Nick. “I know you still mean a great deal to him, Lorcan.”
“Not enough,” Lorcan said wistfully. “And my name is Ruarc. Feel free to use it.” He turned to Toby. “Can you walk me to my seat, Consul? I don’t believe we’ve met, though Nicholas has spoken of you many times.”
Jeremy watched as Toby led Lorcan away, and then he turned to Nick. “I don’t think I was nearly as gracious when our situations were reversed.”
“You weren’t. You treated him like shit. But all three of us knew you were just jealous, so he let it go.”
Jeremy sighed. “Was I really that transparent?”
“You were to us. It just took me a while to realize it was more than a crush.” He leaned in to kiss Jeremy on the cheek before turning back to the teleport gateway. “Gateway clear,” he said.
The black mist swirled again between the pillars as the voice announced the next guest. The room began to fill as the Free People, Court of Shadows, and unaffiliated Sentinel guests from all over the world arrived through the gateway, one and two at a time. Quiet music filled the spaces between conversation as representatives from all four races gathered to commemorate the formal anniversary of the treaty.
Eventually, the last guest was seated, and Scott gave his AI the go ahead to send a pre-arranged signal to Armistice Security. The soft background music stopped, and a series of clear tones sounded throughout the room. Conversation slowed as everyone rose and faced the teleport gateway.
“What’s happening?” The President turned to the other humans across the table from him.
“The fanfare announces the impending arrival of the Triumvirate,” Michelle explained.
“So we finally get to meet the mysterious leaders of the Armistice?” President Daniels looked with curiosity to the gateway, where the rest of House Luscian stood waiting.
“Mr. President,” said Ana, “you are about to make an extremely important first impression. Your every word will be closely scrutinized and will determine the course of human–metahuman coexistence. As I have more experience dealing with the Triumvirate than anyone at this table, may I offer you some advice?”
The President nodded. “Please do.”
“The Gray will try to protect your interests, because that’s what he does. Be cautious in dealing with the White—she’s five thousand years old and a more experienced politician than you will ever be,” she said. “But, most importantly, be very, very careful in dealing with the Black. He hates lies and false promises, even when he knows they’re necessary. If you break your word to him, every vampire in North America will rise as one to avenge his honor. Not even House Luscian will offer you any protection if you turn the Redeemer against you. Good luck.” She and Sike picked up their chairs and carried them back across the aisle to the House Jiao-long table.
The black mist appeared in the teleport gateway as the voice announced the first Speaker. “Layla Magister Curallorn, called Nemesis, the Prince of Wrath, the Triumvirate Council Speaker for the Dawn.” In the midst of a dazzling light, Layla appeared. Her white gown contrasted with her ebony skin and braided black hair, and the seal of House Curallorn—a red spider centered in a circular web—was set in platinum and rubies on a brooch pinned over her heart. Stepping off the gateway, she gracefully walked to stand to the left of the aisle, facing House Luscian.
The black mist remained and the voice announced the next Speaker. “Takeshi Nakamura Leshir Jiao-long, called Shadowhunter, the Wind of Earth, Director of Armistice Security, the Triumvirate Council Speaker for the Watch.” Take appeared, wearing a charcoal-gray double-breasted suit with the seal of House Jiao-long on the left breast pocket. He took up his position on the right of the aisle.
The voice spoke again. “Sean Magister Jiao-long, called the Traveler, the Redeemer, the Wind of Air, the Prince of the Dawn, the Triumvirate Council Speaker for the Damned.” Rory, wearing a black tuxedo with the seal of House Jiao-long over his right breast, appeared in the gateway. His hands were bare, and the white light emanating from the cruciform brands on his palms overpowered even the blue glow of the gateway design. Immediately, all the vampires in the room, with the exception of Layla, Nick, and the Court of Shadows delegation, dropped to one knee and bowed their heads. Rory stepped forward to stand between the others at the threshold of the gateway and then walked ahead alone to stand directly before Nick.
Nick knelt. “Redeemer, lead us out of darkness,” he said, echoed by all of the kneeling vampires. “Our lives are yours. We are your blades to wield.”
Rory answered formally, his eyes on Nick. “I accept your honor, to defend as if it were my own.” Holding his arms out to his sides, he levitated several feet into the air. “For I am the darkness before the dawn, and this is the only gift I have to give.” As he finished the ritualized greeting, the white light from his hands flared into brilliance, casting harsh shadows around the room. The Children of the Dawn simultaneously lifted their heads to look at him, the white light of the Pure Draw answered by a glowing white cross branded in the center of each of their foreheads. As the light of Rory’s hands faded into a tolerable luminance, the vampires stood, and the crosses faded from the Daywalkers’ brows. Rory settled back to the floor while the rest of the guests took their seats again.
The music and conversation resumed as Nick and Jeremy shook hands warmly with their final guests and led them back to the head tables. As they approached, President Daniels and the First Lady remained standing, the cameras capturing every moment.
“My Lords,” Nick addressed the members of the Triumvirate, “I present to you Kevin and Catherine Daniels, the President and First Lady of the United States of America.” He turned to the humans. “Mr. President, Madam First Lady, I present to you Speakers Takeshi, Layla, and Sean, the Triumvirate Council of North America.”
Take stepped forward first, extending his hand. “Mr. President, it’s an honor to finally meet you.”
President Daniels shook his hand. “And I you, Speaker Takeshi.”
Take laughed. “Take is fine, Mr. President. Sentinels don’t stand on formality much; that’s more of a vampire thing.” He turned to Catherine and bowed. “Madam, a pleasure.”
“For someone who doesn’t stand on formality,” she said, “you certainly do it well, Take.” She gestured to the elaborate surroundings.
Takeshi tilted his head with a grin, acknowledging the compliment. “The learning curve was fairly steep, Madam First Lady, given the people I work with.” He moved back, next to Rory, who was slipping his hands into black gloves as Nemesis came forward.
She bowed to the President and inclined her head to the First Lady. “May I say that I have watched the evolution of your country with extraordinary interest, Mr. President? I have seen your people adapt for more than twenty generations, since the Europeans began to form permanent colonies on my lands. There have been many missteps, but seldom have I seen such passion for hope and change. The American people are to be commended for their efforts.”
President Daniels was taken aback at the words ‘twenty generations’, but recovered quickly. “I thank you on behalf of my people, Speaker Layla, for your unique perspective.” Nemesis nodded and stepped back.
Rory offered his hand, the light of the cross brand now hidden beneath the soft leather. “Mr. President.” He paused for an instant, deciding what to say next. “I voted for you.”
Surprised, President Daniels laughed and shook Rory’s hand. “Thank you, Speaker Sean, for your support.”
“I prefer to be called Rory when I am not addressing another vampire, Mr. President.”
“Very well, Rory.” The President looked back at the now-dormant teleport gateway. “That was an impressive display you put on back there.”
Rubbing his thumb over his covered palm, Rory said, “Some of the people in this room waited thousands of years to be touched by the power I have been allowed to wield, Mr. President.” He tapped the House Jiao-long emblem on his breast pocket, which matched the symbol etched into the glass of the other head table. “I redesigned the seal of my house several years ago. The dragon represents the Darkness and was taken from the original seal. The circles represent the Light, just as they do for the Children of the Dawn. The sword represents the battle between them that I have been chosen to fight. Tonight, I simply renewed their faith in my cause. That is what they need from me, in return for their trust, and it is my honor to give it to them.”
President Daniels nodded. “Faith is important and so is trust. Without them, our leadership is meaningless.”
Rory smiled. “I’m glad you understand.” He bowed to the President and the First Lady in turn. “Mr. President, Madam First Lady, we are honored that you chose to join us on this special night. I hope you enjoy the rest of the evening.”
 
* * *
 
“Nicholas,” Lorcan said, approaching the head table where Nick and Jeremy were chatting with the President and First Lady, “may I have this dance?”
“Ruarc, I don’t think—” Nick started to say.
“Yes, you may,” Jeremy said, turning back to the conversation.
“I seem to have been overruled.” Nick grinned.
“Your Leshir is learning to be gracious, after all.” Lorcan led Nick to the dance floor as the music moved smoothly into a slow, orchestral piece. “Dance with me, Nicholas.”
Nick let him lead, and the two moved skillfully around the dance floor.
“How are you doing these days, Ruarc? We didn’t really have much time to talk back in Ireland.”
Lorcan smiled sadly at him. “It’s been more than a year. Did you think I would be sitting alone in a dark room, pining for you?”
“Something like that.” Nick laughed. “I’m glad you’re doing better. I guess I have too high an opinion of myself.”
“I didn’t say you were wrong, Nicholas.” Lorcan’s strong hands turned his partner suddenly, spinning Nick away from him and then drawing him in close.
Nick stumbled for a second before recovering, matching his steps to Lorcan’s. “I never meant to hurt you, Ruarc.”
“I know,” whispered Lorcan. “I always knew what would happen if you found out before you had a chance to feel something for me.” His gaze sharpened. “I’m told you are still close friends with the Traveler.”
“Yes, I am.” Nick’s voice was carefully neutral.
“You must know he loves you, just as I do.”
“I know. I shared a double bridge with him. I saw his heart, just as I saw yours.” Nick leaned closer, pitching his voice low, so only Lorcan could hear. “And I saw what you asked him to do before you left.”
Now it was Lorcan’s turn to stumble. “That was meant to be private, Nicholas,” he said angrily. His eyes blazed and his hand, still holding Nick’s, hovered self-consciously near the hidden brand over his heart.
“Why did you do it, Ruarc? Was it because of the things we said after our first night together, all those years ago?”
Lorcan’s eyes gradually faded from red to green. “Yes,” he admitted with a hint of sadness.
Nick stopped dancing, his hand still on Lorcan’s chest. “I told you then that it meant something to me when you made a sacrifice for my sake. It still does.”
Lorcan swallowed and stood perfectly still, his thoughts and his body frozen by Nick’s light touch. “But does it mean enough?” he asked.
Nick opened his mouth to speak but was interrupted by a deep voice from behind him. “May I cut in?”
Turning, Nick found Rory standing behind him, his eyes slitted and red as they focused angrily on Lorcan. Nick’s eyes darted between the two, and he noticed that although Lorcan smiled at the intruder, his eyes, too, were red.
“Guys, this is neither the time nor the place for a pissing contest.”
“Run along back to your Leshir, Nicholas,” Rory said frigidly, facing Lorcan. “May I have this dance, Magister Diluthical?”
“By all means, Magister Jiao-long.” Lorcan’s grim smile was broken by the points of his fangs. “Would you like to lead, my Lord?”
Silently, Rory took Lorcan’s hands. The dance floor emptied, other guests scattering around the two dancers as they picked up the psychic aura of fury that clung them. Alone, they moved silently in time to the music, saying nothing. When the song finally gave way to a faster number, they stood apart, staring into each other’s eyes. No one else came near them, unwilling to risk striking a spark that might ignite into violence.
“Thank you for the dance, my Lord,” Lorcan said finally. “When the time comes, perhaps we shall do it again one day.”
“Perhaps we will.” Rory’s voice was resonant with hatred. His fangs bit into his lip, leaving a bead of his own blood on his lower lip. “When the time comes.”
Lorcan smiled, his own fangs bared. “I look forward to the challenge.”
Rory’s voice was a low rumble as he warned, “That would be a serious mistake, Magister Diluthical.”
“I will never yield, my Lord,” answered Lorcan. “I will never surrender.”
“Then one day, Ruarc,” Rory’s eyes blazed with suppressed mayhem, “we will dance for real.” Then he casually turned his back and walked away toward the Jiao-long table.
Lorcan smiled pleasantly at Nick, who was standing helplessly at the edge of the dance floor, and then he also turned and returned to his seat.
Nick jumped as Toby’s lightly touched his shoulder.
“Big brother, your friends scare the crap out of me.”
Nick sighed. “You’re not the only one.”
 
* * *
 
As the evening gave way to night, Scott and Ana stood and walked to the opposite end of the hall from the head tables. As they reached it, the music faded, and the hologram of the outside sky was replaced by a large neutral-gray rectangle that stretched across the entire wall.
“My Lords and Ladies.” Ana’s voice was amplified by her AI. “I am Anaba Nizhoni Consul Jiao-long, called the Architect, the Wind of Fire. We have come to the final part of the entertainment for this evening. In honor of this moment—the twentieth anniversary of the Armistice Declaration—we have prepared a special presentation for you to remind us of the significance of this day.”
“My Lords and Ladies,” Scott spoke up, “I am Scott Phillips Consul Luscian, called the Wind of Water. For thousands of years, Sentinel history has been passed on by word of mouth, written records, and the memories of the Gift, while Nightwalker history has been passed on by telepathic memory transfer. Tonight, that changes.”
“The Arcanum Project grew out of a conversation several years ago between Scott and me,” Ana explained. “We wondered whether telepathic memory transfers could ever be mimicked by technology, as means of recording historical events directly from the minds of the witnesses. After a great deal of work, we announce tonight that it can. Together, we have designed a new form of magical artifact—one that will allow the permanent storage of a recorded memory. We have also created AI software that will allow those memory records to be viewed audiovisually.”
“What you are about to see,” said Scott, “is a composite simulation of memory recordings. This way, the same events can be seen, from the most informative perspective, in an integrated presentation. For this occasion, we have chosen two events to demonstrate this technology, which will become available for general use within a year. The first is the founding of the Armistice—the events that have brought us here today.”
Applause filled the gap in the proceedings as Anaba and Scott stepped to either side of the screen. A picture of Jiao-long’s sanctum appeared, the images drawn from both Rory’s own memory and the memories of Jiao-long that he had absorbed, depicted Rory and Jiao-long confronting each other. The audience watched spellbound as the events of that evening played out, seeing Rory’s transformation and his bargain with the White Wind, followed by his first use of the Grace on Layla and the start of the truce.
When the screen finally faded to gray, Scott and Anaba stepped back in front of it to thunderous applause. Holding up her hands to quiet the audience, Ana spoke again. “The second piece is a cautionary tale, a reminder of what we are and what we have tried to leave behind. This is the story of the Burning, the day the Armistice was breached and we all went back to war.”
They stepped aside again, and the screen lit up to show Rory facing Luscian for the first time across the coastal defense barrier. Silently, the audience watched Luscian’s deception to pass the barrier, Nick’s final moments, the battle for Castle Night, the astral confrontation between Rory and Luscian, and the explosion of the Grace into the bloodline. They saw Take’s fight with Luscian, Nick feeding from Rory to absorb his power, and the final battle between Nick and Luscian. Then they viewed Anaba’s confrontation with Nick as the Daywalker was possessed by the Crown of Souls, and the fall of the Citadel.
When it ended, Scott and Anaba stepped forward again. The applause was more subdued this time, but when it died down, Scott said, “We have seen the history of where we’ve been.”
“We know the price of peace,” added Ana.
“It is up to all of us to make sure we learn from it, so that those who sacrificed so much did not do so in vain,” Scott said.
“Thank you for your attention, and goodnight.” The gray screen faded back to the night sky hologram as the two walked back to their seats at the head tables.
Ms. Bradshaw turned numbly to her camera crew. “Tell me you got all of that.”
“Yes, Ma’am. Every frame.”
“You people are more dangerous than I thought.” President Daniel’s expression was grim.
“Yes,” said Nick. “Never forget that, sir. We walk a finer line between hope and savagery than humans. We have offered you the hand of friendship, Mr. President. Our peoples can travel this road together if you choose to lead them in that direction; if not, we will find our way alone.” Standing, he reached out and put an arm around Jeremy. “And now, we have to say goodbye to the rest of our guests. Thank you very much for coming. I hope the evening was enlightening.”
“It was an education, Ambassador.” The President and the First Lady stood and shook Nick’s hand.
Nodding, Nick turned and walked down the aisle toward the teleport gateway, his Consuls rising to follow.
Jeremy lagged behind. “Goodnight, Mr. President, Madam First Lady. Perhaps if my situation changes someday, we might meet under better circumstances.”
Daniels frowned. “Agent Harkness, you threatened the lives of the people I am sworn to protect. That choice has consequences. As President of the United States, I can assure you that your situation will never change. You will remain a fugitive from justice until you pay the price for your actions.” He turned to face Nick, who was watching them from the teleport gateway. “However, as a man living in extraordinary times, I can say that from what I have seen, your lover has walked a hard road to get where he is. That is a heavy burden to carry. If you can ease that weight in each other’s company, so be it.” He held out his hand to Jeremy. “Good luck to you both.”
Jeremy reached out slowly and shook the President’s hand. “Thank you, sir,” he whispered. “I won’t let him down.”
 



CHAPTER 38
 
Central Intelligence Agency, Langley, Virginia; One week later
Andrew Kensington clicked off the raw footage from the Armistice Day event. He hadn’t even bothered to watch the edited version with the reporter’s commentary, which continued to be broadcast by the major news outlets. No, he wanted to see the nuances, without missing anything. Putting the remote down, he leaned back into his desk chair. The President is a hell of an actor, he thought, if that were a strategically cordial performance. The only time he showed a hint of anger was when he slapped down the fucking terrorist, and even then, he recovered nicely.
His musings were interrupted by one of his team members, who yanked open the door and hurried inside.
Kensington frowned. “Don’t you knock?”
“You’re going to want to see this, sir, right away.” He handed over a file.
Slipping his glasses down off his forehead, Kensington started to read. Coming to the end, he read it again. “This has been verified?”
The other man nodded vigorously. “Yes, sir. Our Fire Sentinels have confirmed the results. The technology is a viable delivery system.”
Kensington put down the file and picked up the phone, dialing an internal number.
“What is it, Kensington?”
“We did it, sir. We are finally ready.”
 
 



PART VIII:  CHECKMATE
 



CHAPTER 39
 
October 2041; House Diluthical Stronghold, Binn Mhadagáin, Belfast, Northern Ireland; Twenty-one months after public exposure
“Enter.” Lorcan stood and tossed the book he had been reading onto his desk.
“Master,” Siobhan said as she entered and knelt before him, “my life is yours. I am your blade to wield.”
“I accept your honor, to defend as if it were my own. Rise.” Lorcan waited while she stood. “Why are you still up, Siobhan? It’s almost noon.”
“I could ask the same of you, my Lord.”
Lorcan returned her smile. “What brings you to me so late in the day then?”
“My Lord, I have been investigating incidents that have taken place at different sites across our territory.” Her expression turned pensive. “It took some time to collect the facts to my satisfaction.”
“What kind of incidents?”
“Several members of our house were attacked last night by teams of Sentinels operating in concert.”
Lorcan tilted his head, puzzled. “What makes you think they were acting together? Sentinel tactics generally spare their limited manpower. Eliminating single targets doesn’t rate the involvement of more than one grouping.”
“That’s just it, my Lord,” Siobhan said. “They didn’t eliminate our people. In each case, they captured lone hunters and then released them to deliver a message.”
“To whom?” Lorcan frowned.
“To you, my Lord. All of the messages were addressed directly to you, by name.”
He stared at her. “What did they say?”
Reaching into her pocket, Siobhan withdrew five rolled slips of paper. “See for yourself, Master.” She held them out to him.
Lorcan took them and opened one at random.
 
