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Chapter 1
 
    
 
   Time is not an arrow, and the past is not a place.
 
   The past is a journey; the bright stops lit with remembered intensities, and the travel between blurred by familiarity and uncertainty.
 
    
 
   I woke to warmth, and winter sunshine turning my east-facing window incandescent. Morning had stolen into Detroit with baby-blue skies and streamers of aching white clouds trailing in from the north. 
 
   I was curled up against Scott with my head resting on his shoulder. He was still fast asleep. He certainly deserved it.
 
   What a night!
 
   Amanda Lloyd, you shameless woman. 
 
   We’d made love. Oh, yes. Many times. 
 
   And I’d fed, gorging myself on his Blood, almost as desperate for it as a new Athanate.
 
   Athanate. I turned the name over in my head, tasting it, reveling in the newly recovered knowledge of who I was. Vampire, people would say, but they’d be wrong. I walk in the sun, I’m not evil. I do live a long time; the word Athanate itself means ‘undying’. I do need Blood.
 
   I’d gone a year without, trapped in a fugue of amnesia, my Athanate-preserved body gradually breaking down until Scott had found a way to shatter the memory block. Up against the wall in a summerhouse down on Lake St. Clair, yesterday evening.
 
   And now…
 
   My memories were still returning, still fractured, fragmentary, missing whole sections of my life, including some of my life with Scott. Somehow, that made it even more exciting. He felt a little like a stranger. A stranger who knew every intimate detail of me, every trick to make my heart race and my blood boil. 
 
   And his Blood. More than just the stuff flowing in his veins—a sacred gift of love from my kin, given with love, because Athanate feed on emotions as well. Rahaimon, we called it, that intoxicating tide of emotions, and it was what bound our kin to us, and us to them. All those sensations forgotten and rediscovered…it was intensely strange and familiar and erotic, all at the same time.
 
   Overwhelming.
 
   Addictive.
 
   It kindled a desire so strong, I couldn’t stop myself from stirring against his warmth. Couldn’t stop myself from climbing on top of him as he woke. Couldn’t stop myself from reaching with my eukori.
 
   Eukori is many things for Athanate. It’s like an aura that allows us to sense another’s emotions and influence their body. Poets say it’s where souls touch. Cynics reply it’s what we use to create the incredible sex that’s part of the bond with our kin. 
 
   It is the channel for Rahaimon—the feast of our kin’s love, the basis of binding.
 
   We are two chambers of one heart, beating in unison, slow and strong and wide as the ocean.
 
   I breathe in as he breathes out and we are one breath, light and free and spiraling into the clean blue sky.
 
   I take his love from him and wind my love around it, and offer it back to him, doubled. He returns it to me, doubled, until we have rewoven a cathedral of our love and it fills our minds, and pulses through our veins, and sighs in words of craving and need through our mouths.
 
   I take him inside me and we are one body, one heart, one breath, one love…
 
   Until my jaw started to ache and my fangs throbbed with yearning.
 
   I’d taken too much Blood last night. Far too much. 
 
   I held back, cautious in my control of my desires, and savored the thrusting pleasure he took in me instead. 
 
   A holding back, of course, he was perfectly well aware of, and guessed the cause.
 
   “I’m fine,” he murmured as we lay there afterwards. He kissed my brow.
 
   “You’re much, much better than fine.” I smiled, suppressing a feeling of unease. 
 
   An Athanate needs more than one kin to sustain her. Three or four is a healthy number, and together, Athanate and kin make the minimum Athanate House. My simple House had been comprised of me and my three kin: Scott, Ralph and Jasper; we’d stayed away from the greater Athanate community and its political machinations. 
 
   Which, in itself, had been part of our undoing. If we’d been a bigger Athanate House, or part of the community, there would have been support when Ralph and Jasper died in an accident. Scott would have been with me, rather than detained by a larger House in some kind of territorial dispute. 
 
   I would not have lost my mind from grief.
 
   Sensing the direction of my thoughts, Scott wrapped his arms around me, trying to offer his silent support.
 
   A painful lump formed in my throat. I hadn’t had time to mourn my kin. I hadn’t been able to even remember them for a year.
 
   And yet, before the mourning was barely begun, I would have to replace them.
 
   I needed to feed. A brand new Athanate, just infused, needs a lot of blood. I was nearly two hundred years old, but my need felt as strong as it had in 1815. Not feeding for a year had set me back, literally.
 
   Scott couldn’t keep supplying me until I calmed down. I’d drain him too much, or worse, kill him outright in a Blood frenzy.
 
   The image of waking from a frenzy to discover I’d killed him was like a knife in my belly. I wouldn’t survive it.
 
   Of course, Athanate can take blood, ordinary blood, from any human, and the power of eukori can be used to alter the donor’s memories of being bitten. But after the intimacy of sharing Blood and love with my kin, the idea of going out to clubs and bars looking for blood was akin to a human losing a beloved spouse and immediately embarking on a series of empty one-night stands. Soulless. Humiliating. Lonely. 
 
   Scott could feel my emotions through the eukori that still connected us. “We are going to need more kin,” he said softly. “We both have to accept that.”
 
   I ran my fingers lightly down his chest. “I know. But it’s so hard…”
 
   He kissed me gently, and I could feel the grief in him as well. “It is.” 
 
   “And I’m worried about taking too much from you,” I added. “You can’t take another night like last night.”
 
   “Ha!” he said dismissively. 
 
   He rolled me off him and staggered dramatically out of the room, clutching the doorframe for support.
 
   I knew he was trying to cheer me up. I also knew that he was well aware how urgent the situation was.
 
   “I’m going to make coffee and croissants,” he said over his shoulder. “I may be some time.”
 
   I snickered after him and hugged the pillows, trying not to start biting and humping them.
 
   How had we gotten so messed up, so isolated?
 
   It wasn’t that we hated other Athanate, but we hated the rules of society and politics that permeated the Athanate community.
 
   We hated it so much that we’d left England in 1820 to settle here, in North America, where there was space enough that a House might never know or care who their Athanate neighbors were. 
 
   That’s how my House, House Lloyd, had lived. Diazoun, in the Athanate language: apart, outside, never mixing with other Athanate. We minded our own business and we were so gloriously happy.
 
   Until a year ago, when Athanate politics came looking for us. 
 
   A letter arrived, formal and painfully polite, explaining that the entire country had been divided up and allocated as territory to selected Houses. Detroit fell into the territory allocated to House Prowser, who now found themselves ‘regretfully’ responsible for us.
 
   I had sent Scott to visit them upstate to ensure we didn’t fall foul of any of the regulations being imposed on all Athanate Houses in the US, and to find out what we needed to do in the future.
 
   Through a misunderstanding that I still needed to get to the bottom of, Scott had been detained by House Prowser. 
 
   Ralph had received the call about Scott in my absence. He had called me from the car. A few minutes later, he and Jasper died in an accident as they rushed to return to my side.
 
   I cried silently into the pillow, feeling the pain of loss like clutching broken glass to my chest—right alongside the deep ache of need.
 
   Scott was all I had left, and I had to do whatever it took to protect him. Even if it meant seducing strangers for their blood. Or taking new kin before I was ready.
 
   I got up and slipped into my scarlet kimono. Scott’s cellphone beeped loudly from the next room, and I went out to see who was calling.
 
   Moments later, my illusions of taking control of our future shattered in the face of harsh reality. 
 
   Learning there’s a contract out on your life will do that.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 2
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
   Scott had the call on speaker, and I couldn’t believe what I’d just heard.
 
   “House Lloyd,” the voice said, using my formal title. “Welcome back.”
 
   The voice—its accent and tone—was like my distant past come visiting. It could have been any of those ‘friends’ who came calling at Weybourne Manor in the sad, chill spring of 1815. Some titled, many believing themselves entitled, full of arrogance and presumption. Their faces had all long since mercifully blurred together into anonymity, but it was as if the sound of their voices had distilled and condensed into this—the tones of wealthy, educated, nineteenth century England.
 
   He went on, “I regret longer conversations must await a better time. I repeat, we have certain knowledge that Harmon Zedous has issued a contract on your life and that, as we speak, an assassin is making his way to your apartment. You must leave now.”
 
   “Who the hell are you?” I said.
 
   The smallest hesitation showed some awareness of how the answer might affect me. He was right.
 
   “This is Diakon Kumai, of House Prowser,” he said.
 
   “Kumai? You bastard,” I yelled. My vision locked down and anger exploded through me.
 
   Amelie Prowser’s second-in-command. The man responsible for imprisoning Scott. The man who’d caused the sequence of events that led to Ralph and Jasper’s deaths and…
 
   Scott’s hand was on my arm, gripping me tightly.
 
   “Manda,” he said urgently. “No time.”
 
   No time. Hitman on the way. Scott in danger.
 
   “Indeed, House Lloyd.” Kumai’s voice came calmly from the speaker. “I will explain more in due course, but for now, you must get out of that apartment. Please call me from your car.”
 
   The cell went silent. He’d ended the call.
 
   I blinked, trying to find my footing in a sudden tidal wave of feelings.
 
   In the light from the windows, Scott looked pale and tired. Focusing on him helped me get back in control, get my mind around what we’d just been told was happening. A contract to kill me. That was something from novels. Something that happened to other people. It wasn’t real for me.
 
   Regardless, I wouldn’t risk any danger to Scott.
 
   “We have to call the police,” I said.
 
   That was yesterday’s Amanda speaking. The Amanda who’d forgotten that she was Athanate. The Amanda who was contemptuous of any threat from Zedous. The woman who’d taken the stand and given the testimony that put him behind bars for the rest of his miserable life. Who hadn’t been afraid because she’d been dying anyway, and had no one to protect or care for.
 
   Today I was Athanate. Along with my renewed life came renewed fears and the knowledge that Athanate avoid all human officials, and seek to remain in the shadows.
 
   Scott answered anyway. “There’s no time.” He hugged me, his humor re-emerging. “Much as I hate to say it, my love, you have to get dressed. Pack a bag. Essentials only. Including your cash and alternative ID.”
 
   We’d all had alternative IDs, in case of emergency. In case anyone had ever asked too many questions about us—checked into our backgrounds or realized we hadn’t changed or aged over the years. I had a $10,000 emergency fund buried at the bottom of a box of documents, along with ID for a Jane Flanagan, who looked exactly like me.
 
   Some crisis cells in my brain woke up. I started to think. Running shoes—no, snow boots: I could feel the weather worsening again. Warm outdoor clothing: starting off in the car didn’t mean we’d end up with it—cars can be tracked. I’d take the backpack rather than a suitcase: easier to walk with it if it came to that. My laptop. Cellphone—no, leave the cellphone, they can track them too. Toiletries. Changes of underwear.
 
   I grabbed the coffee and croissant as I started stuffing the backpack, and we were both eating and packing at the same time, our hands moving mechanically.
 
   “Why’s he warning us?” I said. “How does he know?”
 
   “Talk on the way,” Scott replied.
 
   “The way where?”
 
   “Airport.”
 
   Scott didn’t just look pale and tired. His face was calm, but his hands were trembling. He looked like he was running on adrenaline, and a better word than ‘tired’ would be ‘drained’.
 
   My fault.
 
   Looking after kin becomes instinctive in Athanate. Realizing you’ve been too self-obsessed to do it comes with its own stinging self-assessment.
 
   My hands were trembling too. Some of that was the aftereffect of anger, but not all. I’d been brave during the trial, when I’d known I was dying. Regaining my health and starting to regain my memories had made life worth living again, and now I was scared.
 
   I was scared of losing Scott. I was scared of a hitman bursting through the door. And I was scared of an Athanate world that was suddenly paying attention to me again. An Athanate world whose rules I hadn’t been following. An Athanate world that dealt lethally with rule-breakers.
 
   Scott picked up my cellphone from the sideboard and pocketed it.
 
   “I thought they might be able to track that,” I said.
 
   “I’m counting on it.” 
 