To Lorcan Magister Diluthical Primogenitor Luscian, called the Prince of Subterfuge,
We desire an audience with you to discharge a debt of honor we owe to your master, Nicholas Magister Luscian. We will wait for you at St. Patrick’s Rock at Cashel, tomorrow night at nine p.m. Bring whatever forces you deem necessary to maintain your security, if you wish. We have no desire to fight you at this time. If you do not meet with us that night, your master will most likely die.
 
The letter was unsigned. Lorcan stared at the text for several seconds, then opened each of the other messages in turn. They all said the same thing. He slowly looked up at his Primogenitor. “How many of our house members are in the vicinity of Cashel?”
“Forty or fifty. How many do you wish to accompany you?”
Lorcan crumpled the letters in his fist. “All of them.”
 
St. Patrick’s Rock, Cashel, Ireland; Nine hours later
By late evening, House Diluthical soldiers had secured the historic site, while Lorcan waited impatiently outside the ruined church on top of the hill. At precisely nine o’clock, a white haze formed in the churchyard in front of him, and a group of twenty Sentinels appeared. The Nightwalkers and Sentinels regarded each other soberly.
“Lorcan Magister Diluthical.” A middle-aged woman among the Sentinel group regarded Lorcan with distaste. “I am Sentinel Gabrielle Dupont.”
Recognizing her accented English, Lorcan lifted his head. “Greetings, Sentinel,” he replied in French. “To what do I owe this meeting?”
“You have sworn your house’s allegiance to Nicholas Magister Luscian, Nightwalker,” she continued in her native language. “Was that an empty gesture, or are you prepared to follow it through?”
Lorcan frowned. “We will abide by our word honorably given, Madame. What is your business with Nicholas?” He gazed at the other Sentinels. “Are you Armistice?”
“We are not.” She scowled. “The Armistice is a mockery of everything we hold dear.” Drawing herself up, she said proudly, “We represent the Sentinel community of Paris.”
“I was under the impression the Sentinels of Paris had dispersed or retired after Nicholas cleansed the city.”
“For the most part,” she conceded. “However, until after the Armistice Day event one month ago, we were not aware of the true nature of the Magister Luscian’s involvement.” She stared pointedly at him. “We do not wish to be beholden to a vampire, not even a Daywalker, but it seems we owe him for the freedom to live our lives as they were before. For that reason alone, we have chosen to take up the sword again in his defense.”
“You said Nicholas would die if I didn’t meet with you.”
She nodded. “We wish to discharge our debt to Soulkiller’s Bane. Therefore, we will do what must be done to prevent what is about to happen.”
“And what is about to happen?”
“The fall of the Armistice.” Her voice was cold.
Lorcan’s jaw dropped as she continued to stare at him calmly. “I beg your pardon?”
“For more than a year, the American intelligence community has been reaching out to unaffiliated Sentinels worldwide, trying to recruit them as spies to enter the Armistice Zone. Armistice Security has been foolish enough to allow them entrance, and they have been relaying information back regarding the tactical weaknesses of the Armistice and the Hidden Cities.”
“That’s impossible. Sentinel candidates are barred from entering the Hidden Cities unless they have vampire sponsors. Their spies couldn’t have built that level of trust in a single year with any significant number of Armistice sponsors.”
“They did not,” she said softly. “They were sponsored by sleeper agents of the Court of Shadows.”
The assembled Nightwalkers muttered in disbelief.
“The Court is cooperating with humans and Sentinels?” Siobhan interrupted.
“From the documents we recovered from the vacant House Tervilant facilities in Paris, the Americans made contact with them first. The Court has been sending intelligence their way since last spring.”
Lorcan clenched his fists in fury and leaned back against the cold stone of the church. “You said the Armistice is about to fall,” he queried above the angry muttering of the rest of his house.
“When we learned of your Master’s involvement in exterminating the Nightwalker presence in our city, we decided, after much debate, that it would be dishonorable to let him be killed while we stood by and did nothing.” She took a deep breath. “Armistice Security has grown lax in their precautions, too dependent on their advanced technology to protect themselves. Those among our people who have been cooperating with the Americans inform us that the humans have developed a weapon they believe will circumvent that technology and bring down the Armistice. We are told they have been preparing to move against the Triumvirate for weeks. It may already be too late.”
Lorcan moved to stand just a foot away from her. “What kind of weapon?” he growled.
She returned his gaze levelly. “That we do not know. We were hoping the Court would have more information, so we sought you out.”
Lorcan shook his head. “No one in the Court would be so foolish as to disclose this knowledge to me, given my ties to Nicholas.”
“We did not expect that they would.” She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, out of reach of the persistent wind. “But we thought you might know who to ask.”
“Siobhan, I must know immediately if you and the others are loyal to me,” Lorcan said. “Are you willing to follow me into war? Because otherwise, I will do this on my own.”
Siobhan’s eyes narrowed. “My Lord, you are a child. Brilliant, yes, but still a child. Your heart is blinding you to the realities of this situation. We cannot go to war against the Court. We would have no chance at all.”
“We would,” Lorcan said softly, “if the Armistice stood with us.”
“You would have us join forces with the Triumvirate?” she asked, aghast. “Are you mad?”
“Think about it, Siobhan.” Lorcan looked around at the other members of his house. “Hundreds of thousands of our people have chosen to live under the strictures of the Armistice Declaration and have thrived even so. If we join with the Triumvirate, we will be able to draw on their strength, their knowledge. We could rise to dominance over the other houses of Europe, no longer second-class citizens, a lesser house restricted to this one island while the other houses snicker at our weakness.”
Siobhan glared at him. “Lorcan,” she warned, “you are going to get us all killed.”
“Is this life so precious, century after century in the dark? What do we have to look forward to but more of the same? The Armistice is the future, Siobhan! The hope we have had to live without for our entire existence. Isn’t it worth the risk—for the chance to be more than we are?”
She swallowed. “Do you actually believe any of that, or are you just saying what you think we want to hear? What you need to say so we will help you save your lover?”
In answer, Lorcan unbuttoned his shirt and drew it up over his head. Standing before them bare-chested, he allowed the spell of concealment to fade. The assembled Nightwalkers shrank back as the white glow of the cross brand shone over his heart.
“You know me,” Lorcan told them. “I have walked beside you for five hundred years. You know I am loyal to House Diluthical. I am loyal to you. Will you trust in me? Will you let me lead you beyond what we have been?”
The Nightwalkers regarded him silently.
“My Lord.” One of the most junior Nightwalkers stepped forward and knelt before him. “I am only a fledgling, but you have been an inspiration to me for decades. If this is the path you choose for us to walk, I will follow, even if you lead us all into the sunrise. My life is yours. I am your blade to wield.”
The silence stretched on. Then, one by one, the others moved forward to kneel before him and speak their allegiance. Lorcan turned to Siobhan. “Join me, Siobhan. There is so much we could do together.”
“Lorcan, I am two thousand seventy-eight years old. I will not be swayed by inspirational rhetoric.” She regarded him soberly, staring directly into his eyes. “Do you honestly think you can win?”
“I don’t know. But in the end, does it really matter, as long as we simply try?”
With a deep breath, she, too, knelt before him. “My Lord, I will follow. My life is yours. I am your blade to wield.”
Lorcan pulled his shirt back over his head and turned to face Gabrielle. “House Daviroquir will have the knowledge we seek,” he told her. “Their Magister’s name is Alastair, and he is currently at their headquarters in London. One of my Praetors is on site and has a code for their jumper block. If we join forces, the soldiers we have here already may be enough to penetrate their defenses and abduct him. His mind will provide us with all the answers we need.”
Gabrielle raised an eyebrow. “And when do you wish to attempt this attack?”
Lorcan smiled. “The longer we wait, the greater the chance they will learn of our alliance. Give me ten minutes to set it up, Sentinel. We go tonight.”
Gabrielle stepped back among her sentinels and began quietly issuing orders.
“Siobhan,” Lorcan instructed, “contact Aislinn in London and get her code for the jumper block.” He turned to the other soldiers. “My Children, are you ready to fight?”
They all stood, showing their fangs.
“My Lord, if you had told us you planned to attack House Daviroquir, we would have been with you from the beginning,” said the soldier who had first sworn allegiance, smiling widely.
“Let the English learn to fear us once again.” Lorcan grinned and then turned and walked away from them all, into the stony stillness of the graveyard. Reaching into his pocket, he brought out his portable AI receptacle and stroked his finger over the crystal, making it glow.
“Sunburst.”
“Prince Lorcan,” answered the AI.
“Activate the video link.”
“Stand by.” After a moment, the voice spoke again. “Link established.” A black rectangle two feet wide and one foot high appeared before him. Nick’s face, framed by his office in the Washington Embassy, was visible on screen.
“Ruarc,” he said, his eyes shining. “What’s up?”
Lorcan’s voice calm, deliberate. “Nicholas,” he said, “you are at war.”
 



CHAPTER 40
 
Armistice Embassy, Washington, D.C.; Five minutes earlier
Toby Jameson sat calmly on the couch in his brother’s office, dressed in a gray silk shirt and black slacks, watching as Nick wrapped up his paperwork for the day. Then he began to whistle.
Nick glared at him. “You know, technically, you’re a member of my diplomatic staff. I could assign you some work, if you feel you have too much free time.”
“You wouldn’t do that.”
Nick growled, showing his fangs. “And how can you be so sure?”
Toby smiled and reached into his shirt pocket to pull out the all-important printed pieces of paper. “Because I have the concert tickets.” He glanced at his watch. “Are you almost finished? We should get going, if you want to go home and change first.” He looked critically at the Daywalker’s tan suit. “These guys are friends of mine, Nick. They’re not going to be impressed by the Government Stooge look.”
Nick snorted and was about to reply when he was interrupted by his AI. “Nicholas, you are being contacted by Lorcan Magister Diluthical.”
Nick checked his watch. It would still be late evening in Ireland. Lorcan usually waited until midnight to call on business. He shrugged. Maybe he just wants to chat. “Put him through, Rapier.”
A black rectangle opened up above the conference table, which lit to show Lorcan’s face as he stood outside next to some stone ruins. Behind him, there seemed to be quite a crowd gathered.
“Ruarc,” said Nick. “What’s up?”
“Nicholas,” said Lorcan. “You are at war.”
“I beg your pardon?” Nick paused for a moment, trying to figure out the joke.
“The Court has conspired with the Americans to infiltrate your defenses,” Lorcan informed him. “They intend to launch a surprise attack, using some kind of first-strike weapon they’ve developed.”
“Wait a minute.” Toby stood and stepped into Lorcan’s view. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”
“Deadly serious, Consul.” Lorcan shifted his attention back to Nick. “The Sentinels of Paris feel they owe you something, so they came forward tonight and told me. They say the Americans have been making preparations for weeks. It might already be too late to stop them.”
“Do they know where the attack will take place or anything about the weapon?” Nick asked, still trying to wrap his mind around the idea of a sneak attack.
The Nightwalker shook his head. “No. I am going to lead an assault against House Daviroquir in a few minutes. If we can capture their Magister, he should be able to shed some light on that. I will contact you afterward with what I’ve been able to find out.” He paused. “If I don’t make it back, I will have my successor contact you with whatever we learned. Goodbye, Nick. I love you.”
Nick swallowed. “Ruarc, I love—”
Lorcan cut him off. “No! Don’t say that to me unless you mean it, Nicholas.”
“You’re not the only one in my heart, but I have never lied to you,” Nick said quietly. “Don’t you dare die on me.”
Lorcan took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I’ll see what I can do.” He broke the connection.
Nick stared at the empty air for a few seconds after the virtual screen closed and then said, “Command Access.”
“Online.”
“Initiate a level IV lockdown of the embassy and bring our fixed defenses online. Inform the Garrison Commander he is to immediately redeploy forces to secure positions throughout the building to repel a possible attack of unknown origin. Authorization code Luscian five-seven-three-six, authentication keyword ‘destiny’.”
“Guardian clearance confirmed. Lockdown in progress.” In the background, an alarm began to peal through the halls.
“Release Command Access.”
“Confirmed.”
Nick looked at his brother. “If you want to leave, tell me now. Your clearance codes won’t get you through lockdown, so if you stay you’re going to be stuck here for the duration.”
Toby scowled. “Not a chance in hell that you’re leaving me out of this. I’m going wherever you are.”
The door to the office flew open. “What’s going on?” Scott yelled as he ran in, followed by Ana.
“Lorcan called me. Apparently, the Court and the Americans have joined forces and are about to attack us.”
“Bullshit,” scoffed Scott. “He’s pulling your leg.”
“He wasn’t lying. Guys, you know the projections. It’s been against the odds that things have remained peaceful so far, but it was never going to last. Now we just have to see if we can stop this before it goes any further. Lorcan is trying to dig up additional intelligence; otherwise, we might have to just ride this out. Scotty, I want you to come with me to brief the Triumvirate and be my liaison with the Winds.”
Nick turned to Ana. “As soon as the embassy is locked down and the defenses are in order, leave the Garrison Commander in charge and head back to Anchorpoint. We’ll meet up at the Council Chamber.”
“What do you want me to do?” said Toby, summoning an ebony staff covered with runes to his hands in a flash of green light.
Nick bit his lip. “I want you to stay put. You’ll be safe here for now.”
Toby’s jaw dropped, appalled, before he recovered. “Fuck you, Nicholas! I’m a Sentinel, not just your baby brother!”
Nick grabbed his shoulders and shook him. “Listen to me, Tobias. This could be nothing, or it could be everything. I need to know you’re safe, and I need to know you can get the rest of our family behind a defense shield somewhere, either at one of the chapterhouses, at your apartment, or at my house. This is personal, Toby. I can’t ask any of the others to take care of them. Please, just do this for me, okay?”
Toby grimaced. “All right. I’ll get Mom and Faith under cover, but you have to swear to keep me in the loop. If we’re going to war today, I’m not hiding behind the lines.”
“You’d better get going,” Ana said. “The Master AIs at Armistice Security Headquarters will already have informed the Council about the lockdown. They’ll be awaiting an explanation.”
“Let’s go.” Placing his hand on Scott’s shoulder, Nick jumped them away in a crack of displaced air.
Ana looked at Toby. “You’re going to stay in here?”
Toby nodded, pulling out his sat-phone. “I can follow orders. You go take care of yours.”
 
House Daviroquir Stronghold, London, England
Alastair Magister Daviroquir swept his senior scions with an imperious glare. “Are you sure that is all the soldiers we can field?” He sat upon a carved throne of oak inlaid with bone and varnished a deep, bloody scarlet. His Consuls stood around him at attention. The crackling blaze in the open fire pit was the only sound as his vassals decided who should speak first.
“Yes, Lord,” his Primogenitor answered finally. “Even if we strip our defenses to the bone, we can’t offer the Court more than ten thousand troops for their assault on the Armistice once the Americans make their attack.”
Alastair growled. “I had hoped our people would take a special role in the invasion.”
One of the more junior Consuls spoke up. “Perhaps, my Lord, if we focus our additional forces on taking a primary target, rather than in the general advance, we might gain greater honor from our part.”
Alastair frowned, thinking before answering the Consul who had spoken. “That might be a profitable argument to make. Did you have a target in mind?”
“The embassy in Washington has taken on special importance since the Armistice Day event. If we focus our attacks there, we could make a significant contribution to breaking the spirit of the Armistice.”
“Very good. That would bring honor and advancement to our house. I will present your argument to the Court.”
A knock sounded at the door to the Great Hall.
“Enter!” Alastair frowned, annoyed by the interruption.
One of his Praetors hurried into the room. “My Lord, forgive me for disturbing you, but the Praetor Diluthical wishes to speak to you directly. She says it is most important but refuses to divulge the nature of her business.”
Alastair snorted in derision. “What could House Diluthical possibly have to say that would ever be of any importance?”
His senior scions chuckled.
“Very well, send her in.” Alastair gestured dismissively and got to his feet.
Aislinn Praetor Diluthical entered the room. Ignoring the other vampires, she walked sedately to stand before Alastair and bowed deeply. “Forgive me for intruding, Prince Alastair.”
“Yes, yes,” said Alastair, waving his hand impatiently. “Say whatever it is you have to say, Praetor, so I can get back to more pressing business.”
Aislinn ignored the slight. “My Lord, my Master wishes to inform you he is aware of your intentions to attack the Armistice in concert with the United States government.”
Alastair blinked, then smiled as his senior scions moved to flank him. “I see. And does the Magister Diluthical desire some sort of consolation prize for acquiring that knowledge?”
Aislinn smiled. “No, my Lord. He asked me only to tell you that he feels your participation in such an attack constitutes a breach of the treaty between House Diluthical and House Daviroquir. Accordingly, House Diluthical withdraws from that alliance. We are once again at war. My Master just thought he should let you know.”
Alastair stared at her, astounded. “Has Lorcan gone mad?”
“You can ask him yourself, Lord,” she said, her fangs extended.
The room flared with light, filling the room with Sentinels and House Diluthical soldiers. With surprise and numbers on the side of the attackers, it was a short but bloody battle. Alastair’s guards and senior scions were quickly eliminated, taking half of their enemies with them.
The surviving Sentinels continued to hold the door against waves of Nightwalker soldiers attempting to batter it down, while the remaining House Diluthical soldiers stood guard over Alastair—some holding him down, others maintaining a ward over him to suppress his mystical abilities. The vampire lord continued to struggle, glaring at Lorcan, who knelt next to Siobhan’s body on the floor.
 