   He took bottled water from the fridge, some of the fruit from the sideboard, and a couple of chocolate bars, slipping them into his battered carryall and closing it. The sound of the zipper was loud and final.
 
   “It’s time.”
 
   I looked around the apartment. A part of me didn’t want to leave. 
 
   This had been my home for a long and difficult year. A cozy refuge. Familiar and safe.
 
   Not anymore.
 
   Scot sensed my mood. His strong arm wrapped around me and gave me a squeeze. That small solace was all we had time for.
 
   “Let’s go.” 
 
   I picked up the Volvo’s keys from the bowl by the door and he guided me out.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 3
 
    
 
   The basement parking garage was normally well lit, but today, looking through the small courtesy window of the swing door that led into it, it seemed every corner was full of shadows.
 
   Scott pulled me back as I was about to go in.
 
   He put his finger to his lips and pulled something from the side pocket of the carryall.
 
   My largest kitchen knife looked ridiculously out of place in his hand.
 
   Scott put the carryall down gently and slipped past me, into the cold garage. A couple of steps and he was suddenly sprinting toward the car.
 
   One of those shadows seemed to stretch out. There was a man crouching beside my car. Turning. Jumping up. Scrabbling for something.
 
   I dropped everything and ran in after Scott.
 
   The two men crashed together.
 
   Scott was a big man, and he’d been running at full pace. The pair of them hammered against the side of the car. Bounced.
 
   The car alarm went off.
 
   I hit the intruder. I’m no martial arts expert, but Athanate are strong. The man stumbled, and both he and Scott staggered around, bouncing off another car. There was another muffled banging noise, a grunt, and they stopped, frozen in place.
 
   I was looking right at the man’s face. He looked so normal. Vaguely familiar. Someone I’d passed on the street? So ordinary that for a moment I was afraid we’d attacked a neighbor. His eyes were round and his face had gone chalk white. Scared. No, terrified. Utterly terrified.
 
   “What the hell were you doing—” I started.
 
   He crumpled and fell, like an old coat slipping off a hanger. One shoulder dropped. His legs folded. His eyes closed and he sank down with a sigh. My kitchen knife slid out of his chest as he fell. Scott looked down at it in his hand as if he couldn’t remember how it had gotten there.
 
   He was swaying.
 
   “Shit.” 
 
   I’d never heard him swear like that before.
 
   For the second time that morning, my world lurched sideways, and it was as if I had to start acting the part of someone in a play. I turned the car alarm off. Opened the trunk.
 
   “Put him in there,” I said. Stood back and watched. 
 
   Scott lifted the man into the trunk. The body. Threw the knife in alongside him. Then leaned down and scooped up the dead man’s gun from the floor.
 
   “Strip his jacket off and use it to wipe the floor,” I said.
 
   I ran back and fetched Scott’s carryall and my backpack from the corridor.
 
   Scott had finished wiping the floor and the tail of the car. He tossed the jacket in over the body and closed the trunk. Leaned against the back, favoring his right leg.
 
   There wasn’t much blood, considering.
 
   “There’s some on your leg,” I said.
 
   Except it wasn’t the dead man’s blood. That noise as they’d struggled had been the gun going off. 
 
   I opened the passenger door and made him sit with his legs outside.
 
   “It’s okay. Straight through,” he said through gritted teeth. “We have to go. There could be others.”
 
   I nodded to show I’d heard, but ignored him.
 
   From his carryall I pulled out his sweatshirt and tore it into strips. I wrapped those tightly around his calf.
 
   The bullet had gone through the muscle of his calf. It hadn’t hit an artery. 
 
   We’d been lucky.
 
   I helped him swivel around and tossed the bags in the back of the car.
 
   “We have to go now,” he urged me again, looking to where the ramp led out of the garage as if he expected someone to come down it at any moment.
 
   “That wasn’t the hitman?” I said.
 
   Scott shook his head. “I don’t think so. He’s just a Zedous gofer. He was in court, passing messages. Must have been here to meet the hitman.”
 
   I remembered the face now. So…we had to go, and go quickly.
 
   The airport. Drive to the airport. I was stupidly grateful for a mundane task I could handle in a world suddenly gone crazy, with people trying to kill me, Scott wounded, and a dead man in the back of my car.
 
   The route was easy enough—I’d head through town and pick up I-94. That would take us directly to the Metro Airport.
 
   I pulled out of the garage in a squeal of tires and made a couple more turns before my brain caught up with me and I slowed down.
 
   Dumb. Dumb. Dumb.
 
   “What’s the matter?” Scott said.
 
   “We can’t walk through an airport with you bleeding from a gunshot wound.”
 
   He took out his cell. “I’ll call Kumai.”
 
   “No. Wait.” I reached across and put a hand on his arm. “I need time to think.”
 
   The airport was out at the moment. The hospital was out as well, but that wasn’t such a big problem. Luckily, one thing all Athanate are very good at is stopping bleeding and healing tissue damage. As soon as I could park somewhere, I could heal his wound. I just needed a quiet place where we couldn’t be seen.
 
   We couldn’t afford to attract attention.
 
   It didn’t matter that killing the man had been self-defense. I guessed it mattered that, acting instinctively, we’d obscured evidence. What really mattered was that the police would end up investigating me or Scott. The Athanate avoid being discovered by humanity. It’s written in the ancient Athanate law book, the Agiagraphos. It’s the very first law in that book. Breaching it was an automatic death penalty. Even friendly Athanate Houses would turn against us, and I didn’t think there were any I could describe as friendly.
 
   House Prowser? Friendly? They had warned us about the contract on my life.
 
   Why? 
 
   Regardless of why, if Kumai thought we might get caught with a body in the trunk, he would probably work out a way to kill us quickly and dispose of all the evidence. In his thinking it was better that than risk discovery, and Athanate law was on his side.
 
   Questions triggered more questions. How had Kumai known about the threat?
 
   I chased my tail on that for a while, before asking myself: Why had he called Scott and not me?  
 
   Because he hadn’t known I’d gotten my memory back last night, and yesterday’s Amanda wouldn’t have listened to someone she didn’t know on the phone warning her about Zedous. Yesterday’s Amanda would have made sure the door was locked and called the police.
 
   But Kumai hadn’t sounded surprised when I joined the conversation, and he had Scott’s number, and he’d known Scott was with me.
 
   Kumai’s role of Diakon meant he wasn’t just Prowser’s second-in-command, he was head of security for the entire House. 
 
   He had obviously been keeping a watch on me.
 
   Watching me in case I unknowingly breached the Agiagraphos rules while I was still suffering from amnesia?
 
   God, how close had I come, submitting to medical examinations and having transfusions? Getting involved with a court case?
 
   And how had he been watching me? 
 
   It felt like ice was forming in my belly. Scott? Then immediately: no, Scott would never betray me.
 
   But Scott and Kumai did have some kind of rapport. That much I sensed.
 
   “Hold it here,” Scott said, breaking my train of thought.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   We were at a junction, alongside a street maintenance truck. Scott had been working with my cellphone, deleting all the information on it. Now he wound down the window and tossed the cell onto the back of the truck.
 
   “With any luck they’ll be tracking that,” he said.
 
   Clever. Much better than my idea of leaving it in the apartment.
 
   We pulled away. I turned right—the opposite direction from the truck.
 
   I looked at Scott. I needed answers, even though he looked feverish and there was a sheen of sweat on his forehead. He was fiddling with the sun visor.
 
   I opened my mouth to start asking, and then I realized what he was doing.
 
   He’d lowered the visor, twisted it carefully into a precise position, and now he was squinting at it.
 
   I swallowed. He was using the mirror built into the visor to look at the cars behind us without giving it away.
 
   We were on Jefferson. It was a perfectly straight avenue heading downtown. For the lack of any reason to turn off it yet, I was still on the general route toward the airport. In a couple of miles, I had planned to pick up I-75, which would have taken us to the other side of town, to Lincoln Park, and then we’d have cut across to I-94, which went the rest of the way to the airport. 
 
   If someone was following us, there was nowhere to lose them on that route that I could think of. We might get rid of them in downtown traffic, but the thought of driving slowly with someone chasing us felt wrong.
 
   “Slow down,” Scott said. His voice was still calm, but I could feel the tension rising in him. “I want you to time it closely; I want us to be the last car that gets across at the next light.”
 
   “Someone’s following us?”
 
   “There’s a car that has stayed with us for a while. It might be a coincidence.”
 
   I looked in the rearview mirror.
 
   “Which one?”
 
   “Silver Camry, three cars back.”
 
   I could just see it, about eighty yards behind us, obscured by other cars.
 
   Scott took the dead man’s gun out of his pocket and looked it over carefully, checking the magazine and safety. We’d fired guns before, on a range, for something to do on a day out. That was the limit of our knowledge and expertise.
 
   “Oh, God,” I said.
 
   I slowed, and the car immediately behind us passed. The Camry slowed too, and dropped further back.
 
   I returned my attention to the stoplights ahead of us, counting down.
 
   The first was too close. The second set, I caught perfectly. We were through and the car behind us had to stop.
 
   The Camry pulled out into the next lane, but it didn’t run the light.
 
   That didn’t really prove anything, nor did it mean we were safe; the traffic wasn’t heavy and if the driver wanted, he’d be able to catch up to us again.
 
   “Good,” Scott said. “Now slowly bring the speed back up. Overtake a couple of cars.”
 
   We made it through the next set of lights and the Camry accelerated, but missed the green again. It was a long way back now.
 
   “That semi up ahead is turning left,” Scott said, pointing. “Get in front of it and take the turn.” 
 
   I got the timing right again and we turned across the avenue with the bulk of the semi behind us. 
 
   Enough to hide us? 
 
   Scott was twisted in the seat, looking back at Jefferson. “Quickly,” he said, grunting in pain as the movement hurt his leg. “Take a couple of turns where you can. Head toward the center of town.”
 
   It wasn’t a great area for this. A couple of turns got us down near the riverfront, where it was mostly Detroit’s style of bleak and empty. On one side, there were glimpses of the river through the trees; on the other, acres of abandoned lots behind tired chain link fencing.
 
   Nowhere to hide.
 
   “Are they following?” I asked, amazed my voice was steady. Thin, but steady.
 
   “I can’t see them.”
 
   I wasn’t sure whether the city center skyscrapers ahead were beacons calling me or warning signs. Downtown traffic would be heavier. Buildings would block the view of someone looking for us, but we’d be much slower. 
 
   I took another look at Scott. He was so pale.
 
   “It’s fine,” he said when he saw my worry. “Have to change clothes, but I’ll be okay.”
 
   He meant okay after I’d healed the wound, of course, but where? I couldn’t do it downtown—too many people around.
 
   Worse than that, I wasn’t sure the gunshot wound was the only problem. I’d taken a lot of Blood from him last night. For a healthy kin, that was nothing that peaceful rest wouldn’t cure. However, add a gunshot wound on top, and the stress of being chased by someone who wants to kill you…
 
   I cursed silently. I’d just regained my Athanate life, gotten a second chance—and I’d gone and screwed everything up already.
 
   Well, now fix it.
 
   “Airport,” Scott said, stumbling over his words a little. “Find a quiet place in a parking lot and stop the bleeding. Change. Fly to Marquette. Rent a car. Kumai will take us in.”
 
   “You trust him? And what about this car?”
 
   “I trust Amelie Prowser,” he said. “Kumai’s reliable. He’ll organize someone to fetch the car and dispose of the body.”
 
   We were just outside of the downtown area. I turned right in front of the Renaissance Center, toward the junction with I-75. I took the opportunity to look back down the way we’d come. No silver Camrys.
 
   I shared a bond with Scott, a deep trust. If he believed House Prowser would help us, there was a weight to his words that I couldn’t just ignore. 
 
   Amelie Prowser and her House lived in an old mansion called Chalkos Hall, in the hills above the city of Houghton, out on the Keweenaw Peninsula. Way north of here. About as far from Detroit as you could get and still be in Michigan.
 
   There, in an Athanate House, we’d be safe from Zedous, no question about that.
 