* * *
 
Lorcan reached out and closed Siobhan’s eyes. Ignoring the rest of the dead, he stood and pulled his AI out of his pocket. “Sunburst, what’s the status of the jumper block?”
“The access code has rotated. I am calculating the new code sequence.”
“Project it in the air as soon as you get a lock, so we can all see.” Lorcan turned to Gabrielle. “As soon as you see the new code, get your people out of here. We will meet back at the rendezvous point.”
She began giving orders, and immediately the Sentinels congregated around the remaining Air and Fire Sentinels, their wards on the door beginning to splinter as they waited. A virtual screen opened up above them, displaying the new access code, and both groups teleported away instantly, landing in the Great Hall of the House Diluthical fortress in Dublin. Lorcan turned to his Consul in charge of the facility. “Rotate the jumper block code immediately, random frequencies every ten seconds, and keep it up until I tell you to stop.” He strode over to the imprisoned Magister.
“You will suffer for this, Lorcan!” Alastair raged, as the House Diluthical soldiers dragged him to his feet. “I will see your entire house burn for this affront!”
Lorcan peered into his fiery eyes. “Do you know the details of the Court’s involvement with the human attack on the Armistice?”
“We all know, you simpleton.” Alastair sneered. “Only House Diluthical will be spared the glory of the Triumvirate’s defeat.”
“Good. I’m glad the effort wasn’t wasted then. Consider this to be in defense of their lives.” He bared his fangs and plunged them into Alastair’s neck. The bridge opened between them as he fed, driving the blood magic like a sword into the other Magister’s memories, absorbing his power and knowledge as Lorcan went deeper and deeper, ravaging his mind, taking everything. Only when Alastair’s labored heartbeat stuttered to a stop did Lorcan finally withdraw his mouth from the other vampire’s neck. Then he casually considered the dead body of his enemy as his soldiers dropped it to the floor.
“What did you learn?” asked Gabrielle. “Were you able to find a way to block their attack?”
“The attack is going to take place on two fronts. The Americans will attack the Triumvirate using a weapon designed from technology they stole from Armistice Security, as well as something new they developed with the help of their co-opted Fire Sentinels. They haven’t informed the Court of the details or when they plan to strike, but Alastair did know where the weapon is being built. What the humans don’t realize is that the Court intends to double-cross them.
“Now that the world knows they exist, they see no reason to remain hidden. They plan to invade and conquer North America as soon as the Americans bring down the coastal defense grid. Most of their armies are already in place, awaiting the signal to shroud the continent in cloud cover so they can attack openly. If the Armistice falls, millions of people are going to die.”
Gabrielle gasped in horror, the point of her sword dropping to rest on the floor. “Can we stop it?”
“The Americans plan to attack from a military base in California, so Armistice Security will be in a better position to take it out. In case they fail, however, we need to be prepared to prevent the invasion.” He thought quickly. “We can’t do anything about the armies already in place, but maybe we can find a way to delay the Court from giving the order to attack, at least until the Triumvirate has a chance to reinforce their defenses.”
“How?” she demanded. “Is it possible to interrupt their communications?”
Lorcan shook his head. “Their broadcast nexi are in the Council Chamber Complex itself to allow rapid exchange of information between the Court and their forces in the field. To get to them in time to block the signal, we’d have to neutralize the overlapping jumper blocks the Night’s Herald has layered over the facility. It would take weeks to decode them all, and the codes are rotated at sunrise every day.”
“Your AI can’t do it?”
Lorcan shrugged. “Only from inside the blocks. The AI I have is self-contained, not implanted. It will be confiscated before I can bring it beyond the entry hall of the Council Chamber to the center of the defense wards. Only the Triumvirate Ambassador has an AI he could bring through the security cordon, and he hasn’t been given access privileges to the Council Chamber. They’ll kill him if he tries to sneak in.”
“Then we can do nothing!”
Lorcan began to pace. “There must be something. We can’t just give up.”
Gabrielle swore in French under her breath. “I should have stayed retired in Paris.”
Lorcan froze. “Of course,” he whispered. “Paris
is the key. We don’t attack their communications. We cut off the head of the invasion force by striking at the Court, itself.”
She frowned. “Do you intend to replicate the Magister Luscian’s cleansing spell?”
He shook his head. “No. Even if we could convince Nicholas to release his spellforms to us, the Night’s Herald will be on guard for that. If the Court’s security forces are fast enough, they’ll be able to kill our spellcasters before we can complete the perimeter circle. We’ll have to be more creative.” His eyes gleamed, and his fangs extended. “Can you get in touch with the new Daywalker community in Paris?”
“Yes. We stay away from them as long as they leave us alone, but they’re easy enough to find. But Daywalkers will be of no use to us in an attack. They can only fight defensively or to defend their honor.”
“They won’t need to fight directly, but it will require Armistice magic and technology to make this work. We need to visit them as soon as I let the Triumvirate know what we’ve found out.” Lorcan’s smile was savage. “They once said they would help me if I had great need. It’s time to call in the marker.”
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CHAPTER 41
 
Armistice Security Headquarters, Anchorpoint City, Grand Mesa, Colorado; Thirty minutes later
Take projected a virtual display of the Los Angeles Air Force Base and highlighted a specific building. “As best we can determine, this is our target. Not only is this building projecting a jumper block over the entire base, with random codes rotating every thirty seconds, but there is a high concentration of magical energy emanating from it, consistent with Fire Sentinel activity.”
He tapped a control, and the view zoomed in, becoming a three-dimensional schematic diagram of the interior. “We have no idea what defenses are active inside, but the basic layout is simple. Three levels: one above ground and two below. The upper floor is mostly industrial, composed of workshops and fabrication areas. The second level appears to be office space. The bottom level has an almost completely open floor plan. That’s where we believe their control center will be. The weapon was most likely constructed on the first level, but if it’s already been deployed, you will probably have to take out the command facility to prevent its activation.”
Ana studied the schematic. “Any idea of the nature of the weapon?”
“We’re not certain,” Take said grimly. “But we have a pretty good guess.” He tapped another control, and the view zoomed out to show the entire base. It was overlaid with a false-color diagram that showed a brightly lit red zone overlapping the target building.
Scott frowned. “What is that?”
“It’s a measure of radioactive decay events.” Take tapped the red overlay over the target building. “The hotspot here indicates the presence of fissionable materials.”
Ana stared at him. “A nuke?”
“Probably.”
“How are they planning to deploy it?”
“Not sure. But that building is associated with the Space and Missile Systems Center, so I’m guessing some kind of projectile delivery system.”
“That’s crazy.” Anaba scratched her head as she studied the schematic again. “All of our important facilities are heavily shielded against nuclear attack, and most are in major population centers. They know that. There aren’t any vulnerable primary targets for them to shoot at.”
Take shrugged. “Maybe they’ve thought of something we haven’t.”
“How do you want to handle this, Take?” she asked.
“Obviously, we can’t go in full force and just expect them to hand it over. No matter what we do, we’re walking straight into the possibility of open war with the United States.”
“So we should just wait for them to nuke us?” Scott asked derisively.
“No, but we should try to minimize casualties if we can. Afterward, we can spin it to the American public as a preemptive strike, to try to undercut their justification for creating a weapon to attack us. If we simply wipe out the base, there’s no way we’ll be able to head this off before it degenerates into all-out war.” Take turned to Nick, who had been silent so far, standing in corner nervously walking a guitar pick across his knuckles with one hand. “Have you continued to work on that Neural Shock spell?”
Nick slipped the guitar pick into his pocket as the others focused on him. “Yes. But they know about that already. Their Fire Sentinels might have found a defense against it.”
“It’s the best we can do. Hopefully, this is a covert operation, so any protections they’ve developed will be limited to the actual combatants. By knocking out the rest of the base, we can keep collateral damage to a minimum.”
“If you take out the limiting parameters of the spell so it hits everything in the target radius, rather than just armed humans,” Rory suggested, “you might knock out some of their Sentinels as well. Anyone you take out before the battle starts is one more soldier you won’t have to fight.”
“Good plan,” Take said in approval. “That would be even more useful.” He looked around at the Sentinels. “The Winds are the strongest, most adaptable strike force we can field. Just keep one thing in mind—this is war. We have only two priorities: destroy the weapon and come back alive. I don’t care what we do to succeed, but I want us all to come back. If we need to kill them all, we don’t hesitate for a second.”
“If Nicholas is going along on this attack,” Layla said, “we should find someone recognizable at the Washington Embassy who can inform the United States government we know of their actions and tell them what we’ve done in response.”
“I already know who’s going to deliver the message,” growled Nick. “Toby.”
The others turned to look at him. “Why him?” asked Take. “He’s a civilian, not Armistice Security.”
“Because he was in my office when Lorcan told me about the attack. He knows we’re in the middle of a war, and if I don’t put him out of harm’s way, he’ll find a way to come after us. Sentinel or not, I refuse to put my brother in a position to get killed. I would rather drop a gravity pulse on the entire city than let him go into battle beside me. The suits in Washington won’t do anything to him directly as long as he’s out in the open and visible.”
The Triumvirate assessed his resolve. “Fine,” said Rory. “He goes to Washington, but not alone. We’ll find a way to back him up, in case they try something. In the meantime, while Take is leading the assault, I’ll monitor your progress from here. Layla will coordinate the activation of the rest of our forces and bring them into the local chapterhouses to make their stand behind the fixed defenses.”
“When do we go?” asked Ana.
Take turned off the virtual display and reached out psychically to the Winds. The voice of Earth rang in their thoughts as their collective consciousness fused into unity and their personalities were subsumed into their elemental roles.
“Now.”
 
Armistice Embassy, Washington, D.C.; Fifteen minutes later
“Let me guess. He wants you to be safe, too,” Toby said bitterly, looking up as Jeremy entered Nick’s office.
“Maybe,” Jeremy replied, “but he’s not going to get his wish.” He dropped a suit bag on the table between them. “Get dressed, little brother. We have a mission.”
“What kind of mission?” Toby unzipped the suit bag and assessed the clothes.
“You’re going to deliver an ultimatum to the President of the United States. So hurry up and get dressed. We don’t have much time before all hell breaks loose.”
Toby pulled a charcoal-gray suit emblazoned with the Triumvirate seal out of the bag and slipped off his shoes and belt. “What’s happening, Jer?”
Jeremy hovered by the windows, glaring down upon the crowd of pedestrians who had stopped to gawk at the green glow of the defense screen. “The humans have allied themselves with the Court. They’re about to try to nuke us. Nick and the Winds are trying to destroy their base of operations, but we have to let the Americans know what we’ve done so we can head off wider hostilities.”
Toby paused in the act of knotting his tie. “They want us to stop a war?”
“Nope. You’re just the messenger boy. Everything else will be handled by the Triumvirate—and Nick, assuming he survives the attack. You just need to tell them what we know and get me inside. Then you jump back here and wait it out behind the defense screens.”
Noticing the artificial invisibility shroud module dangling from Jeremy’s neck, Toby said, “You’re going to sneak in with me? Why?”
Jeremy’s voice hardened. “Get dressed. You don’t need to know.”
“Whoa.” Toby placed his hands on Jeremy’s shoulders. “Nick will kill me if I let something happen to you. What’s going on? What are you going to do?”
Jeremy’s gray eyes locked on his. “I’m going to read Daniels’ mind to see if he can be reasoned with. If he’s intent on pursuing this war past the first battle, I’m supposed to eliminate him, along with as many of the senior officials who know about the operation as I can. Hopefully, that’ll cause enough confusion to buy us the time we need to get our people to safety.”
“Jesus, Jeremy,” whispered Toby. “Do you understand what you’re talking about doing?”
“I started out as a terrorist, Tobias. It’s not such a stretch to become an assassin.”
“Nick wouldn’t want you to do this.”
“And that’s why he doesn’t know. The Triumvirate doesn’t intend to lose this war. Too many lives are at stake, including Nick’s. It’s too late for idealism. Now there’s only tactics and survival.”
Toby calmly turned back to the table and slipped the suit jacket over his shoulders. “Give me a minute to finish getting dressed,” he said.
 
Armistice Security Headquarters, Anchorpoint City, Grand Mesa, Colorado
Two thousand miles away, Layla watched Toby and Jeremy prepare over the embassy’s security monitors. “I underestimated Tobias,” Layla said quietly.
“They are both Sentinels,” said the personification of Air, looking out of Rory’s eyes. “They do not back down, they do not retreat, and they do not take prisoners. Nothing will change that. You have been seeing Toby through Nick’s perception, as someone who needs protecting. Nothing could be further from the truth. The Gift made sure of it.”
Layla sighed. “Have I changed so much from the day we met that I can almost weep for his loss of innocence?”
Air smiled. “Let it be our secret.” He turned to the projection of the Armistice Zone on the conference table. “How are we coming with the evacuation?”
She tapped at the virtual image. “So far, about a third of our population have taken refuge in the chapterhouses for transit to Anchorpoint and Icehaven, so they can be sent off-world to the Citadel and various orbital habitats. But we’re getting close to the limits of our life support systems until we can get enough ships in place to offload them to the Colonies. This will all take time. If Jeremy cannot buy us that time, a great many of our people will die.”
“Then we will save as many as we can.” Air’s voice was grim as he looked through the eyes of the other Winds. “That is all we can do now.”
 
Los Angeles Air Force Base, El Segundo, California
A comet of multicolored light plummeted from the clear sky and came to rest on the pavement in the center of the base. Around it, the soldiers stopped what they were doing and backed away in confusion as the light exploded, rapidly expanding in a spherical ripple of brilliance across the confines of the base. As the spell struck them, the soldiers toppled in their tracks. Alone in the center of the carnage stood Nick. He cast his second spell, drawing on the power of the Crown of Souls to create a temporary teleport gateway around him.
“Rapier, execute group transit the instant you isolate a code for the jumper block.”
He waited for several seconds, and then the world went white and the rest of the strike team appeared around him.
The three Winds—Takeshi, Anaba, and Scott—took off in unison at a dead sprint, moving into a triangle formation as they ran. Earth led the way, with Fire and Water to either side. Air watched through their eyes and Nick brought up the rear, maintaining defensive shields for the attacking Sentinels while they ran.
They reached their target just as a dazzling violet ward sprang into existence around it. Without even slowing down, Fire reduced it to crackling shards of light with a focused burst of pure power. Water ran ahead. His shape blurred, shifting into a stronger form than any other Sentinel of his element could achieve. The red dragon casually tore away the entire front wall of the building before blowing raging white flames over the stunned defenders.
From eight hundred miles away, using only his mind, Air caught the fragmenting mass of the wall Water had cast aside and launched the broken bricks at each of the remaining minds on the building’s first level. Thunder roared as they broke the sound barrier, punching through reinforced concrete walls and hardened air barriers alike.
The strike team crossed the shattered threshold of the bunker, ignoring the charred, broken bodies scattered around them. The dragon thrust heavy machinery out of the way to clear an open space in the center of the floor. Fire cast a circular rune on the floor, which burned a vivid crimson and sank through the concrete until the enclosed portion of the floor vaporized, revealing the level below.
Earth dropped quickly through the breach into an open reception area, followed by the others. Immediately, they were met by a hail of bullets, which ricocheted harmlessly off their shields. Tapping his Gift for speed, Earth blurred into motion, striking down the defenders two and three at a time, cutting them to pieces with a sword in each hand. Not bothering to shift his form back to human entirely, Water lashed out with long, lethal claws. Meanwhile, Air pinpointed the locations of all the other minds on that level and passed that information on to Fire and Nick. Nick neutralized their enemies’ mystical defenses as Fire attacked, her spells navigating through open doors and around corners to strike at the rogue Sentinels who ran to join the battle. In minutes, the four attackers were surrounded only by corpses.
Focusing her senses on the floor, Fire cast the cutting rune again and frowned as the spell sank just a few inches into the reinforced concrete before burning out ineffectually. “The floor is laced with a composite ward cast by at least twenty Sentinels,” she told them over the link. “It will take ten minutes to break through.”
“We cannot allow them time to adjust their tactics,”
Earth warned her. “Find another route.”
Nick cast a new spell, and the walls faded into transparency to his enhanced senses. Without hesitation, he led them down one of the hallways and through several intersections to the stairs. Ignoring the keycard lock, he struck out with both fists and slammed the door off its reinforced hinges. It tumbled into the stairwell.
Earth took the lead down the stairs, his bloody swords at the ready. At the bottom, they found a heavy vault door. Fire focused her attacks on the hinges and bolts on either side. The door glowed furnace red as she burned through the attachment points. As soon as she had done so, Nick kicked the door into the next room. Fire was first through the wide opening, Water and Earth flanking her as they fanned out to assess the next level of defenses.
Reaching out with his mind, Air identified targets, finding a line of almost two-dozen Sentinels hidden behind shrouds of invisibility. A composite ward of force barred their way. The barrier flared brightly as Fire and Nick directed their mystical attacks at destroying it.
 
Court of Shadows Council Chamber Complex, Alexandria, Egypt
Lorcan submitted to the search patiently, turning his sword over to the Council’s security staff. He tossed the portable AI device to the Herald as he casually walked past her, not bothering to switch it off first and ignoring her anger as she fumbled with the power switch. By the time the glowing green orb went out, Lorcan had already entered the
Council Chamber at the heart of the Court of Shadows. He made his way directly to the Champion’s lectern, patiently surveying the assembled Magisters, who glared back at him.
“Are we all here?” he asked.
Imperator Aleksei glowered from the head table. “You have your Full Assembly Primogenitor Luscian, as requested. Now tell us the nature of this terrible emergency that required us all to be present.” He smiled, and his fangs extended menacingly. “It had better be worth it, Lorcan, or you will suffer greatly for your temerity in wasting our time.”
“I assure you, My Lords, that the threat I have identified is credible and unprecedented.” Lorcan rubbed his hands briefly in a show of concern before placing them firmly on either side of the lectern and addressing his words directly to the Huntmaster. “It has come to my attention that elements of the Court of Shadows have allied themselves with the United States government to bring down the Armistice and allow our forces to invade North America.”
The Huntmaster laughed out loud, joined by many of the assembled Magisters. “This is your emergency, Lorcan?” He stared at Lorcan in great amusement, but his eyes sparked red and his fangs were fully extended. “I assure you, the decision to give the humans enough information to allow them to neutralize our enemies for us was made with the consent of the full Court behind it.”
Lorcan gave a low hiss, exposing his own fangs. “Not the full Court, my Lord. House Diluthical did not agree to this plan of attack.”
Aleksei shook his head. “You are gravely mistaken, Lorcan. Brion Magister Diluthical gave his full support to the operation. You were not informed when you ascended to mastery because you are clearly untrustworthy. Honor and protocol demanded we accept you among us, once House Diluthical agreed to your yoke, but we know your loyalty is compromised. Our agents who survived Brion’s operation reported that you cast aside your honor for the Daywalker’s sake. In your heart, the two of you are already mated. How else can you explain your debasement of your house’s honor in service to a lapdog of the Triumvirate?”
Lorcan drew himself up to his full height. “Nicholas Magister Luscian is my mate and my Master. I admit this freely, Huntmaster, but I do not serve the Triumvirate.”
“Yet you personally led an assault on our headquarters in London,” said Geoffrey Magister Daviroquir, newly ascended to mastery. “The security footage indicated you allied yourself with Sentinels to penetrate our defenses. No doubt you have already informed the Triumvirate of our plans.”
“Yes, as a matter of fact, I have.” Lorcan braced himself against the angry denunciations raining down on him from the stands. “My Lords, it was necessary,” he yelled over their voices. “I needed a way to gain their trust!”
“SILENCE!”
roared Aleksei. The assembled Magisters reluctantly fell quiet. He turned his attention to Lorcan, his eyes blazing. “You betrayed us all to our enemies, and you would have us believe it was a ploy?”
Lorcan faced him squarely. “My Lord, from what I have learned, it is too late for the Triumvirate to avoid their fate, but Nicholas may yet survive. I wish only to guarantee the safety of my mate. For that, I was willing to betray you to learn how they plan to counterattack. If you offer Nicholas asylum with the Court, I will tell you everything you need to know to evade their preemptive strike.”
The Huntmaster regarded him with slitted eyes. “Very well, Lorcan. We will shield your pathetic, half-breed lover. Tell us how the Triumvirate intends to attack.”
“Do I have your word you will protect him, my Lord?”
“You do.” Aleksei snarled at him. “Now speak quickly, before I lose my patience.”
“Takeshi Nakamura informed me that Armistice Security has recruited a spy within the Court hierarchy. This agent has access to the Council Chamber Complex and intends to neutralize our defenses here, allowing the Triumvirate to engage the Court directly in battle. In so doing, they hope to eliminate enough of the Court leadership to throw our forces into disarray, thereby forestalling our order to attack.”
“Ridiculous!” Alejandro Magister Tervilant stepped up to the Challenger’s lectern. “The defenses of the Council Chamber have held for more than two thousand years. No single agent could possibly bring them down!” He turned to Lorcan, and his eyes burned with hatred. “The Magister Diluthical is trying to play us all for fools. I say we reject his amateurish dissembling and make him pay the price for his treachery.”
The Huntmaster glared at the Magister Tervilant for a moment and then turned his ire on Lorcan. “Although biased by his personal animosity, his points are valid, Lorcan. The defenses of the Council Chamber were designed to be layered and overlapping, specifically to provide redundancy, in case some protections are compromised. The Triumvirate has no chance of attacking us here, in the seat of our power.”
Lorcan nodded, acknowledging the point. “Imperator Luscian employed the same protections at Castle Night, my Lord, and his fortress fell before the might of the Triumvirate. That was seven years ago, and they have only grown in strength. Their AI network allows any single artificial intelligence to access the linked power of all of those created minds. That has forever changed the face of war, enabling them to join forces against nearly any magical construct. Should a Triumvirate agent bring one of Armistice Security’s AIs into proximity with our defenses for any length of time, the AI network will be able to reverse engineer a means to penetrate that defense.”
Geoffrey Magister Daviroquir joined the Magister Tervilant at the Challenger’s lectern. “All of this is academic nonsense. There are only three entrances to the Council Chamber—all are heavily guarded, with artifacts designed to identify intelligent constructs. No one could bring an Artificial Intelligence device within the Chamber without being detected. At best, the Magister Diluthical is mistaken; at worst, he is deliberately misleading us. His information is of no value. Let his life be forfeit for his honorless alliance with our enemies.”
Aleksei smiled grimly at Lorcan. “What say you, Magister Diluthical? Is your attempt to bargain for your mate’s life a pretense? A deception to buy time for the Triumvirate’s counterstrike?”
“No, Huntmaster.” Lorcan leaned over the lectern intently, focusing on the leader of the Court. “For mine.”
 
The White House, Washington, D.C.
President Daniels stood from the conference table, where he had been meeting with the Cabinet, when the door opened and four Secret Service agents ushered Toby inside.
“Mr. President, thank you for seeing me. I realize I gave you no notice,” Toby began.
The President frowned. “Sentinel Jameson, if you have something so important to say that it possesses you to teleport into the front hallway of the White House and demand an emergency meeting, then let’s hear it.”
Toby nodded, taking a deep breath. “Mr. President, it has come to our attention that your government has conspired with our enemies in an extensive espionage campaign against us for more than a year and a half, culminating in the development of a first-strike weapon of unknown destructive potential, based at the Los Angeles Air Force Base in El Segundo, California.”
President Daniels blinked. His gaze swung left to the Director of National Intelligence, who returned his stare and shook his head slightly. “I assure you we have not, Sentinel. Your accusations are both baseless and insulting,”
“The evidence we unearthed was conclusive,” Toby continued. “For that reason, Mr. President, we hope you will forgive us for the preemptive military attack that is currently underway to eliminate that weapon.”
Daniels’ jaw dropped.
“You attacked a U.S. Air Force base?” The Secretary of Defense leapt to his feet, his fists balled in fury.
“Yes, sir, about thirty minutes ago.” Toby’s expression remained neutral as President Daniels regained his composure.
“Are you saying the Triumvirate has declared war on the United States?”
Toby shook his head. “No, Mr. President. You have declared war on the Triumvirate. We are simply acting to bring that conflict to an end with a minimum of bloodshed.”
“This is outrageous!” said the Secretary of State, her face turning red.
Toby snorted contemptuously, losing his cool. “I can’t believe I ever respected any of you. You idiots don’t seem to understand that the Court of Shadows plans to roll right over you if the Armistice falls. Their armies are just waiting for the signal to attack. You would have signed the death warrants for millions of people if we hadn’t found out what you were up to.”
“Sentinel Jameson,” President Daniels said through clenched teeth, “I don’t have a clue what you’re talking about.”
“Oh, pull the other one, Mr. President!” Toby said heatedly. “Do you really expect us to believe that this whole operation went on without your knowledge?”
“There is no operation!” the President shouted. “You have attacked us for no reason. I will see to it that you all pay!”
Opening his mouth to say something truly unpleasant, Toby was interrupted by a voice from the air next to him. “He doesn’t know, Toby.”
Jeremy appeared beside him, turning off the artificial invisibility shroud he wore.
“What?”
“He doesn’t know,” Jeremy repeated, looking directly at President Daniels, who was staring at him in surprise. “There’s no hint of deception in any of their minds. None of them know.” He turned to face Toby. “We are all being played.”
Director Mitchell narrowed his eyes, realizing the implications first. “By whom?” he asked.
 
Los Angeles Air Force Base, El Segundo, California
Without warning, their attack faltered. Water withdrew from the link, and Scott collapsed. Nick watched in disbelief as the Wind link shattered, leaving him alone in his head as Anaba and Take passed out around him. Taking advantage of his distraction, the defenders struck, wrapping Nick in a web of containment spells that suppressed his magic. He fought to move but found himself held fast. The rogue Sentinels dropped their shrouds of invisibility and grinned triumphantly. They were all wearing gas masks.
Ignoring the bodies of the fallen Winds, Andrew Kensington walked calmly past his Sentinel allies to stand before Nick. “Ambassador,” he said with a wry smile, “I have been quite looking forward to meeting you.”
 



CHAPTER 42
 
Court of Shadows Council Chamber Complex, Alexandria, Egypt
Lorcan’s face split into a huge grin in response to Aleksei’s wide-eyed surprise. His AI had just informed him that, using the combined computational power of the entire AI network, all of the jumper blocks had finally been decoded. He immediately subvocalized a command to the AI implants Takeshi had ordered the Castle Night garrison to give him. “Now, Sunburst.”
The Council Chamber vanished, washed away in the dazzling light of the teleport matrix. When the light cleared, the assembled Magisters spun around in shock. They were standing on a wide lawn in the center of an eight-pointed star, which was laid out in the grass in lines of pure blue light. Then they fell to the ground, convulsing; only Lorcan stood calm and unaffected in the center, his eyes closed in rapture as he listened to their screams. Finally, there was silence. He opened his eyes, taking in the heavy pall of dust that cloaked him on all sides.
Gabrielle left the wide circle of Fire Sentinels and Daywalkers who were working to maintain the temporary teleport gateway. Calmly striding through the deep drifts of white dust, she stood before Lorcan, waiting patiently for his hysterical laughter to subside. “Are you content, Magister Diluthical?” she asked.
“I once swore I would grind them into dust and curse their remains.” Hatred seeped from his voice. “Honor is satisfied.” He spat at the pile of dust that was once the Huntmaster of the Court of Shadows. From their position on the Champ de Mars, he gazed up at the Eiffel Tower overhead. “Welcome to Paris, my Lords.”
 
Los Angeles Air Force Base, El Segundo, California
“What did you do to them?” snarled Nick, his talons biting into his palms as he clenched his fists.
Kensington shrugged. “When we first started recruiting Sentinels to join us, we began studying their physiology. We screened more than thirty thousand pharmaceutical compounds for a chemical agent that would incapacitate a Sentinel but have no effect on humans. Once we found one, it was a simple matter of weaponizing into an aerosol gas. As soon as your initial attack hit the building’s magical defenses, I ordered it released throughout the lower level.”
He stepped to the side and nudged Take’s shoulder with his boot, rolling the Sentinel onto his back. “Vampire physiology has been more resistant to our efforts to develop a neutralizing weapon, but we’ll get there eventually. You might have actually taken the building if you had brought more of them with you. Too bad. I suppose it’s too early in the day to bring in Nightwalkers, and you Daywalkers have that whole honor complex about not killing.” He looked thoughtfully at Nick. “Rather impractical, really. I prefer pragmatism.”
Nick growled at him. “So now what are you going to do?”
Kensington looked again at Take, out cold on the floor at his feet. “I’ll tell you what, Ambassador. If you surrender to me and swear on your honor to make no effort to escape, I will have them all restrained instead of killed.”
Nick stopping struggling against the containment spells and glared at his enemy. “Who the hell are you?”
“Sorry,” Kensington said with a smile, “I didn’t mean to be rude.” His smile was replaced by with a look of distaste. “My name is Andrew Kensington. I am an officer of the United States Central Intelligence Agency, and I have been coordinating our efforts against you since Los Angeles. It is fitting symmetry that you should be here at the end, Ambassador; after all, you set this in motion.”
He regarded Nick soberly. “I must admit to a certain curiosity about meeting you in person, after having studied you for so long from a distance. I think we should spend the endgame together. I would be most interested in watching your reaction to my final victory. So, once again, I ask you, would you care to surrender?” He drew an automatic pistol from the holster on his belt and chambered a round. Then he knelt and placed the muzzle of the weapon snugly against the head of the nearest comatose Sentinel. “If not, we can certainly start disposing of the bodies.”
Nick’s fangs and claws retracted as his eyes fixed on the gun pressed to Scott’s unconscious head. “I surrender.”
“Excellent,” Kensington said in a business-like tone. He turned to one of his own Sentinels. “Put them under heavy guard in one of the offices on level two and vent those areas with the gas. Make sure you suppress their powers, just in case, so they’re not a threat.” He strode deeper into the partitioned area of the third level. “Bring the Ambassador.”
Nick felt the containment spells drag him forward as the three unconscious Sentinels were carried away in the opposite direction. His limbs shackled by magic, he turned to watch them over his shoulder until he could no longer see. Then he shuffled silently after Kensington. He was led into the center of the basement, to an open space surrounded by computer workstations and a large screen displaying a digital map of the United States.
“Move him over there and lock him down.” Kensington pointed at an empty space to one side.
Nick was forced to stand in place as a Sentinel came forward, drew a short blade, and casually sliced it across his own wrist. A smooth stream of blood flowed from the Sentinel’s slashed forearm as he walked a circle around Nick, forming the symbols of a containment circle on the floor. When the circle was complete and began to glow, the spell holding Nick in place dissipated. He could move again, but only within the confines of the circle. The Sentinel healed his wrist and stepped back, and two more stepped forward, repeating the process one at a time. Nick glared out at Andrew over the three glowing blood circles. “I surrendered, Kensington. I gave you my word.”
“Forgive me, Ambassador, if I don’t trust your word.” Kensington turned to look at the display screen in front of him. “As I said, I prefer pragmatism.”
Nick’s gaze searched the room for vulnerabilities, finally coming to rest on a familiar pair of blue-green eyes that watched him with amusement.
“You! What the hell are you doing here?”
Medusa laughed. “I am bringing your world to an end, Ambassador.” She smirked. “Just as you brought mine to an end.”
Nick’s eyes snapped back to Kensington. “This is how you’re defending your people? By making deals with psychopaths?”
Andrew shrugged. “Pragmatism, Ambassador. Elizabeth has been one of our most effective resources on this project, even from prison. It took quite a bit of work to arrange her release into my custody.”
Nick ground his teeth in frustration. “So where is this first-strike weapon you’ve developed?”
Medusa snorted in contempt. “Is that why you attacked us here? We wondered. You’re a little behind the curve, Ambassador. The weapon was completed almost a week ago. We were just waiting to acquire an appropriate launch vehicle for deployment.”
“All of my preparations have been complete for hours,” Kensington said. “I’m just waiting for the green light from the President and I’ll send the codes to fire.”
“To fire what?” Nick folded his arms defiantly. “What do you think you can do to us?”
“I suppose it does no harm to tell you, since there’s nothing you can do to stop it.” Kensington smiled smugly. “Even if your people destroy this entire base, the launch codes will be sent automatically from a remote transmitter unless I enter an abort sequence periodically. The weapon is a specially modified, submarine-launched ballistic missile armed with eight nuclear warheads. Totally illegal under our nuclear non-proliferation treaties, but we decided to make an exception—just to be sure. The total yield will be approximately four megatons.”
“You’re wasting your time, Kensington. All of our major facilities have perimeter shielding specifically designed to withstand nuclear attack. Besides, most are located in the middle of major cities. Are you really prepared to kill millions of your own people for nothing?”
“I have no intention of killing any of my fellow Americans, Ambassador. The missile is targeted at a relatively remote, unpopulated region.” Walking up to the map, Kensington tapped his fingers on a spot in the lower left. He smiled as recognition flashed over Nick’s face. “The center of the Grand Mesa in Colorado.”
“Anchorpoint,” whispered Nick.
Medusa gave him a vicious smile. “You have no idea how long it took us to get a precise location for the Armistice Capital. Now we are finally ready to wipe it off the map.”
“A submarine-launched missile won’t even make it past the coastal defense barriers,” Nick said coldly. “And even if you manage to get it past the perimeter shields before the barriers go up, it won’t get anywhere near Anchorpoint. The Colorado Defense Grid is the most heavily fortified location on the planet. Nothing can get through unless we allow it. Nothing at all.”
Kensington stepped closer, standing just outside the blood circles that ringed Nick. “That remains to be seen, Ambassador.”
“Nicholas,” Rapier spoke into the silence, “I am receiving a priority video link request from Jeremy Harkness.”
“Interesting. I thought we’d managed to block your communications channels.” Medusa sighed. “Live and learn, I suppose.”
Kensington waved dismissively. “If your lover wants to chat in the middle of a military operation, by all means, talk to him. It makes no difference.”
“Let’s see it, Rapier.”
“Nicholas,” said Rapier, “the request is addressed to Andrew Kensington.”
Kensington turned to stare at him in surprise. “Full-size display, Rapier,” Nick said. “Put him through.”
A black virtual screen, six feet wide and six feet tall, appeared before them and revealed Jeremy standing next to Director Mitchell. They were in the office of the Director of the CIA and behind them, a security monitor showed a view of the basement room containing Kensington and Nick.
“Mr. Kensington,” said Director Mitchell, “do you know who I am?”
The agent straightened. “Yes, sir. May I ask why you would stoop to using an Armistice intermediate to contact me?”
Director Mitchell crossed his arms. “Because I had no other method to reach you, Mr. Kensington. I didn’t know of your existence until Sentinel Harkness pulled your name out of the mind of the DCIA.”
Andrew blinked. “Sir, I don’t understand. Director Cochrane has been sending you my intelligence reports for more than a year.”
Director Mitchell slowly shook his head. “No, Andrew. Your operation has been purely orchestrated by Derek Cochrane, cooperating with rogue elements of the military. Neither I nor the President have had any knowledge of your activities at any point—ever. Your actions have been completely black and off the books. Cochrane has been supporting you by diverting resources from other projects, civilian and military, as well as from my own intelligence taskforce.
“Sentinels Harkness and Jameson have been teleporting me to the headquarters of each of the intelligence services for the last twenty minutes. I supervised as they telepathically interrogated each of the directors to determine who was involved with setting your program in motion. When confronted, Cochrane confessed. Seemed particularly proud of the way he had manipulated you into acting as a proxy for his treason, in fact.” He sighed. “We have all been used, Andrew. What you are about to do is completely illegal and directly contrary to the policies of the United States government. I am ordering you to stand down immediately.”
Kensington swallowed. “No. This is some kind of trick,” he said desperately, glaring at Jeremy. “The telepath is influencing you somehow, sir. I don’t believe your words for a moment.”
Director Mitchell looked to the side, at someone Nick couldn’t see, and nodded. Then he took a few steps backward, away from the screen.
The President of the United States stepped into view, facing Andrew squarely. “Do you know who I am, Mr. Kensington?”
“Yes, Mr. President,” Kensington whispered.
“You have been lied to, Andrew. There is nothing noble in what you are doing, no higher purpose for which you have been called to serve. You are about to commit an atrocity—one that will stain our nation’s conscience for generations, just as it did the last time we used these weapons against civilians. Nothing is to be gained by this. You will only put our own people at the mercy of enemies we have no chance of defeating.” President Daniels drew himself to his full height and focused his attention on Kensington. “I am giving you a direct order to terminate this operation. Turn aside from this path, Andrew. Now, while there’s still time. Prove yourself an honorable man.”
Kensington stared at him for a moment and then at Medusa, with whom he had worked for the last twenty-one months. She watched him silently and then shrugged. Kensington reached up under his shirt. With a tug, he snapped a chain that had been hanging around his neck, leaving a small key loose in his hand as he stepped forward to one of the computer consoles. He inserted the key into a small hole and, turning it, unlocked a metal panel, which he lifted aside. Beneath the panel were two buttons—one red, one green. Kensington stared at them momentarily. Then he reached out and pressed the green button.
A recorded voice spoke from the console. “Launch codes activated.”
Andrew turned back to the screen. “Mr. President,” he said sternly, “I prefer pragmatism.”
 