   However, our lives would change drastically. I’d have to give House Prowser an oath, a Blood oath. Having just taken back control of my House, I’d have to hand it over to her. We’d become part of whatever political shit was going down in the States. We’d be forced to conform to whatever social norms House Prowser subscribed to.
 
   Everything I’d escaped when I’d left England with just Scott, Ralph and Jasper.
 
   No, screamed a small voice in the back of my head. 
 
   “They’ll help us. We need it.” Scott was still trying to check out the side roads as we passed them.
 
   I looked in the mirror.
 
   No silver Camry. At the moment.
 
   I’d been trying to concentrate on driving smoothly and quickly, but the traffic had built up and we were crawling along now. Every silver car I saw had my heart missing a beat. A police car passed on the other side of the road and I felt as if there was a huge sign hanging over the Volvo: Hey! Dead body in here, with an arrow pointed at the trunk.
 
   The complex junction with I-75 loomed.
 
   Left went southwest to Lincoln Park. We could be at the airport in minutes. Right went north.
 
   Decision time.
 
   I caught a glimpse of a car that might be the Camry in my rearview mirror.
 
   I turned right and accelerated onto the freeway that swept out of Detroit.
 
   “But…” Scott said. 
 
   I shook my head. “You trust them, but they have their own agenda. Here’s mine. I need to be sure no one’s following, then I’ll find somewhere I can heal you. Then I need some time to think and negotiate with Kumai.”
 
   North on I-75. That’d been my first decision, almost by instinct.
 
   It meant we had the whole Lower Peninsula to hide in. 
 
   Then we could cross Lake Huron by the Mackinac Bridge. That’d be the second decision point. 
 
   West on Highway 2, past Marquette, would take us to the base of the Keweenaw Peninsula where we could turn north again to Houghton and House Prowser.  If I trusted them. On a good day, that’d be a ten-hour trip.
 
   Or stay on I-75 and we’d cross the border into Canada. A long haul east on the Trans-Canada would take us through North Bay and then to Ottawa. There were Athanate Houses in both those cities, or had been, a long time ago. I’d met them. I couldn’t describe them as friends, but they weren’t part of the same Athanate grouping as House Prowser.
 
   If I didn’t trust Kumai, could I trust them?
 
   If I felt I couldn’t, then we’d just disappear into the depths of Canada. Find some wilderness where we could live. Re-learn farming. We’d survived before; we could do it again. The only problem was I’d need to find some kin before we vanished off the grid.
 
   Oh, and maybe dump the body before crossing the border.
 
   “Text Kumai,” I said. “Just tell him we’re out of the apartment.” I bit my lip. “Better tell him we killed one of Zedous’ men. Then turn the cell off.”
 
   Scott started typing. “Why turn it off?”
 
   “I don’t want Kumai calling and putting me under pressure until I’m ready,” I said. “And if they can track my cell, someone might be able to connect me with you and track yours.”
 
   “Paranoid,” he muttered with a small smile.
 
   Paranoia is a sane, healthy reaction when there is someone trying to kill you.
 
   Trust me. I’m a psychiatrist.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 4
 
    
 
   Thirty minutes later, after staring at the cars in my rearview mirror while I randomly slowed down and sped up, I pulled off the interstate. I found a quiet road with a flaking sign pointing to some lots for sale, and parked the car.
 
   The temperature was dropping and I could feel the snow coming.
 
   There was no convenient way to work on Scott’s leg. I had to open the passenger door and move his seat all the way back, then tilt it so he was half lying down. I got some more clothes from his carryall to keep him warmer.
 
   His calf wound was straight through, as he’d said. He’d also said it was ‘fine’, and it wasn’t. He flinched when I took his shirt-sleeve bandage off. That was all the indication of pain he was going to allow me to see. Stupid man.
 
   He looked like he was in shock. A delayed reaction setting in.
 
   Releasing the constriction of the torn sweatshirt and tearing his pants opened the wound again. I cleaned the crusted blood off with bottled water. Fresh blood started to flow.
 
   Crap.
 
   The sight of the blood, the scent of it.
 
   Kin. Protect.
 
   Blood! Blood!
 
   I started to tremble as the craving hit me. My vision narrowed and my eyes locked onto his flesh.
 
   No!
 
   I’d taken too much last night. Scott couldn’t give any more. Add that to the losses from the wound, and I would kill him if I took any more. I didn’t even need blood. This was just in my head.
 
   My fangs manifested and I could already taste it. My jaws were on fire.
 
   “Manda,” he murmured. His hand came to rest gently on my shoulder.
 
   He’d let me take his Blood. For his love of me, he’d let me kill him. He knew what was happening to me, how dangerous it was, and he was ready to gift his Blood to me. 
 
   His heart was racing, and his hand was light as a bird on me.
 
   My sight blurred and I lowered my head, resting it on his thigh.
 
   Think. Don’t feel. Don’t react. Don’t need.
 
   Not working. The craving intensified. I had to have blood.
 
   No! Stop. Think about it rationally.  
 
   Athanate don’t suck blood as such. The canines shape shift into fangs, just like a werewolf’s teeth change shape. But the fangs aren’t ordinary teeth. They’re conduits that connect to an Athanate network of channels called the taryma, that manifests at the same time as the fangs. The network runs through the roof of the mouth, down the neck and into organs at the base of the neck. The taryma processes human blood and feeds our Athanate requirements. The action of feeding on Blood feels more like inhaling than sucking. Athanate call it pulling, and the whole network of channels contains millions of nerve endings, each tuned to react to the passage of Blood, each tuned to scream with pleasure. 
 
   And through eukori, we feed that pleasure back to our kin. It’s a reward. It’s a part of what helps bind us together. It’s exquisite. Unbelievable. Indescribable.
 
   It’s also what would make it possible for me to kill Scott while we were both dazed with the pleasure.
 
   I still had to bite him to help heal the wound.
 
   I concentrated on breathing, visualizing the air in my lungs pressing down on that awful need, forcing it into a ball, imprisoning it in my belly.
 
   Think about the healing.
 