 
THE CONSPIRATORS
 



CHAPTER 43
 
“Mr. Kensington—” began the President, his voice choked with anger.
“You chose to side with the monsters, sir.” Andrew cut him off. “I choose humanity. I have nothing left to say to you. Turn it off,” he instructed Nick.
“Nicholas, I am receiving a tactical update from Armistice Security being broadcast system-wide over the planetary communications grid,” said Rapier. “A ship-to-shore thermonuclear missile has been launched at the continental United States from the Pacific Ocean off the coast of California. Tactical analysis indicates the missile has been modified to project shield wards in an interlocked and overlapping configuration, as well as a quantum dispersion field, preventing it from being shot down. The coastal defense barrier has been activated. Impact in thirty seconds.”
“It doesn’t matter,” Nick said to Jeremy, who stared at him in horror from the screen. “It will never get through the defense grid.”
Jeremy’s voice was quiet—strangled. “They found a way to neutralize the shield matrices.”
Nick went still. “That’s impossible,” he whispered.
“I saw the report in Cochrane’s mind!” yelled Jeremy. “Nick, you have to stop them!”
“Turn it off, Ambassador,” Medusa said coldly. “Now. Or we will start executing prisoners.”
Nick turned to Kensington, who glared at him with unconcealed loathing. “Turn it off, Rapier,” Nick said, and the virtual screen winked out. “There are more than one-point-five million people living in Anchorpoint. Are you ready for that much blood on your hands?”
“Your people, Ambassador,” Andrew said contemptuously. “Not mine.”
“Kensington, if you do this, you’ll condemn millions of your own people to death,” Nick warned. “The Court will attack as soon as we are eliminated.”
Andrew frowned and then glanced at Medusa.
She shrugged again. “Perhaps they will,” she said. “We will deal with them when the time comes. First things first.” She turned to the map display, focusing on the indicator that revealed the missile’s position.
Nick watched as the indicator reached the coast, then Rapier spoke again. “New tactical update received. The missile has penetrated the coastal defense grid. Sensor scans show that the missile is projecting a forward neutrino burst that has disrupted the shield matrix of the coastal defense barrier. Course projection indicates the missile is targeted at Anchorpoint City.
“Tactical analysis predicts the weapon will penetrate the Colorado Defense Grid and impact the city center in eleven minutes forty seconds. A four-megaton ground burst detonation is predicted, which will result in the complete destruction of the city, including Armistice Security Headquarters. Teleport evacuation is now in progress. All Armistice facilities in North America are ordered to shut down non-essential systems and divert available power to the Anchorpoint Transit Hub in order to maintain and enhance teleport infrastructure, now operating at two hundred percent capacity and increasing.”
Nick swallowed. “Will that be enough?”
“No,” said Rapier. “Anchorpoint Control estimates that no more than forty percent of the city’s population will escape. Projected death toll exceeds one million casualties.”
“Kensington,” Nick pleaded, “for the love of God, don’t do this. Stop it! Before it’s too late.”
“He couldn’t even if he wanted to, Nicholas.” Medusa smiled grimly. “The missile has no abort mechanism. There’s nothing any of us can do to prevent it from reaching its target.”
“But why?” Nick screamed. “We did nothing!”
“This is our world, Ambassador,” Kensington said angrily. “Humanity clawed its way out of howling barbarism to achieve mastery over it, using knowledge and reason. Your magic is a throwback—an atavism from a forgotten age. That door needs to be closed so humanity can step forward on its own two feet.” He stabbed a finger in Nick’s direction. “Your people are a sickness, a weakness that we can’t afford. You need to be cleansed in fire.”
“Kensington, please—” Nick stopped abruptly as everyone else in the room collapsed. He blinked as Jeremy appeared in front of him after shutting down his invisibility shroud.
Jeremy scowled at Andrew’s prone form and then walked to one of the computer workstations. After typing in a series of commands, he asked, “Toby, can you hear me?”
“Yes,” Toby’s voice came out of thin air.
“I’ve started cycling the atmosphere on all three levels. Make sure you grab a gas mask off one of the bodies in the machine shop before you head down; it won’t be safe for at least a couple of minutes.”
“How did you get in here?” Nick asked.
Jeremy shrugged. “Toby brought us to the edge of the jumper block and I ran the rest of the way. I’m physically human. There was a chance the gas wouldn’t affect me, so I took the risk. I snuck in past the guards far enough to take out everyone in the building at once.” He turned to the map display. “Grendel, how long do we have?”
“Impact in ten minutes fifteen seconds.”
Nick shook himself mentally. “Rapier,” he snapped, “get me tactical access and bring up everything you can get on the missile.” Virtual screens sprang up around him, showing schematics of the missile. “What can you tell me about the neutrino burst?”
“The effect has not been previously recorded.”
“Extrapolate from our theoretical knowledgebase, based on sensor data and shield grid telemetry. Use my authorization codes to get priority access to the AI distributed network.”
At that moment, Toby sprinted into the control room. He raised his staff and quickly cast a series of spells that caused the glowing lines of the blood circles to flicker and expire. “Move your ass, big brother,” he yelled, his voice distorted by the gas mask. “We don’t have much time.”
“Analysis complete,” Rapier spoke again. “The neutrino radiation appears to interrupt the stable energy matrix that forms the basis for most forms of coherent energy field.”
“Can we block its effects or alter the city shield grid to resist it?” asked Nick, stepping over the inert blood circles.
“Yes. But modulation of the shield grid would require manual adjustment of the individual shield emitters to multiple alternate waveforms. There is insufficient time to reconfigure enough emitters to provide an effective defense.”
“What about the warhead, itself?” Toby asked. “Can we burn it out or detonate the missile before it hits?”
“No. The missile carries a simple kinetic trigger. There are no complex electronics to damage.”
“So it’ll keep flying until it runs into something big enough to stop it,” said Nick, pacing back and forth. “Can we project a barrier in front of it strong enough to trigger an early detonation?”
“The neutrino burst will interfere with all known forms of stable energy barriers,” Rapier explained. “The shields the missile is projecting will most likely protect the detonator from non-physical magical barriers or manipulation until the missile’s momentum carries it beyond the area of effect.”
“So telekinesis is out, even if I can catch up to it in flight,” said Nick, grinding his teeth.
“Damn it!” shouted Toby. “There must be something we can do!”
A tone sounded from the computer console. Jeremy glanced at it. “The atmosphere is clear, Toby.”
“What about teleportation?” Toby asked, pulling off his mask. “Can we throw something in its way to form a physical barrier?”
“The neutrino burst will disrupt the formation of any unshielded teleportation matrix.”
Nick stopped pacing and looked up. “Wait. What do mean unshielded?”
“Recursion drive propulsion uses a sequential teleport matrix that is enshrouded in an artificial gravity field. The gravity field will prevent the teleport matrix from dissipating.”
“Oh, my God!” Nick’s face paled. “Rapier, you said they’re shutting down non-essential systems. Are any of the faster-than-light communication relays still up?”
“Checking. Stand by.”
“Recursion drive,” said Toby, nodding. “You think we can get a jumpship close enough to shoot it down?”
“At close range, we might have a chance of penetrating its shields, especially if we can get a couple of ships working together. It’s the best chance we have.”
“The Icehaven uplink remains active,” Rapier said finally. “However, it is scheduled for deactivation in sixty seconds to divert power to assist in the evacuation of Anchorpoint.”
“Open a channel to Icehaven Control,” demanded Nick.
“Channel open.”
“Icehaven Control, this is Nicholas Magister Luscian. Abort FTL uplink shutdown. Authorization Luscian five-seven-three-six, authentication keyword ‘destiny’.”
“I am unable to comply, Ambassador,” replied the Icehaven municipal AI. “Shutdown protocols have been activated over Champion-level authorization codes, originating with the Triumvirate. Your Guardian-level clearance codes are superseded.”
“Damn it!” yelled Nick. “I need off-world communications! It’ll take twenty minutes to bring the link back up if you power it down!”
“I am sorry, Ambassador. I have my orders,” answered the AI. “Uplink shutdown in forty seconds.”
“Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” Nick rubbed his eyes. Then he stopped dead and dropped his hands to his sides. “Icehaven Control, verify my identity.”
“Voiceprint confirmed. Identity: Nicholas Lawrence Jameson Magister Luscian.”
Nick swallowed. “Icehaven Control, the Triumvirate is under direct attack. Until such time as their safety is secured, I assume executive authority under the emergency succession plan designated ‘Armageddon Protocol One’. Authorization ‘Kyrie Eleison’.”
“Emergency authorization code confirmed. Command clearance upgrade executed and propagating system-wide. Icehaven is at your command, Archangel. What are your orders?”
“Abort FTL uplink shutdown. The Triumvirate’s order is countermanded,” Nick instructed.
“Uplink shutdown aborted. FTL communications remain online.”
Toby and Jeremy stared at him, their mouths agape.
“Rapier, how long do we have?”
“Impact in nine minutes, fifteen seconds.”
“Display continuous countdown.” A virtual screen appeared, showing the time before impact. “Icehaven Control, take all necessary actions to maintain off-world and planetary communications.”
“Confirmed.”
“Open a channel to the Citadel.”
“Channel open.”
“Citadel Control, this is the Archangel. Verify my command codes.”
“Executive authority confirmed. The Citadel is at your command, Archangel. What are your orders?”
“Access the Spacer Guild Master Navigation AI. Give me a list of all jumpships within nine minutes travel time to Anchorpoint.”
“Stand by, Archangel. Search in progress.” Nick watched the map display and the illuminated telltale that followed the missile’s course. “Search complete. One vessel meets search parameters. The Horizon: a class-three cargo vessel currently en route from Ares Colony to Cassandra Station, Captain Danvers commanding. It is eight minutes, fifteen seconds away from Anchorpoint at maximum velocity.”
“A cargo ship?” asked Jeremy. “Does that mean it has no armaments?”
“Yes,” answered the Citadel AI.
“Then we’re dead,” Toby said in despair.
Nick closed his eyes. “What is the crew complement of the ship?”
“Captain Danvers is the only crew member.”
Nick swallowed and opened his eyes again. “Icehaven Control, open a channel to the Jumpvessel Horizon.”
“Channel open.”
“Horizon Command, this is the Archangel,” said Nick. “Acknowledge.”
“This is Captain Danvers, Horizon Command. Who the hell am I speaking to? Is this some kind of prank? Because if it is, joking about the Armageddon Protocols isn’t very fucking funny.”
“This is Nicholas Magister Luscian, Captain, and I am not joking. Verify my command codes. The Armageddon Protocols are now in effect. We are at war.”
Silence reigned for precious seconds as the Captain digested the news. When he spoke again, his voice was level. “The Horizon is at your command, Archangel. What are your orders?”
“Are you aware of the current tactical emergency on Earth, Captain?”
“No, sir. I am still a good sixty seconds outside the planetary communications envelope at my present speed. What is happening?”
“A high-yield nuclear missile has been launched at Anchorpoint City. It has been modified to penetrate our defense grids, and it is heavily shielded to resist our efforts to shoot it down. It will impact the city center in just under nine minutes.”
“Mother of God. Can they evacuate?”
“Not in time. We estimate that less than forty percent of the city’s inhabitants will survive.” Nick took a deep breath. “Captain, the Master Navigation AI says you are a little more than eight minutes away. I need you to intercept that missile.”
“Intercept it?” Captain Danvers sounded incredulous. “I can get there in time, just barely, but what can I do? This is a freighter, Archangel. I have no weapons!”
“The ship will be the only weapon you need, Captain,” Nick said quietly.
A long silence followed.
“Archangel,” said Captain Danvers, “I require explicit confirmation. Are you ordering me to ram a nuclear missile?”
“Yes, I am.”
 



CHAPTER 44
 
“Captain Danvers, please understand. I would give anything—pay any price—not to ask this of you, but I have no other option,” Nick pleaded. “Yours is the only jumpvessel in range. If you refuse, more than a million people will die by fire. This is your choice, Captain—and you need to make it right now.”
Silence was the only response.
“Are you still there, Captain?”
“I’m here, Archangel,” Captain Danvers replied quietly. “Stand by.” A few moments later, he spoke again. “Course change to Anchorpoint executed. Accelerating to maximum velocity. I will need tactical telemetry on the target to plot an intercept course.”
“Rapier, send him all the sensor data we have.” Nick took a deep breath. “Can I ask your full name, Captain?”
“Michael Sebastian Danvers. But you can call me Icarus. All of my friends do.”
“I just ordered you to your death, Captain. No one in his right mind would call me your friend.”
“That’s kind of up to me, isn’t it, sir? Besides, if this is going to be the last conversation I have in my life, I don’t see any reason for formality.”
“Icarus, my friends call me Nick.” He looked at Jeremy and Toby. “Sentinels Jeremy Harkness and Tobias Jameson are here, as well.”
“Sentinels, a pleasure to meet you,” said the jumpship pilot. “I saw you on the footage from the Armistice Day event in Washington.” He paused. “In case you didn’t know, the two of you actually managed to score Nick some major brownie points with most of the off-world Sentinel population. We respect ruthlessness and loyalty, and you highlighted both that night.”
“Icarus,” Toby’s tone was subdued, “this is Toby. Is there anything we can do for you? We can get you a com channel anywhere in the Armistice if there’s someone you want to talk to.”
“No. No one.” He sighed. “Can I keep talking to you three? Suddenly, solitude doesn’t appeal to me.”
“This is Jeremy, Icarus. We’ll be with you all the way.”
“Thanks. Okay, I’ve got the missile locked on my sensor array. Radiant, plot an intercept course to the target aircraft at maximum velocity.”
“Course plotted, Captain,” replied the ship’s navigation AI.
“Execute the designated course change and notify me when we approach the Colorado defense perimeter. Let Anchorpoint Control know of our intentions and request priority clearance to enter municipal airspace.”
“Course change complete. Intercept in seven minutes, thirty-five seconds.”
Jeremy glanced at Rapier’s countdown clock. “That should give you a full twenty seconds to spare, Icarus.”
“Good,” said Captain Danvers. “Better too soon than too late.” He paused. “Radiant, activate Captain’s failsafe protocol alpha.”
“Confirmed.”
“What did you just do, Michael?” asked Nick.
“Nothing to worry about. Just activated a safety mechanism. It isolates my ship’s AI from external commands and broadcasts emergency telemetry to Spacer Guild Headquarters at the Citadel. It’s required under Guild regulations anytime a Captain decides to place his ship in danger of being damaged or destroyed.”
“I’m sorry,” said Nick. “I never learned much about Guild regulations. I don’t deal much with Spacers.”
“Why not?”
Nick smiled sadly to himself. “Envy.”
Michael snorted. “I’m the one who should envy you, Nick. This might be the start of a war that will tear the world apart, and you still have your loved ones around you. I haven’t seen my family since my Gift kindled two years ago in Venice.”
“You’re Italian?” asked Nick.
“No. American. We were tourists. I was supposed to be taking a tour of the cathedral at St. Mark’s Square, but I snuck away to explore on my own. Just as it was getting dark, I was heading back to my hotel when I took a wrong turn, wandered into an alley where a Nightwalker was killing someone in the shadows. I ran off into the crowd, terrified. Wandered the streets for hours afterward, trying to understand what I’d seen.
“When the memories came and I opened my eyes, I didn’t want to put my family at risk. I walked away and never went back. Managed to find a local Sentinel team that told me about the Armistice, so I came back to America. Shapeshifted into a bird and flew the whole way, actually. That’s when I learned to love flying. Joined the Spacer Guild as soon as I found out it existed.”
“That took a lot of courage, Icarus. I didn’t have the guts to leave my family and friends behind,” Nick said, looking squarely at Toby.
“No. You’re wrong. I took the coward’s way out.” Michael’s voice was bitter. “If I’d been brave, I would’ve told my family the truth. The biggest regret of my life is that I never said goodbye to them, just up and disappeared one day. I might as well be dead in a ditch for all they know. Hell, they probably think I ran away.”
Nick straightened. “Ran away?”
Michael was silent momentarily. “That might have been a poor choice of words.”
Nick’s mouth was suddenly dry. “Michael,” he asked, “how old are you?”
“Does it matter?”
“Rapier, has the Horizon entered the planetary communications envelope yet?” asked Nick.
“Yes.”
“Open a video link with Horizon Command. Full screen.”
“Nick, I don’t think—” Michael started to say.
“Do it now, Rapier!” Nick cut him off.
“Video link established.”
A virtual screen appeared in front of them, showing the jumpship cockpit.
Toby swore loudly. But Nick just stared in shock as Captain Danvers swiveled in his chair to face them. “Hey, guys.”
Jeremy did a double take. “Merciful God.”
“Yeah, I get that reaction a lot.” Michael stretched in his chair and laced his fingers behind his head, completely at ease as he regarded Nick. “Meet the youngest full Captain in the entire fleet,” he said proudly.
“How old, Michael?” Nick demanded, his stomach lurching.
Michael shrugged. “I turned fifteen three months ago.”
“Oh, hell, no. I won’t do this.” Nick met Michael’s eyes. “Break your course and power down your engines, Captain Danvers.”
Michael shook his head. “I’ve seen your sensor readings on the missile, Nick. You’re right, a jumpship is the only way to get close enough to take it out. If I don’t do this, the entire city will burn.”
“Then let it burn!”
Michael regarded him soberly. “And I’m supposed to live with that? Not a chance, Nick. Sentinels have honor, too.”
Nick fixed the young captain with a red-eyed glare. “Captain Danvers, I am giving you a direct order to stand down.”
“Archangel, I reject your authority.” Michael smiled.
Nick blinked, his irises shifting fully back to blue in surprise. “You what?”
“I am Spacer Guild, not Armistice Security, Archangel. Our autonomy is guaranteed by charter. Guild regulations specifically state that the Captain of a jumpvessel in flight has absolute authority over any decision that impacts the survival of the ship or its crew, and this certainly qualifies. There are no exceptions and no loopholes. If you wish to challenge my command authority, you can submit a protest to the Guildmaster at your leisure.”
Michael dropped his hands into his lap. “You were right in what you said before.” He glanced at the telltale display on his navigation console. “It was my choice, and I made it. Now, I have just over six minutes left, and I don’t want to waste them trading barbs with the Archangel. I’d like to spend those minutes with my friend Nick again, if you don’t mind.”
“Icarus,” said Jeremy, desperately trying to think of an alternative, “isn’t there any way you can get out in time?”
Michael shook his head. “Teleport is offline as long as the Recursion Drive is active, and I won’t get there in time if I switch to Gravity Drive.” He leaned back into his chair with a sigh. “Besides, the navigation AI’s primary duty is to preserve the safety of the ship and its crew. It will reject an order to self-destruct. I’ll have to take it off-line and fly the last bit on manual.” He turned back to the navigation console. “Sorry, Radiant.”
“I have no regrets, Captain,” said the AI. “I appreciate your respect for my ethical programming.”
Nick took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Michael. If I had known, I would never have involved you.”
Michael’s eyes narrowed. “You’re wrong, Nick. You would have hated it, but you would have done the same thing.” He leaned forward. “I have been following your work closely, to be honest. You gave me so much hope. I kept thinking that someday, if you succeeded in bridging the gap to humanity, it would be safe for me to track down my family and tell them the truth.” His expression turned sad. “I kept putting it off, though. Now it’s too late. I just wish I had a little more time.”
Nick bit his tongue to keep from screaming. “I can find them for you, Icarus. Maybe you could record a letter for me to pass on.”
Michael’s head jerked upward. Then he laughed. “Radiant, upload my personal database to the Archangel’s AI.”
“Upload in progress.”
He turned to Nick. “My parents’ are Jason and Margaret Danvers. They lived in Phoenix, last I know. There’s a directory in my personal files called ‘Correspondence’. I wrote a letter to each of them every day since I first opened my eyes more than two years ago. There are hundreds of them.”
“Do you have the files, Rapier?” Nick asked, his voice tight.
“Download complete. In addition to the Correspondence directory, there is also a sizable multimedia file entitled ‘Recollections’.”
Michael nodded. “My journal.”
“Do you want me to send that to them, too?”
Michael shook his head. “No, that’s for you.”
“For me?”
Michael sighed. “I think you’re probably going to beat yourself up about this later. But you’re just seeing my age, not the quality of my life.” He sat up straight. “In two years, I’ve visited all of the Outer Colonies and seen the stars from the surface of four worlds. I’ve flown between Saturn’s rings. I’ve watched hurricanes the size of the Earth tumble across the face of Jupiter. I wouldn’t give that up for a long and boring life Earthbound. If those experiences mean I have to scatter my ashes across the sky, then so be it. Read my journal, Nick, and convince yourself that I led a full life, no matter how old I am.”
“Icarus,” Nick said softly, “I’ve killed you, and in return you’re giving me a whole world I will never see.”
Michael frowned. “What do you mean?”
“Michael,” Jeremy said quietly, moving behind Nick to squeeze his shoulder, “Nick has Recursion Dyssynchrony.”
“Very fucking amusing,” Michael said tersely. “Recursion Dyssynchrony is the Spacer bogeyman—a story to scare third-stage Cadets before they start jumpship navigation training. There’s been, like, a dozen cases since jumpdrive was invented.”
“There’s been twelve cases, exactly,” Nick said. “I was case ten.”
“You’re serious?” Captain Danvers gaped at him. “But it’s fatal.”
“For mortals. The vampire victims lapsed into a coma for a few weeks instead of dying immediately. Three of us survived. They kept our names confidential. Raf is the only one of the others I know personally.”
“Raf?”
“A Nightwalker, from Icehaven. One of your third-stage Cadets who didn’t believe in the bogeyman. We met at the funeral of the most recent Sentinel case, just over a year ago. We get together for a few drinks every couple of weeks.”
“Rafael Tervilant,” Michael said. “I saw you talking to him at William’s memorial service. You were the only ones who weren’t wearing Spacer Green.”
“You were there?”
“William was a classmate of mine. The two of you caused quite a stir: the Dirtsider vampire lord and the only third-stage Cadet to have achieved Master Pilot rank with an absolutely perfect rating in conventional flight. He was my idol.” Michael took a deep breath. “They told us he quit after a training accident. He lives in Icehaven?”
“Yes. The only place in the Armistice where you can look up at night and not see the stars. He doesn’t like to be reminded of the life he had to give up.” Nick sighed. “I’ll never see any of the places you’ve been, Icarus. I can’t get farther away than the Citadel. I will live out my days Earthbound.”
“I’m sorry, Nick. I would never have said that if I had known.”
“I made peace with it a long time ago. There are plenty of wonders on Earth I have yet to see.”
“There’s still conventional flight.” Michael looked at him with pity. “You don’t have to give up so easily.”
Nick shook his head. “Raf worked it out. To reach Ares Colony would take almost six weeks at sustained maximum Gravity Drive, let alone the Outer Colonies. No jumpship could possibly maintain environment or power output that long without burning out the reactor cores. They’re just not designed to operate continuously for more than a month at a time.”
“The Odyssey’s power cores could do it,” Michael replied.
Nick rolled his eyes and gave a weak smile. “The Odyssey doesn’t count. Besides, it won’t be back for decades. I doubt the Guild will build another one just for me.” He stepped forward, directly in front of the screen. “Thank you for thinking of me, Michael, even after what I’ve asked you to do. You opened a door for me that I thought was closed forever. I wish I could offer you the same mercy. All I can do for you is swear on my life that I will deliver your letters to your family with my own hands. And I’ll remember you when I read your journal. As long as I’m alive, you’ll never be forgotten.”
Rapier broke the silence. “New tactical update received. The Anchorpoint Transit Hub has suffered cascade failure of its transmission cores due to overload. The teleport gateway network is offline. Evacuation of the city has terminated. All available power is being diverted to reinforce the municipal shield grid. Projected death toll is revised to exceed one million, two hundred thousand casualties. Impact in two minutes, ten seconds.”
Nick took a deep breath. “It’s all up to you now, Icarus.”
Captain Danvers opened his mouth to speak but was interrupted by his ship’s AI. “Captain, I am receiving a priority audio communication from Anchorpoint, originating with the Traveler.”
Michael raised his eyebrows. “Put him through.”
“Captain Danvers, I wish we could have spoken again under better circumstances,” said Rory.
“I’m surprised you remember me, my Lord.”
“Trust me, Michael, you made an impression.”
“Rory!” Nick finally found his voice. “What the hell are you still doing in Anchorpoint?”
“Everyone in Armistice Security took their names off the evacuation roster to give more civilians time to get out. This is my city, Nicholas. I stayed behind with Take. I’ll probably survive regardless, but I forced Layla to leave in order to maintain continuity of leadership if the city falls.
“Captain Danvers,” Rory said, his voice turning brutally cold, “I have been reviewing the audiovisual recorder data from your emergency telemetry. I know what Nick has asked you to do. Am I correct in understanding you have activated your Captain’s failsafe?”
“Yes, sir. I invoked the emergency protocol as soon as I changed course to Anchorpoint.”
“That was very wise, Captain.” The Nightwalker’s voice reverberated with rage. “Believe me when I say that if you hadn’t isolated your navigation systems from external control, I would have disabled your ship in a heartbeat to prevent you from sacrificing your life, regardless of the cost.”
“That’s why the failsafe protocol exists, my Lord, so a Captain’s judgment can’t be overridden.” Michael exhaled and continued. “Don’t weep for me, sir. My eyes are open, and I am not afraid.”
“I’m aware of that, Captain. I was a Sentinel once, and I know the drill. Sacrifice is programmed into your genes. Part of my bargain with the White Wind was to free the Children of Twilight from throwing their lives away on the altar of duty ever again.” Rory sighed. “That being said, I understand you are committed to this course of action. I won’t cheapen your resolve by arguing. Good luck, Captain. All our prayers go with you. May God grant you safe passage through the Gates of Morning into everlasting light.”
“Thank you, my Lord,” said Michael. “But I’m a Spacer. Starlight is all I need.”
“Then I hope you find peace among your stars, Icarus. Traveler out.”
“Communication terminated,” the ship’s AI informed them. “Twenty seconds to the Colorado defense perimeter. Priority clearance to cross the defense grid has been granted. Intercept in thirty seconds.”
Michael looked at the other three. “Time’s up, guys. It’s been nice knowing you, but I’m going to need to concentrate now. Thank you for being my friends. I’ll be looking for you on the other side, but please don’t hurry on my account.” He spun his chair around, facing forward. “Radiant, activate the command module hologrid.” In the background, the walls of the cockpit glowed white and then showed a view of racing clouds above and below the instrument panels. “Bring us into a parallel course with the target aircraft, one hundred meters off the starboard bow, and match velocities.”
“The missile has entered the Colorado defense perimeter,” said Rapier.
“Access the defense grid sensors and show me,” Nick commanded.
An additional virtual screen opened up next to the view of the jumpship cockpit; it revealed the long, blunt-nosed cylinder of the missile at the head of a plume of fire, surrounded by the bright green light of its shields. Then, in a fraction of a second, the Horizon was there, dwarfing the missile, an enormous arrowhead of white metal surrounded by the coruscating glow of the jumpdrive matrix.
Onscreen, Michael looked to his right. “Well, aren’t you an ugly little bitch?” he said to the missile, now visible in the hologrid projection. Turning back to the front of the cockpit, he took hold of the controls. “Radiant, release flight controls to manual operation.”
“Confirmed. Manual flight engaged.”
“Radiant, I could never have asked for a better ship,” Michael said proudly, his voice calm and unwavering.
“Thank you, Captain. It has been an honor to serve with you.”
“The honor was mine. Execute AI shutdown protocol.”
“Offline.”
Michael turned again, squinting at the missile. “Hey, bitch!” he yelled. “You’re mine now!” His hands moved suddenly on the controls, and the view of the sky shifted.
On the other screen, the jumpship leapt ahead of the missile and spun ninety degrees into its path. The missile slammed into the ship dead center. The cockpit view went black as the exterior view erupted in blinding white.
“New tactical update received,” Rapier said after seconds. “Anchorpoint Control reports an airborne thermonuclear detonation eight miles southwest of the city center. The blast wave impacted but did not penetrate the municipal shield grid, resulting in only minor damage to the most outlying structures. Radiation exposure protocols are now being implemented.” The AI paused for a moment. “It appears Captain Danvers was successful.”
“Icarus,” Toby said quietly. “His name was Icarus.”
The three stood in silence for several minutes before a voice interrupted them. “Nicholas.”
They all turned as Layla appeared behind them. “Congratulations, Archangel,” she said, gazing fixedly at Nick. “You played your part well.”
 



CHAPTER 45
 
“What are you talking about?” Nick asked angrily. “I wasn’t playing at anything.”
“Yes, you were, Nick.” She stared at him impassively. “You just didn’t know the rules of the game.”
She stepped past them to stare at the electronic map, the missile telltale blinking at the location where its transponder signal had been lost. “For thousands of years, we have wondered what the consequences would be if we were discovered by humans. The possibility of war with the humans, if we could not find a way to coexist, has been the subject of Armistice Security simulations for years. The nuclear destruction of Anchorpoint or one of the other Hidden Cities at the hands of humanity has always formed a major component of those simulations.
“The details varied, depending on the starting parameters, but the progression was virtually always the same: a war of retribution by the Armistice against humankind or, failing that, an invasion of the Armistice Zone by the Court of Shadows to take advantage of our weakness. More often than not, a war on two fronts was predicted. We would have been stronger but vastly outnumbered.
“The war would have continued to escalate until both sides destroyed each other completely, finally resorting to nuclear and gravitic weapons, resulting in the extermination of all life in North America and the decimation of the rest of the planetary population. The global ecologic collapse that followed would have snuffed out any survivors.”
Layla sat wearily in one of the workstation chairs, her eyes intent on Nick. “You were never told the full findings of our projections because we knew that such a war was unwinnable. We have known since before Los Angeles that we would not be able to stop the killing once the war began. There was only one thing we were sure of—that when the moment came, we could not afford to be divided. The Triumvirate system of government could not function in wartime. We needed a single leader, someone who would be instantly recognizable to our people, someone who could galvanize our defense and lead us into battle. After Los Angeles, we knew there was only one logical choice for the job.”
Nick stared at her. “You set me up,” he whispered.
She nodded. “We modified the Armageddon Protocols specifically so that you would be able to lead our people if we were eliminated. We appointed you Ambassador to Humanity so the humans would come to know you, making you a familiar face should the need to negotiate a settlement be required. We kept you in the dark to prevent you from doubting yourself, and we arranged for the entire resources of the Armistice to be placed at your disposal when you needed them.”
Nick shook his head in denial. “No. Rory wouldn’t do that. Not to me. We shared a double bridge. I would have known if he were planning to betray me.”
“Not if it was hidden in plain sight. It was never a betrayal for him, Nicholas. He believed in you. He hoped you would have the strength to do what was necessary for our people to survive, even if we were taken out of play. And you succeeded. You gave the order that prevented the destruction of the world. Everything you have been through, everything you have suffered, finally gave you the strength of will to ask an innocent to die for you.” She smiled. “I must admit, I had my doubts. But you have proven me wrong. You are a player, after all.”
Nick stalked forward, snarling. His eyes burned red with rage. “It wasn’t a game, you bitch! He was just a kid, for God’s sake, not a fucking chess piece!”
Layla stood, not backing down, her voice remaining rigidly controlled. “Not a chess piece, Nick—a weapon. Just as every Sentinel is a weapon from the moment they open their eyes. But you’re right, he wasn’t like the other Sentinels you have known. Spacers are not soldiers. They are born from the first generation of civilians we have created since the end of the First Age. That’s why they don’t mix well with Dirtsiders, as they call us. They just can’t relate. We’re all too tainted by war and bloodshed. It would never have occurred to one of them to use a jumpship as a weapon. That thought required a warrior’s mind, Nicholas. Your mind.”
A tumult of emotions washed over Nick’s face. “He was just a kid,” he repeated tonelessly.
Nemesis shook her head. “He was more than that, Nicholas. Much more. I know you don’t keep up with off-world events because of your condition. But in Spacer circles, Michael Danvers was just as famous as you are. A brilliant pilot and navigator—finishing his Cadet training in a single year with the highest overall rating in the history of the program. He served with distinction on three ships afterward, leaping up through the ranks to be awarded the rank of Captain on his fifteenth birthday—younger than anyone else since the Guild was founded.
“They all loved him. He became a symbol of everything they aspired to. The crews he served with organized a write-in campaign to elect him Guildmaster, and he would have had a good shot if he hadn’t taken his name out of contention. The only reason he was flying a class-three cargo vessel was because he wanted to. It’s the only jumpship small enough to be operated by a single crewmember. Solitude appealed to him. Or so he said when he was asked why he declined command of the Odyssey Expedition.”
Nick’s jaw dropped. “That was him?”
“Heard about that, did you?” Nemesis pinned him with a stare.
“Raf mentioned it—the Captain who refused to be part of history. I never bothered to find out his name.”
“When Captain Danvers activated his failsafe protocol, his AI automatically began a continuous dump of all data to the Master Navigation AI at the Citadel, including the audiovisual records of the command module recorder. When the Guildmaster realized what was happening and whom it involved, he commandeered the master FTL communications array at the Citadel and rebroadcast that datastream to every Armistice vessel and facility in the Solar System.
“They all saw, Nicholas. The last few minutes of your conversation were being watched in real time by every Spacer in the fleet and all of the colonists on every world. We’re already getting reports that jumpships throughout the fleet have changed course back to Earth so they can see the place where he died for themselves.”
Nick hung his head. “I killed their hero; they must be screaming for my blood.”
“No, I don’t think so. Captain Danvers was a private person. They watched him open up more to you, an Earthbound Dirtsider, than he had with any of them. They know he refused to let you save his life. No doubt they’re grateful you didn’t leave him to die alone.”
“Is it over then? I did what you wanted.”
Nemesis nodded. “The game is over, Nicholas. Finally and truly over. For now, at least, you are free.”
Nick exhaled shakily. “Free.” He walked around the unconscious bodies to stand over Kensington and Medusa. After regarding his opponents soberly for a few moments, he then turned to face Jeremy. “Full circle, Leshir,” he said quietly. “The day we met, I told you nothing was as precious as a second chance. This is mine.”
Jeremy’s eyes betrayed none of his thoughts. “So what are you going to do with it?”
“This isn’t the right time or the right place,” said Nick. “There has been so much death, so much pain. Maybe it will never be right. I have waited so long, but I was always too afraid to take the risk. I didn’t know what I might lose next. Now, I finally have a chance to do what I want—what I have always wanted. I don’t want to wait any longer.”
Jeremy frowned slightly. “I don’t understand.”
In the midst of their fallen enemies, Nick fell to one knee. “Jeremy Kenneth Harkness, will you marry me?”
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CHAPTER 46
 