   Athanate pull Blood directly from arteries pierced by fangs, so the taryma and Athanate organs in our necks create healing bio-agents called aniatropics. They express in our saliva and flow out through the fangs as Blood flows in, sealing blood vessels and repairing damage to flesh.
 
   Better. Keep thinking about healing.
 
   The craving was staying in my belly.
 
   I looked at his wound and my mouth flooded with the bitter berry taste of healing aniatropics. 
 
   Okay, I can do this.
 
   The aniatropics would work anywhere in the bloodstream, so it didn’t matter where I bit him, but I decided against biting his throat. The craving crackled and hummed at the very thought of it. Instead, I bit him on the calf, and leaked the bio-agents into his veins near his wound.
 
   Some Athanate are naturally powerful healers, and I’m not. Most of the healing I’d done for my kin had been on the instinctive level—the same sort of reaction that seeing his wound had caused. So I tried helping the healing along with my eukori.
 
   It also helped me to focus and not think about how it would feel, to pull and have Blood coursing down the taryma.
 
   All I really wanted from eukori at the moment was to sync my body with Scott’s and pass along the benefit of my boosted metabolism to help him recover more quickly. 
 
   It didn’t seem to work. 
 
   Maybe I was rushing it, or maybe I was out of practice. Or maybe the craving was interfering.
 
   I gave up on the eukori, finishing up my bite with some pacifics that would make Scott sleep. The healing needed it. I could pray that some rest was all he needed.
 
   The pacifics worked fine. He was yawning as he clumsily changed clothes, and fast asleep by the time I got back onto the interstate. 
 
   Healing his wound had added an extra hour to the journey.
 
   That was fine. I was happy about the wound, and that we were back on the road.
 
   I was unhappy that the wound didn’t seem to be the only problem, and that I was such a lousy healer.
 
   Kin don’t get sick; some whispering little fear was telling me there was much more wrong with Scott than a heavy night with me and a gunshot wound would account for.
 
   Prowser will have a real healer.
 
   I grimaced. I hadn’t even decided what to do yet, and I was building Prowser up as the answer to all my problems without really knowing what she wanted in return.
 
   My gut said she’d want an oath. A Blood oath. One that would make House Lloyd a sub-House of House Prowser.
 
   An Athanate oath sworn on Blood or sealed with an exchange of Blood, is serious. Athanate means immortal, so oaths are immortal, too. Even if Amelie Prowser herself died, the right wording of the oath would bind me to her successors. Forever.
 
   My aversion to giving an oath was no trivial belief in some vague ideal of ‘freedom’. None of us are truly free, whatever we say; the rights and responsibilities are just drawn a different way. No, it was a hatred born of experience. I could not live under the strictures of the British Athanate Empire that I’d escaped from, and despite the fact that she’d also left the Empire, Amelie Prowser was a daughter of that code of behavior. A true daughter, unlike me.
 
   As I settled back down to driving, I looked ahead at the sky where we were going. What had been pretty little streamers of white cloud at the start of the day in Detroit had swollen to become knotted and angry and gray. Light snow started to fall. 
 
   Even without stops, this was going to be longer than a ten-hour trip.
 
   The dispassionate, detached façade I’d worked at to keep myself going the last few hours was wearing off and I started to shiver in delayed shock and fear. 
 
   We’d run away from Detroit to escape from a hitman who was hunting us. We’d killed a man and thrown his body in the trunk. Scott was sick, and I didn’t know what was causing it.
 
   I was very, very alone.
 
   I looked in the rearview mirror, half-expecting to see a silver Camry.
 
   There’s someone back there who’s coming after us. Cars can be traced. People can be bribed; traffic cameras can be hacked.
 
   We needed to make the best time we could, without attracting the attention of the police. Would you just open the trunk for me, ma’am?
 
   And while I drove, I needed to decide where we should go and what we should be willing to pay for it.
 
   The traffic was spread out. Strangely aware of the beating of my heart, I took the Volvo up to the speed limit and held it there.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 5
 
    
 
   We passed the city of Flint an hour or so later. It was snowing heavily and we’d slowed way down. 
 
   I had the radio on, very quietly, to catch the weather and traffic warnings.
 
   You folks in southeast Michigan, well, you’ve had a nice morning with plenty of sun, but that’s not going to last. We have a series of snowstorms rolling in across the lakes from Canada, and they’re heading south fast. Bay City and Saginaw have reported four inches of snow and it’s drifting in strong northwest winds. You can expect it in the Detroit Metro area by midafternoon.
 
   Flights from Detroit are already being delayed. That’s only going to get worse.
 
   Driving conditions are hazardous. The Department of Transportation is telling us that there is a five-mile stretch of I-75 southbound between Sterling and Standish which is closed due to an accident. There are similar delays northbound at Troy and emergency services are maxed out with the early Christmas traffic. Stay safe, and think about staying at home, folks!
 
   I switched it off. 
 
   Yeah, big surprise. There wasn’t much traffic around us in either direction. We must have been just ahead of whatever had happened back at Troy. 
 
   Anything that made it slow or difficult for someone to follow us was good by me, but I needed to pull over and check on Scott. He hadn’t stirred.
 
   I pulled off and circled down the ramp to the local road.  There was a gas station and a mall right beside the turnoff.
 
   I filled the tank.
 
   Scott still didn’t stir, not even when I got back in. Alarm shot through me, and I quickly crossed the road and parked in the mall lot, driving down to the end to hide behind a beat-up old panel van.
 
   “Scott!”
 
   He didn’t wake when I pinched his hand or slapped his face. I pulled up his eyelids. His pupils didn’t respond to light. No reaction.
 
   He was in a coma.
 
   I couldn’t believe his condition had gotten so much worse, so fast. I tried syncing with him, wrapping my eukori around him and urging him to wake.
 
   It was like trying to catch smoke in a net. My first responsibility as an Athanate was to protect my kin, and I was failing him.
 
   I had to get him to an Athanate House with a healer, someone who knew more than I did about healing. 
 
   I didn’t trust Kumai. I blamed him for the death of Ralph and Jasper when he imprisoned Scott. I also didn’t want to give my oath to a woman steeped in the traditions I’d given up everything to escape.
 
   But I would pay any price to save Scott. Even if the price was a Blood oath to House Prowser.
 
   I made sure he was as comfortable as I could, and that his breathing was unrestricted.
 
   I looked down at his face, so familiar and dear to me, and I kissed his forehead.
 
   He would want me to go to Prowser for my own good, but knowing I didn’t want to go, he’d turn around and argue against it.
 
   “I’m sorry, my love,” I whispered. “I know what you’d say, but if it comes down to it, I can’t lose you. I can’t.”
 
   A guy came and drove off in the panel van. The parking lot was emptying as people headed for home before the snow really started in. We couldn’t stay here.
 
   I linked Scott’s cell with the car, so I could talk on the phone while driving, and got back on the interstate.
 
   My hand reached out two or three times to make the call, but each time I pulled it back.
 
   House Prowser was the closest to us, but talking to Kumai was complex and dangerous.
 
   The Athanate imperative to remain undiscovered by humanity was the top concern of any House. If Kumai felt I was a liability because I’d become so visible by giving testimony in a major court case and then giving the police a reason to investigate by killing Zedous’ man, then the most sensible Athanate action was to kill us and dispose of the bodies. The literal dead end of any investigation.
 
   On the other hand, they hadn’t done anything all the time I’d been involved in the court proceedings, and they’d warned me about the hitman.
 
   I must have some value to them that outweighed the risks they were taking, at least for the moment. If I could figure out what it was, I might be able to use it to bargain for some degree of freedom, even after the obligation incurred if they healed Scott. 
 
   But if I decided against House Prowser—or they refused us help—what were my other options? I could throw the body into a snowdrift and cross into Canada. That would be risky, though, especially with Scott in his current state. The border guard might want to talk to him, or insist he get medical attention. And once I was in Canada, how would I go about finding the Canadian Athanate Houses? It would take too long, and if they refused us help, Scott would die.
 
   Clearly, I had to try Kumai first. I ran through what I needed to negotiate for—medical attention for Scott as soon as possible, ongoing safety for my House, general support—and the ways I could demand them. The words I would use. The words Kumai would use to agree.
 
   I reminded myself not to think of him negatively, despite his voice. His accent might be impeccably old English, but I was reasonably sure he was from the Indian subcontinent. He would bear no resemblance to the people I’d left England to get away from.
 
   As to directing the conversation the way I wanted it to go, I was a psychiatrist. I had lots of experience with directing conversations in ways I wanted them to go. A quiet whisper in my head pointed out that was because patients wanted me to direct the conversation, like the joke that the psychiatric patient has to want to be cured.
 
   I stopped stalling and I pressed callback on Scott’s cell.
 
    “Scott!” Kumai answered quickly. “Where are you?”
 
   Of course he’d been expecting a call from Scott. I took a deep breath. I needed to keep the initiative here, and I needed to keep it calm and non-confrontational.
 
   “This is House Lloyd,” I said formally. “We’re outside of Detroit, and I believe we’re no longer in immediate danger from Zedous. Thank you for the warning this morning.”
 
   “Forgive my rudeness at our last brief conversation, House Lloyd. I am happy to hear confirmation that you’re alive, but the danger hasn’t gone away.”
 
   “I don’t need convincing about the danger, Diakon. I have the body of one of Zedous’ men in the trunk.”
 
   “No, you misunderstand me,” he said. “I wasn’t referring to the general threat to you. What I mean about danger is that the assassin hunting you is aware you’re in the car and traveling north.”
 
   “What? How?”
 
   “That, we’re not sure about.”
 
   My heart rate had gone through the roof. I looked in the rearview mirror. Forced myself to concentrate on the road ahead. Any assassin back there was restricted in exactly the same way I was restricted by the snow. No one was doing any mad overtaking maneuvers. 
 
   In fact, it was better to have him where I knew where he was.
 
   “How do you know these things, Kumai?”
 
   “We have been eavesdropping on Zedous’ organization for some time. It’s frustrating we haven’t got complete coverage, but we picked up a conversation that indicated you were going north on I-75 and the assassin was following you.”
 
   There was a question in the way he phrased it. Why are you driving rather than coming by air?
 
   This was an opening for me, and I took it.
 
   “There was a struggle in the garage, and Scott received a gunshot wound in the leg. Obviously, flying was out of the question.” 
 
   “But you’ve healed the wound?” I could hear the puzzlement in his voice.
 
   “Yes. I drove out of town and found somewhere quiet.”
 
   “You still didn’t take the plane.”
 
   He’d tripped my strategy up, and the longer I was evading talking about what I needed for Scott, the more I was revealing about how important it was to me.
 
   His questioning was reviving my anger at him, but Scott’s recovery was far more important than our independence.
 
   “He’s still not well enough.” I paused. “In fact, he’s lost consciousness.”
 
   Kumai remained silent, waiting me out.
 
   Shit. 
 
   If I’d kept in touch with Athanate society, maybe I wouldn’t be so bad at negotiating. Kumai had completely won this round and I could see it coming that I was going to have to beg. 
 
   “He’s in a coma,” I said. “I was hoping you had a doctor available that I could talk to.”
 
   “We have a doctor, of course,” Kumai said. “She’s not available at this instant, but I suspect she’d say the quicker you bring Scott here, the better for him.”
 
   I breathed a sigh of relief. They were willing to help us, despite the problem with a dead body in the trunk. Possibly too eager to help, but the more they wanted from me, the more potential power I had. 
 
   “Okay,” I said. “The snow is getting worse, though.” Now was the time to find out how far they were willing to go to get me within their grasp. “I’m worried that I’ll get stuck. Do you have a better means of getting us there?”
 
   “One moment.” There were sounds in the background. “Unfortunately, the helicopter is grounded. They’re forecasting breaks in the weather, but not long enough to get a helicoper down to you and back. My apologies. I’ll keep checking.”
 
   He sounded sincere. I was still worried. Giving freely and asking nothing in return had never been the Athanate way.
 