December 2041; Phoenix, Arizona; Two months later
“Now, who could that be at this time of night?” Margaret Danvers stopped clearing away the dinner dishes and glanced at the wall clock. “Jason, would you get the door?”
“Sure.” Her husband made his way out of the dining room to the hallway. “Whoever you are, it’s kind of late for visitors,” he said, as he unlocked the door.
“I won’t take up too much of your time, Mr. Danvers.” Nick stood on the front porch flanked by Scott and Ana, a small bag slung over one shoulder.
Jason Danvers stared at him and then looked past them at the cordon of armed Sentinels on his lawn. Swallowing, he turned back to Nick. “You’re the Ambassador. I’ve seen you on TV.”
“My name is Nicholas Magister Luscian, and actually, I’m not the Ambassador anymore. Can I come in? I need to speak to you and your wife for a few minutes.”
Jason hesitated and then stood back and wordlessly opened the door. Nick stepped past him, across the threshold and into the hallway.
“Aren’t they coming, too?” Jason nodded to the other Sentinels on the porch.
Nick shook his head. “I have to do this alone. They’re just here to make sure nothing happens to me. I’ll rejoin them as soon as I’ve had a chance to speak to the two of you alone.”
Jason Danvers closed and locked the front door and then led Nick into the living room. “Meg,” he called. “We’ve got a visitor.”
Margaret Danvers stopped in shock as she entered the living room and recognized Nick.
“Mrs. Danvers, hello. I was hoping for a moment of your time. I’m Nicholas Magister Luscian, the current President of the Armistice.”
Her husband recovered first. “Um, okay. So what can we do for you, Mr. President?”
“‘Nick’ is fine, sir. Do you mind if we sit?”
“Certainly, Nick,” said Margaret. “Please make yourself comfortable. Is there something I can get for you?”
“No, Ma’am, that’s not necessary.” Nick sat in one of the chairs around the coffee table and placed the bag next to him on the floor. Opposite, on the couch, Margaret and Jason Danvers stared at him expectantly.
“I didn’t know the Armistice had a President.” Margaret looked at him curiously. “I thought everything was run by the Triumvirate.”
“I took command during the attack on our capital two months ago. The Triumvirate laughed in my face when I tried to return power.” He gave them a look of wounded dignity. “‘President’ was the least objectionable title they came up with for me. Takeshi wanted to name me ‘Dictator for Life’ and just take an extended vacation. It took some concessions on my part, but they have agreed to stay on as my principal advisers to provide continuity of leadership and continue arbitrating disputes among the Free People.”
“We heard about the attack on the news,” Jason said quietly. “I’m sorry that our people were involved. When do the trials begin?”
Nick shrugged. “Treason is a delicate matter, Mr. Danvers, even when it’s as egregious as launching a nuclear missile at your own country. It’ll probably be tied up in court for quite a while.” He leaned forward and fidgeted nervously. “The attack is what I came to speak to you about, actually. Do you know how we stopped it?”
Margaret gave a small, uncertain nod. “The news reports said you shot the missile down.”
“That was a lie, Mrs. Danvers. The truth is much uglier. It will certainly come out at trial, so I wanted you to hear it from me first.”
“What truth?” asked Jason. “What does this have to do with us?”
“We didn’t shoot it down, Mr. Danvers. I ordered one of our spacecraft pilots to crash his ship into the missile before it could reach the city.”
They stared at him, appalled. “That’s horrible.” Margaret’s voice was little more than a whisper.
“It was a hard decision, Mrs. Danvers. One I honestly regret. But I can’t think of anything else I could have done without letting more than a million people die.”
Mr. Danvers peered suspiciously over his spectacles. “I still don’t see what this has to do with us.”
Nick took a deep breath and steeled his will. “The pilot who sacrificed his life to save the city was a Sentinel named Michael Sebastian Danvers.”
Margaret turned white.
“Get the fuck out of my house, you son of a bitch.” Jason lurched to his feet, his fists clenched.
Nick remained seated. “No, sir. I can’t do that.”
“You’re telling me you killed my boy?” yelled Jason. “If you’re not out of my house in ten seconds, I’m calling the police, no matter who the hell you are!”
“I promised Michael I would give you a message,” Nick said sadly.
“Sit down, Jason.” Margaret put her hand on her husband’s arm.
“Meg! You heard what he did!”
Margaret looked at Nick. “You said you had a message from him. I want to hear it.”
With a sour look at Nick, Jason shrugged off his wife’s hand and sat back down on the couch. “Fine. So talk.”
“He told me thing he regretted most in his life was that he never said goodbye to you before he left.”
“What else?” Margaret asked.
“You can read his words for yourselves.” Reaching down and opening the bag, Nick withdrew two large leather-bound volumes. “He wrote each of you a letter for every day since he left you. He asked me to deliver them.” Nick placed the two books on the coffee table. Each volume had one of their names embossed on the cover. “These are printouts of those letters. No one has read them. They are for your eyes alone.”
Jason glared at him. “Fifteen. He would have been fifteen, and you ordered him to die. Why would he give you his letters?”
“He said it was his choice whether he wanted to call me his friend.” Nick looked up to meet Jason’s eyes. “It took eight minutes for him to get into position, Mr. Danvers. I talked to him the entire time. Solitude didn’t appeal to him anymore, he said.” Nick reached into the bag again and pulled out a pair of data crystals in plastic cases. He laid the first on the table next to the books. “Your son was a private person. This is the only publicly available video record of him I could find. It shows an interview he gave after he declined command of the Odyssey.”
“The Odyssey?” asked Margaret.
“The only one of our spacecraft designed specifically for interstellar travel,” Nick explained. “He was chosen to lead the first expedition to the nearest star, but he turned it down.”
“Why?” Jason asked in spite of himself.
“In the interview, he said he didn’t want to give up flying solo. That was a lie. In his journal, he wrote that he knew it would be at least twenty years before he could return, if he made it back at all. To accept the mission would have meant giving up any hope of ever seeing you again.” Nick sighed. “He believed he was a coward for walking out on you when his Gift kindled, and he wasn’t willing to run away again. He turned his back on his dreams so he might someday have the chance to see you again.”
“But he didn’t get that chance,” Jason said, his voice heavy with contempt. “You took it away from him.”
Nick said nothing in reply, merely placed the second data crystal on the table. “This is audiovisual security footage taken from the fortified bunker at the Los Angeles Air Force Base where the attack originated. It includes our entire conversation, from beginning to end. The U.S. Attorney General plans to use parts of this recording as evidence against the rogue spies and soldiers who attacked us, and he provided us with advance copies. I thought you’d want to see it before it becomes public knowledge.”
“Fine,” Jason spat. “If that’s everything you came to say, you can go now. You know the way out.”
Nick nodded and stood to leave.
“Mr. President,” Margaret said, picking up the second recording, “the crystal player is behind you.”
Nick blinked, off-balance for the first time since he stepped inside the door. “Excuse me?” he said as Jason turned to stare at his wife in surprise. She held the data crystal out to him. “Show me how my baby died. I want to know why he called you a friend.”
“You should watch it together. I don’t want to intrude on your grief, Mrs. Danvers.”
“I’m asking you to stay, Nick,” she said quietly. “You were there. I wasn’t. I want to know what happened.”
Hesitantly, Nick reached out and took the crystal from her hands. Cracking open the case, he turned to face the crystal player and slipped the recording into the slot in the top. Jason picked up the remote from the coffee table and started the playback. The three of them watched from the moment Kensington led Nick into his control room until just after the
Horizon’s destruction. At that point, Nick reached out and pushed pause.
Margaret broke the silence first. “You didn’t know how old he was when you gave the order?”
“No,” Nick said, his voice thick with remorse. “But he was right about me. If I had known, I would have done the same thing.”
Jason continued to stare at the screen. “Why did you pause the recording?”
“The rest isn’t relevant, Mr. Danvers. I came here to tell you what happened to your child and to put my friend’s spirit to rest by granting his last wish. Nothing else matters.” Nick stood and walked toward the hallway. “That’s all I wanted to say. Goodbye.”
Jason lifted the remote again and hit play, searching forward until he saw them all turn as Layla showed herself.
Hearing Layla’s voice, Nick stopped and stepped back into the living room. He watched as the pair of humans listened to Layla explain the Triumvirate’s actions. After Toby left to release the captured Winds, the screen went black, and Margaret and Jason both turned to look at him again.
“Is all of that true?” asked Jason in a hushed voice. “Did he really save the world?”
“He prevented a war that would have destroyed both sides. What he did will never be forgotten, Mr. Danvers, not as long as any of the Children of Magic draw breath.” Nick paused, weighing his words before continuing. “I wasn’t planning to tell you yet, because I thought you would both need time to think, but there’s a memorial service for him in a few months. We’d be honored if you would join us.”
“Why wait?” asked Margaret.
“Every jumpvessel in the fleet has requested fly-by clearance during the service, Mrs. Danvers. All of the Spacers are coming home to pay their respects to their fallen brother. We had to wait that long so the Odyssey could make it back to Earth. They were several weeks into deep space, beyond the edge of the Solar System. They made a unanimous decision to abort the mission so they could say goodbye to the one who should have led them.”
Mrs. Danvers stood, her eyes bright with tears. “Just give us the details, Mr. President. We’ll be there.” She held out her hand. “Thank you for bringing us this news in person.”
“I’ll be sure to have the full invitation sent to you, Mrs. Danvers.” Nick took her hand, clasping it in both of his own. “I am truly sorry for your loss. Please believe me when I say I would have done anything to prevent it.”
“I believe you, Nick,” she said. “You tried to save him, even when it would have cost so many lives. I get the impression you don’t hold back at all when you set your mind to something.” She smiled sadly and turned his clasped hands to look at the plain gold band encircling his finger. “And you obviously don’t waste any time.”
Nick’s face reddened, and he released her hand. “I’m sorry you had to see me propose on that recording. It must have seemed totally heartless, after everything that happened.”
She shook her head. “You said it yourself. There has been too much death, too much pain. We saw the footage from your Armistice Day. I don’t begrudge you a moment of happiness, not after everything you’ve been through.”
“Thank you.” Nick nervously rotated the ring on his finger. “I should be going. I have to get back to the wedding reception.”
Her eyes widened. “Reception?”
“Mr. President, are you telling us that this is your wedding night, and you’re spending it with us?” Jason asked incredulously.
“Your son gave me back control over my life, sir. I needed to pay my debt to him before I could let myself live it. Jeremy understands.”
Jason sighed. “Shit.” He stood and walked up to Nick. “I hate you, Nicholas Magister Luscian. I really do. But my son forgave you for what you did, so who am I to judge?” He held out his hand. “I will see you at the memorial service.”
Nick reached out and shook his hand. “Yes, sir. You will. I grieve for the loss of your son. If there is ever anything I can do for you, for either of you, don’t hesitate to ask.”
“I don’t forgive you, Mr. President, but thank you for carrying out his wishes.” Margaret turned away to stare at the bound books on the coffee table.
“It was my honor, Ma’am.”
She nodded and reached out to pick up the book with her name on it, still not looking at him. “Goodnight, then. I think it’s time for you to leave now.”
Nick turned to her husband, whose face was twisted with equal parts anger and despair.
“I think you’re right,” Nick said.
 



CHAPTER 47
 
Armistice Embassy, Ottawa, Ontario
Rory watched as Take and Jeremy concentrated, totally absorbed, on the chessboard in front of them. Despite the music and the dancing all around them, Jeremy had flatly refused to go anywhere near the dance floor, so several of the reception guests had taken time away from the festivities to watch the game. It had taken subtle maneuvering on Rory’s part to rope his lover into playing, but he knew Take would be hooked once presented with a tactical problem to solve.
Satisfied that the two were completely engrossed, Rory went in search of his quarry. It didn’t take long to find him. He was standing alone at one end of the banquet hall, watching the last light of the setting sun slip below the simulated horizon. “Imperator Ruarc.”
Lorcan, dressed in a beige suit embroidered with the seal of House Diluthical surrounded by a serpent biting its tail, turned to face him. “Redeemer,” he said with mild surprise.
“How are you coming along with the Fifth Council, Huntmaster?”
“As well as can be expected, my Lord Traveler. They couldn’t oppose my elevation, since I had the most seniority in the Court after I assassinated the rest of the Fourth Council, but they’re certainly less than pleased to have a Daywalker set over them, let alone to have House Diluthical raised to primacy. The only thing that would have angered them more would have been if you, Nicholas, and Prince Layla had not chosen to withdraw your names from contention. The next century or two will be most critical in cementing my authority, but I’m confident I will eventually get them to fall in line without having to kill them all again.” He turned to face the darkening horizon. “And yourself, Redeemer? How do you find life as second to the Archangel?”
“I could ask the same of you, Primogenitor Luscian.”
Lorcan turned back around and smiled ruefully at him. “My Lord, Nicholas has released me from that duty, just as you released him from his. A head of state can owe no higher allegiance.”
Rory smiled pleasantly, but his eyes did not. “Magister Diluthical, do you honestly expect me to believe that Nick is not your Master, no matter what titles you carry?”
Lorcan scowled, tacitly conceding the point. “What do you want, my Lord?”
“I want you to walk with me for a bit, Ruarc, before Nick returns from his errand.”
“For what reason?”
“Because I would rather not spoil Nick’s happiness today. If I wait until he’s here, the talk I want to have with you will probably end in bloodshed, and it doesn’t have to.”
Lorcan’s eyes narrowed. “Do I take your meaning correctly, my Lord?”
“Yes, Ruarc,” said Rory. “It is time for us to dance.”
Red sparks chased themselves across Lorcan’s irises, but he kept his bloodlust tightly leashed. “Then lead the way, Magister Jiao-long.”
Turning, Rory walked out of the banquet hall with Lorcan following close behind. Taking the stairs up to the second level, Rory made his way into Nick’s former office, now his own. He closed and locked the doors behind them and then used his access codes to shut down the cameras. Making his way behind the desk, he removed two champagne flutes and a small bottle made of black glass from a cabinet, setting them on the desktop. “Join me for a drink, Imperator.”
Lorcan watched, his expression calculating.
“Please. It’s important.”
Lorcan picked up the unlabeled black bottle and carefully stripped the metal foil from the neck. Using telekinesis, he drew out the cork. Then he poured a generous measure of red liquor into each of the two flutes and warmed them before placing the bottle back on the desk. “What shall we drink to, Redeemer?” he asked, picking up one of the glasses.
Rory tapped the other flute against Lorcan’s, making a high-pitched chime. “To endings and new beginnings.”
“To endings and new beginnings,” Lorcan said, closing his eyes momentarily as he took a sip. His eyes flew open immediately. “This is Selene.”
Rory nodded. “Yes. Can you tell who they are?” He took another sip, savoring the taste.
Lorcan rolled the flavor across his tongue. A small, involuntary sob broke from his lips. “Oh, Nicholas,” he said sadly. “Do you love him so much?”
“They were meant for each other, Ruarc. The two of them will be together as long as Jeremy is alive. I have no doubt in my mind.” Rory took another sip, larger than before, focusing his attention completely on the soul echoes within. “But that’s not what I wanted you to understand. Taste again. Focus only on the echo of Nick. Find his heart.”
Lorcan took a larger sip and concentrated deeply. Then his eyes opened, staring straight ahead. He blinked finally and turned in wonder to Rory. “Jeremy. Scott. You. Me. We are all here.”
Rory set his glass down on the desk. “He is at peace, Ruarc. He’s finally living his life as he wishes, without our interference.”
Setting his glass down beside its twin, Lorcan asked, “Why have you shown this to me, Traveler?”
“Someday, hopefully a long way in the future, there will be just two of us instead of four.” Rory focused all of his senses on Lorcan. “I once told you that if Nick found it in his heart to love you, I wouldn’t stand in his way. Can you make me the same promise?”
Lorcan snarled. “I will never yield to you, my Lord.”
Rory shook his head. “I’m not asking you to. I’m asking whether you can yield to Nick, if I do the same. Can you stand by and let him choose, without trying to influence the outcome?”
“You would have me simply sit back and wait for him? Are you so naïve to think I will do nothing to bring him back to my side? You expect me to just cross my fingers and hope he turns to me?”
“He might choose you,” said Rory. “He might choose me. But eternity is a long time, and not everything lasts forever. He could always change his mind. He may even find a way to be with us both.”
Lorcan regarded his rival with surprise. “That is not possible, my Lord. Formal matings are always monogamous. It cannot be otherwise.”
“In case you haven’t noticed, Huntmaster, Nicholas rewrites all the rules. He doesn’t give a damn about convention when it comes to following his heart. Right now, we’re both in the running—but only if we let him decide for himself. If we continue to fight over him, sooner or later I will be forced to kill you, and he will lose another person he loves. Do you really want to put him through that?”
Lorcan sighed. “No.” He drew himself up straight. “Sean Magister Jiao-long, if Nicholas finds it in his heart to love you, then I will not stand in his way.” He smiled, a predatory grin that revealed his gleaming fangs. “However, your alternate proposal is one I hadn’t considered. It bears careful thought. Perhaps, if each of us declines to press our own suit forward, we might instead pursue a more, shall we say, cooperative arrangement?”
Rory raised his eyebrows. “Wait. You’re not suggesting we actually try to seduce him, are you? Both of us together?”
Lorcan’s face grew somber. “Someday, Redeemer, when the time comes, he will need our love and support to survive. He has tied himself to too many mortals: Jeremy, Scott, his family. Their deaths will gnaw at his spirit forever afterward. We have been friend and lover to him. Who better to catch him when he falls? We need not fight, my Lord, if the outcome is already decided between us that we shall both win.”
Rory regarded him thoughtfully. Then he reached out and picked up his glass of Selene once more. “Ruarc, my name is Rory. Feel free to use it.”
“It is my honor to know you, Rory.” Picking up his own champagne flute, Lorcan tapped the rim against Rory’s. A pure tone chimed in the silence. “To a long and fruitful partnership.”
Rory smiled. “To partnership.”
Lifting their glasses, they both drank to the future.
 
* * *
 
Layla strolled through the small formal garden behind the embassy, alone now that most of the guests had returned to the reception. Spreading her arms wide, she opened her senses, drinking in the sensations of the cool breeze on her skin and the fragrances of the flowering plants kept vital by warming spells. She noticed a dead space in her psychic field at the same time as she heard the extra heartbeat. Turning to face the intruder, she found Toby standing quietly at the entrance, watching her.
“Come in, Tobias, if you have something to say.”
Toby stepped carefully down the worn stone steps to stand in the center of the garden next to her. “Magister Curallorn,” he said, “may I have a moment of your time?”
Layla lowered her arms to her sides. She’d been expecting a confrontation some time ago, but as the months passed, she had put it aside in her mind. “By all means, Primogenitor Luscian. Have you come to defend your brother’s honor?”
Toby smiled slightly. “I considered it for a while. I was pretty pissed off when you finished laying out exactly how you had been screwing with his life. A year ago, I would have been all up on your case about it.”
Layla regarded him with curiosity. “And what changed?”
“I opened my eyes,” Toby said. “And I learned to appreciate tactics.” He turned his eyes to the garden and bent to stroke the petals of a rose. “You forced Lorcan to leave because you thought Nick was using him as a crutch to avoid forming stronger relationships. And you objected to Jeremy’s entrance into the Armistice because you thought he’d be a distraction from Nick’s duties. Everything you’ve done was to separate him from his support mechanisms. To force him to stand on his own two feet.
“That’s why you didn’t intervene with the duels—so he would learn to fight beyond his limits, not just for himself, but for someone else, as well. All I know is that he hasn’t shown any interest in drugs since Icarus died. Maybe all your scheming and manipulation finally gave him the strength to live with his problems, rather than escape them.” Toby picked one of the smaller rosebuds and held it out to her. “So for that, I thank you.”
Taking the red blossom, Layla threaded it through one of her loose braids. “Nicholas had much the same reaction in the end. The two of you have a great deal in common, Tobias Primogenitor Luscian. The same reason, intelligence—the same honest sincerity.” She smiled warmly. “I can see why you both seem to have so many suitors. It is an attractive combination.”
Toby colored slightly. “Suitors?”
Layla grinned, the point of her fangs peeping from between her full lips. “I have read your Armistice Security background biography. You left quite a trail of broken hearts over your musical career. I’m surprised you didn’t bring a date to the ceremony, or were you planning to hunt for one during the wedding reception?”
Toby grinned. “Something like that.” His eyes wandered over the carefully cultivated flowerbeds for a minute, and then he tilted his head to gaze at her with a smile. “Do you like jazz, Layla?”
Surprise danced across her face. “I keep abreast of the cultures of my people—those the Europeans brought in chains to America. Blues and jazz, while quite different from the music I enjoyed in my youth, entertain and soothe the mind when done well. Why do you ask?”
Toby subvocalized to his AI and music filled the garden, mostly trumpet and saxophone, with the occasional violin. He held out his hand to Layla, his eyes bright above his wide grin. “Would you care to dance, my Lady?”
Layla let him lead her through the first dance, but she remained strangely uneasy. There was something less than innocent about Toby’s boyish charm, almost as if he had another agenda. Opening her senses fully to study him, she teased out the threads of emotion that ran through his mind. Pleasure, happiness, calculation, and something else, something she hadn’t seen for some time, something almost like … desire. She froze as the first song ended and a second began.
Toby grinned at her. “Would you care to lead this time, Lady?”
Layla just glared at him. “Tobias, I have engineered the rise and fall of entire civilizations. You must believe yourself quite the ladies’ man indeed, if you think you can seduce me.”
His grin faded somewhat, but he continued to smile. “You are the Master of your house, the spider in the center of your web. I am a Sentinel without a grouping—second-in-command of a vampire house made up entirely of mortals, named Death, for it will surely come for us all. You’re alone at the top, and so am I. Perhaps we could be alone together?”
Layla was appalled. His proposal was logical and reasoned, clearly not something he had thought of extemporaneously. Having already considered the implications, he was actually willing to give it a go. She shook her head, astonished. “You are twenty-five years old, child. Set your sights on someone reasonable.”
Toby’s smile vanished. “I am a Fire Sentinel with no team. Those groups are almost all closed to me, and they’re the only ones who might understand who I am. Should I date humans and introduce myself as a musician and part-time combat magician? Who else is left who wouldn’t be more interested in attaching themselves to the Primogenitor Luscian than to plain old Toby Jameson?”
“You are not plain, Tobias,” Layla said sincerely. “And you are certainly not old. Not like I am old.”
“You’ve been alive for five thousand years, Layla. Tell me, what keeps you going after all that time? Is there some warmth that makes all the games worthwhile? Someone who took the time to understand?”
She sighed. Why am I even having this conversation? “There are small pleasures where I find them. But no, I have no partner. No one I have met in thousands of years has been my equal, and I will not settle for less than that.”
Toby grinned widely, and she realized that somehow she had stepped into a trap—one not of her own making.
“Maybe you’re looking in the wrong place, Layla, trying to find an equal when what you really need is an opposite.”
“And you think you are the man for the job?” Her haughtiness was matched only by her incredulity.
“You could do worse. And so could I.” Toby smirked.
Amused by his circular logic and brash enthusiasm, Layla studied him carefully. As the third song began to play, she held out her hand. “Then perhaps I will lead, after all.”
 
* * *
 
Back on the main floor, the teleport gateway next to the banquet hall flared and Nick, flanked by Scott and Ana, appeared in the center of the pattern. The Sentinels immediately sought out their families while Nick looked around for his husband. Finding him, Nick was captivated by Jeremy’s gray eyes, which lit up as they fixed on him. A whisper swept through his mind—a single word echoing loudly between his inner and outer mental shields. “Mine.”
Nick grinned and reached out to the presence in his thoughts. “Yours,” he silently agreed, walking down the aisle toward his husband. Take, staring down at the chessboard in disbelief, reached out and tipped over his king. Muttering under his breath, the Wind of Earth got up to leave as Nick took a seat next to Jeremy.
“I love you, Leshir,” Nick said, kissing Jeremy’s cheek.
Jeremy gave him a crooked grin. “I’m not your Leshir anymore, Nicholas. I’m your husband.”
Nick nuzzled his neck. “You’re still my Leshir, Sentinel Jameson. You always have been.”
Jeremy’s forehead wrinkled in confusion.
“Damn. You don’t know, do you?” said Nick, surprised.
“Know what?”
“Nightwalker titles have changed over time to mirror human societies, but the word ‘Leshir’ comes straight from Arcolin, to remind the Nightwalkers of what they lost.” Nick rolled his eyes, amused. “All this time and I completely forgot you wouldn’t have a clue what it means.”
“I thought it meant Prince Consort.”
Nick traced Jeremy’s cheekbone gently. “That’s just how it’s used, Love. Not what the word actually means.”
Leaning into Nick’s touch, Jeremy whispered, “Then what does it mean?”
Nick kissed him deeply and extended a tendril of thought to send the word directly to Jeremy’s mind.
“Soulmate.”
When Nick broke the kiss, Jeremy leaned back in his seat and stared at his husband. Then he smiled and stood, reaching for Nick’s hand. “Come on,” he commanded. “There’s something I read about in the writings of Jacob of Glastonbury, something I’m finally ready to try.”
Nick let Jeremy lead him down the center aisle to the dance floor. “Jeremy, you hate dancing.”
“Do you trust me?”
“Of course.”
“Then just relax and let me into your mind.”
Nick stood silently, feeling Jeremy touch his mind lightly, then more concretely, as the telepath insinuated himself deeply into Nick’s thoughts. Suddenly, Nick was floating, carried along in the current of Jeremy’s telepathic power. His husband’s voice echoed all around him.
“Feed on me, Nick.”
Nick tried to focus.“Leshir, we’re in public.”
“This is our night, Nicholas. Trust me.”
Letting his fangs extend slowly, Nick leaned forward and gently bit down into Jeremy’s neck, feeling the rush as the blood magic opened up between them as he fed. Suddenly, the magic of the bridge rippled and redoubled. He watched in disbelief as it expanded to encompass them both. Although it should not have been possible, the double bridge opened between them, revealing—from each perspective—their earlier lives apart and then their time together, as they waltzed through their memories to the end. They faced each other finally, sheltered within the memory of the Light Jeremy had crafted for Nick on the day they met.
“I love you.”
Jeremy’s voice was husky, earnest.
“I will never let you go,”
Nick replied.
“Remember me,”
they said to each other.
“And I will never leave you.”
The double bridge faded as Jeremy withdrew from Nick’s mind.
“How?” asked Nick, after he healed the incisions in Jeremy’s neck and retracted his fangs
“Blood magic is a lot stronger than a Third Order link,” Jeremy explained. “But Jacob of Glastonbury believed a Fourth Order link could be just as powerful. All I needed to do was simulate that connection, and the bridge realigned itself to its most optimum configuration.” He smiled and held out his hands. “Now, would you like to dance?”
Taking his hands, Nick began to lead them in a few simple steps. “Have you been practicing?” he asked, shocked that Jeremy was keeping up effortlessly.
“No.” Jeremy grinned. “You taught me everything I needed to know just now, when I absorbed a few of your skills.”
Skeptically, Nick increased the complexity of his movements and then laughed in disbelief as Jeremy improved upon his steps to lead them into a fast tango. They swirled smoothly around the room, ignoring the cheers and claps of friends and family. Finally, in the center of the floor, they paused, gazing into each other’s eyes.
“Okay, everybody!” yelled Toby, entering the ballroom discreetly ahead of Layla, just in time to take his duties as Jeremy’s Best Man seriously. “I would like to make a toast.
“This has been a long time coming, and we have all walked a difficult road to get here,” Toby said, as everyone else refilled their glasses and listened. “After everything we’ve been through, it is my great honor and pleasure to welcome Jeremy Kenneth Harkness Jameson into my family. Jer, although you have always been an incredible pain in the ass, and my brother was such a clueless moron to push you away, I am truly ecstatic to see you have both finally cleared away all the bullshit that stood between you. I hope you and Nick make each other disgustingly happy for the rest of your lives, and I plan to watch you guys like a hawk to make sure everything works out exactly as you deserve.
“It’s a whole new world out there, full of hope and change, and you’re both going to be part of it.” He raised his glass of champagne high over his head. “My Lords and Ladies, please join me in congratulating President and Agent Jameson on their union and wishing them the best as they set out on together on the journey ahead.”
Everyone cheered as Nick and Jeremy blushed and thanked him. Scott, Nick’s Best Man, stepped forward. “In the last seven years, we have all seen our share of victories and setbacks. I have often wondered if I’d have been happier had I never opened my eyes, never seen the half of the world that had been hidden from me. But I have come to realize I was living in an illusion and that I much prefer the world as it truly is.
“We have come so far from the people we were when we were human. Yes, there has been blood and pain and horror. But there has also been joy and wonder. Most of all, there has been love. Nick opened the door that led me into this world, and I have no regrets. Nor do I regret that I helped open that same door for Jeremy. If I have played some small role in contributing to their happiness, I am content. The two of them have walked separate, lonely roads through a long trial of fire and darkness; finally, they have emerged together on the other side, into the light.” Scott raised his glass. “Nicholas Lawrence Jameson and Jeremy Kenneth Harkness Jameson, may your common path forward be filled with delight and grace. May God shelter you and keep you safe in His mercy, forever and ever. Amen.”
“Amen,” Nick and Jeremy repeated in unison, and the guests drank once more, solemnly this time, to the happy couple.
Setting his drink down on a table next to him, Toby raised his hands. “To mark this joyous occasion, Scott and I have been asked to allow one of the guests to make a special presentation. Takeshi, the floor is yours.”
From his position directly across from Nick and Jeremy at the edge of the dance floor, Take said, “My Lords and Ladies, I wish to inform you of the details of a new project the Spacer Guild has embarked upon. It is an achievement that honors the Archangel’s friendship with their fallen brother in the last moments of his life.”
Reaching into his pocket, Take removed a small metal cube that was topped with crystal. He stroked the crystal, which lit up and projected a large, angular image of an arrowhead with swept-back wings into the air before him. “This is the structural schematic for the prototype of a new class of vessel that has been modified from existing Guild templates. It incorporates the most advanced design elements we can construct at our current level of technology, using everything we learned from the construction of the Odyssey.
“The basic design was slated for manufacture much later in our space program timeline, but due to recent events, the Guild chose to advance the project. The initial concept was simple: a passenger vessel optimized for solo operation, although it features quarters for eight. The Navigation AI has been specifically designed to adapt to the skill level of the pilot, from novice to advanced, with training subroutines for in-flight instruction. The power cores have been adapted to allow for long-term operation, and it has intermediate cargo capacity to carry sufficient supplies for an extended voyage.”
Nick stepped forward, gazing silently at the clean lines of the ship projected before him. Finally, he met Takeshi’s gaze and smiled. “Take, it’s beautiful. Michael would have been proud. I can’t think of a more fitting tribute to him than a new class of jumpvessel.”
Takeshi raised his eyebrows theatrically. “Oh, this isn’t a jumpvessel, Nicholas. They took out the inertialess drive and used the empty space to increase cargo capacity and the size of the power cores. This ship has no Recursion capability whatsoever.”
Nick frowned. “I don’t understand.”
The Earth Sentinel’s face crinkled into a grin. “This is the first vessel in the fleet that has been specifically modified to accommodate interplanetary travel using only conventional Gravity Drive.”
Nick’s gaze swung from the image hanging in the air before him to Take’s beaming face. “Wait, Take, be serious. Are you saying the Guild is offering to build me my own ship?”
Take shook his head. “No, Nick. I’m not saying that at all.”
Nick flushed. “Oh. I’m sorry. I thought—”
“I’m saying that it’s waiting for you outside if you’d like to take it for a spin.”
Above and behind Takeshi, a great arrowhead of white metal appeared in the holographic projection.
Nick’s jaw dropped.
“Surprise, Nicholas.” Jeremy wrapped his arms around his husband’s waist.
Dragging his eyes away from the ship, Nick said, “You knew about this?”
“They asked me to help refine the living quarters to be more in line with your tastes.” Jeremy smiled. “They’ve been building it under highly accelerated time at the Odyssey Shipyards for the past month. Everyone at Arcadia colony has been chipping in with supplies and manpower to get it done in time. They wanted to honor you and Michael for what you did together and for what it cost you both.” He leaned in to kiss Nick on the cheek. “Where would you like to go for our honeymoon?”
Twisting out of Jeremy’s embrace, Nick took Jeremy’s hand. “I want to see it.” He led Jeremy out of the banquet hall, passing Rory and Lorcan, who had been watching from the doorway. The elegant lines of the vessel filled the street in front of the building. As Nick and Jeremy walked to the ramp extending from the belly of the ship, Nick was shocked to see the person standing at the base of the entryway. “Raf?”
“Hello, Nick.” The other vampire, dressed in Spacer Green for the first time since they had met, smiled warmly. “I heard you might need a pilot.”
Nick gave him a half-smile in return. “I guess this explains why you declined the wedding invitation.”
Rafael nodded. “Of course. I’m sorry I wasn’t there for the ceremony, but there’s no way I would have missed your wedding entirely.”
“You’re here now, Raf. That’s everything.” Turning to Jeremy, Nick said, “Leshir, may I introduce my friend Rafael Tervilant?”
Jeremy reached out to shake the Nightwalker’s hand. “A pleasure to finally meet you, Rafael, but I thought Nick said you hardly ever leave Icehaven.”
“I didn’t believe I would ever want to walk beneath the stars again, Sentinel.” He looked at Nick in gratitude. “But your husband has made it possible for me to travel the sky as I’ve always dreamt; for that, I will gladly chauffeur the two of you anywhere in the Solar System.” He gazed up at the ship affectionately. “The Starlight is fully operational and supplied. Just tell me where you want to go, and I can take you there.”
Nick turned, grinning back at the delighted faces of his family and friends, who waved from the steps of the embassy. Then he reached out to take Jeremy’s hand and turned to Rafael. “Second to the right, and straight on ’til morning.”
Rafael smiled at him. “All aboard.”
Nick and Jeremy walked up the ramp into the belly of the ship, followed by Rafael. The rest watched as the ramp retracted, and the ship rose gracefully into the air before smoothly accelerating away into the night sky until it was lost from sight.
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GLOSSARY
 
THE GREAT POWERS:
The Pact Arcanum:
A ritual that allows a being of the material plane to bargain for power with beings from other planes
The Red Wind:
A 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 Grace:
An angelic power granted to the Redeemer via the Pact Arcanum, which allows him to raise the dead and restore the souls of Nightwalkers, in exchange for physical invulnerability and eternal service to the White Wind
The Crown of Souls:
A spiritual prison created by Luscian Firstborn 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 RACES:
Humans:The Children of the Day: the most populous race, born with the least magic
Nightwalkers: The Children of Darkness: the vampires, soulless and immortal greater undead
Sentinels:The Children of Twilight: mystical soldiers genetically programmed to defeat the Nightwalkers
Daywalkers:The Children of the Dawn: vampires who have regained their souls through the intervention of the Grace
 
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 ARMISTICE HIERARCHY:
The Triumvirate Council: Leaders of the Free People
Speaker for the Watch: Sentinel Representative
Speaker for the Dawn: Daywalker Representative
Speaker for the Damned: Nightwalker Representative
 
Armistice Security:
Director: Principal enforcer of the Armistice Declaration of 2021
Special Agents: Reserved for the Winds, acting as regional military commanders
Agents: Law enforcement officers given powers of summary judgment
 
The Hidden Cities:
Anchorpoint (Colorado, United States): Armistice Security Headquarters
Icehaven (Hudson Bay, Canada): Court of Shadows Embassy
The Citadel (Mare Arcanum, Lunar Farside): Spacer Guild Headquarters
 
THE NIGHTWALKER HIERARCHY:
The Court of Shadows: Leaders of the Nightwalker Race
Imperator: Adjudicator between houses, called the Huntmaster
Magister: Leader of a house, called the Prince (gender neutral)
Leshir: Mate to a Magister, called the Prince Consort (gender neutral)
Primogenitor: Second-in-Command of a house
Consul: Senior Councilor
Praetor: Senior Diplomat
Tribunus: Senior Soldier
 
The Inquisition:
The Night’s Herald: Spymaster; holds direct responsibility for the security of the Court of Shadows Council Chamber Complex
Inquisitors: Court of Shadows intelligence and security service
 
Notable Houses and Territories:
House Luscian: France (exterminated 2033)
House Jiao-long: Western United States, China (exterminated 2020)
House Daviroquir: United Kingdom, excluding Ireland
House Curallorn: Eastern United States
House Diluthical: Ireland
House Ellestan: Italy
House Tervilant: Spain, Portugal (annexed France 2033)
 
 
 



THE PRINCIPAL CAST
 
THE ARMISTICE:
Nicholas Jameson Magister Luscian(Daywalker/Sentinel hybrid): Soulkiller’s Bane, the Prince of Thunder, Triumvirate Council Ambassador to the Court of Shadows
Scott Phillips Consul Luscian
(Water Sentinel): The Wind of Water
Anaba Nizhoni Consul Jiao-long
(Fire Sentinel): The Architect, the Wind of Fire
Layla Magister Curallorn
(Daywalker): Nemesis, the Prince of Wrath, Triumvirate Council Speaker for the Dawn
Sean Rory Brennigan Magister Jiao-long(Nightwalker/Sentinel hybrid): The Traveler, the Redeemer, the Wind of Air, the Prince of the Dawn, Triumvirate Council Speaker for the Damned
Takeshi Nakamura Leshir Jiao-long
(Earth Sentinel): Shadowhunter, the Wind of Earth, Triumvirate Council Speaker for the Watch, Director of Armistice Security
Michael Danvers
(Water Sentinel): Lieutenant, Spacer Guild
Rafael Tervilant
(Nightwalker): Master Pilot, Spacer Guild (retired)
 
THE COURT OF SHADOWS:
Lorcan Primogenitor Diluthical
(Nightwalker): Court of Shadows Ambassador to the Triumvirate Council
Brion Magister Diluthical
(Nightwalker): The Prince of Dread
 
THE AMERICANS:
Jeremy Harkness
(Human): terrorist
Medusa
(Human): terrorist
Tobias Jameson
(Human): brother of Nicholas Jameson
Andrew Kensington
(Human): Operative, Central Intelligence Agency
Kevin Daniels
(Human): President of the United States
Derek Cochrane
(Human): Director, Central Intelligence Agency
 



TIMELINE
 
1504     Lorcan born
1525     Lorcan turned
1601     Connor dies
1792     Rafael born
1815     Rafael turned
1993     Rory, Takeshi, and Anaba born
2001     Scott born
2003     Nick born
2008     Sentinel assault on Court of Shadows defeated
2015     Rory, Takeshi, and Anaba kindle; Jeremy born
2016     Toby born
2020     Pact Arcanum
2021     Armistice Declaration
2032     Nick and Rory meet at Christmas party
2033     The Burning
2034     Scott kindles, Nick meets Lorcan
2035     Rafael joins the Armistice
2038     Lorcan appointed Court of Shadows ambassador to the Triumvirate Council
2039     Nick appointed Triumvirate Council ambassador to the Court of Shadows
2040     Los Angeles incident
 



POST A REVIEW!
 
If this book made a strong impression on you, whether positive or negative, consider writing a review.  Alternatively, if you wish to express yourself privately, you can contact me directly through http://pactarcanum.com/contact/.
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http://www.amazon.com/Sunset-Pact-Arcanum-ebook/dp/B005SIXXB2
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