   I kept my voice as level as I could. “Keeping watch over me, warning me about Zedous, picking me up by helicopter, medical attention for my kin…what is it you’re expecting in return, Diakon Kumai?”
 
   He was silent for several seconds. At least I’d knocked him out of his smooth progress.
 
   “What we are doing is part of our responsibility for our territory,” he replied. “What we’d expect is the complementary responsibility on your part.”
 
   What he meant was he expected us to become a sub-House of Prowser.
 
   “As a House, we’re not good at mixing,” I said. “We’d rather be diazoun. We wouldn’t shirk any responsibilities or obligation that we accrue, but we like our independence.”
 
   “We’re in a different era now, House Lloyd.” Kumai sighed. “That same Altau directive that assigned us responsibility for Michigan went to Houses in every state in the country. There is no unclaimed space any more. There is no diazoun.”
 
   My mouth worked without sounds coming out.
 
   None?
 
   “In fact, at the last Assembly, House Altau dropped a second bombshell—that we’re all now considered sub-Houses of Altau, whether we’ve taken oaths or not.” He sighed again. “That’s being challenged at this moment, but I have no great hopes for any changes, and many worries about the outcome. I completely understand your position, House Lloyd, but I also understand what Altau is saying: many of the old ways cannot survive in the modern world.”
 
   “I’ll call you later,” I said, and ended the call. 
 
   I switched the cell off and sat there, heart pounding, watching the taillights of the traffic in front through the snow.
 
   No free space. Not anywhere. 
 
   How had that happened?
 
   Is he telling the truth?
 
   Did he know how isolated I was from other Athanate? 
 
   Was he trying to trick me? Gambling that I didn’t know anyone else I could call and ask?
 
   Why?
 
   I wanted to stop somewhere and think it through. I couldn’t. Scott. The hitman. I couldn’t pause. I had to puzzle this out alone as I drove on.
 
   I hit the steering wheel with the palm of my hand. Scott was more important than my independence. I had to get to Houghton as fast as I could.
 
   No.
 
   It wasn’t just my decision to escape from England and get away from British Athanate society. It’d been Scott’s decision, and Ralph’s, and Jasper’s, as much as it had been mine.
 
   My kin’s desires are sacred to me.
 
   That Athanate axiom I remembered well enough.
 
   What if Scott recovered, only to find we were back in the situation we’d run away from in 1820? What if House Prowser still kept to the old ways? 
 
   There was the problem. There were too many what-ifs, and no answers. None of that changed my primary requirement, to get Scott healed by someone who knew what he or she was doing.
 
   In the meantime, I could find out if Kumai was lying to me about no unclaimed territory left. 
 
   While the line of cars crawled through the flatlands beside Saginaw Bay, I started tracking down the Canadian houses.
 
    
 
   ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞
 
    
 
   The next part of the trip, which should have taken us three hours, ended up taking nearly six.
 
   I alternated between casting anxious glances at Scott and making futile phone calls, encountering a succession of variations on ‘no one of that name here’ in Canadian accents.
 
   I stopped just short of the Mackinac Bridge. It was decision time on the other side, and I still had no way of knowing if Kumai was lying to me.
 
   I topped up with gas again, just in case, and got some coffee and snacks.
 
   Scott was still in a coma and I was out of time.
 
   I switched the cell back on and called.
 
   “Kumai?” I said as I rejoined the line of traffic.
 
   “House Lloyd.”
 
   “I’m at the bridge. It’s decision time.”
 
   His voice was quiet, reasonable.
 
   “I understand your dilemma, House Lloyd. The Athanate world has changed while you were diazoun, and perhaps not for the better. I cannot help you with that.” He paused. “Allow me to speculate that this is your decision time because you believe you might have a different option by driving north.”
 
   “Yes,” I said shortly. My heart was thudding in my throat.
 
   “I can provide contact details for Canadian Houses.”
 
   “Why would you do that?”
 
   “I would do that because they will all tell you the same thing, House Lloyd. At the same time House Altau made a claim on all the territory of the United States, he revealed a deal where the Canadian Athanate ceded from the Midnight Empire and accepted their position in Altau’s North American territory.”
 
   “The Midnight Empire?” Who?
 
   “My apologies. A joke name that even the British Athanate Empire uses to refer to itself, since about 1950.”
 
   More things I’d missed. The British Athanate Empire hadn’t been known for its sense of humor back in 1820.
 
   “So they’ll all tell me that there is no free space. Everywhere in North America is some Athanate House’s responsibility, and there are no diazoun.”
 
   “They will. I have sent you contact details in a text message.”
 
   There was a long silence as the Volvo reached the bridge and we started the slow crossing.
 
   “House Lloyd?”
 
   “I’m here,” I said. “This is obviously a shock to me. I…we had problems in England. I’m not suggesting Houses here behave like the British did, but now it sounds as if there is no freedom anywhere.”
 
   “There is responsibility everywhere,” he said, echoing my earlier thoughts. “Freedom is always defined within those boundaries.”
 
   Another long silence, but almost comfortable.
 
   “Let me make an offer, House Lloyd. Treatment for your kin is unconditional. Your decision on your future can await Scott’s recovery, or Amelie Prowser’s return to Chalkos, whichever is the sooner.”
 
   “Thank you, Diakon Kumai,” I said, and meant it. “I accept.”
 
   “You’re welcome. We can also hope that by turning off I-75, you’ll shake off the pursuit,” he said. “And that when you are here, you will have ample opportunity to see who we are and how we behave. I hope that will allay your fears.”
 
   We ended the call more formally and politely than previously, as the lights of the tollbooths just beyond the north end of the bridge came into sight.
 
   A little seed of hope had started its struggle in my heart.
 
   Despite the weather, there was a line of cars waiting to pay the toll.
 
   And there were uniformed figures carrying flashlights and walking along the length of the line. 
 
    
 
   “Evening, ma’am,” the policeman said as he stood by my door.
 
   “Is there a problem, officer?”
 
   “Other than the weather, no,” he said. His breath made a cloud around him. “Not that we know of.”
 
   Yeah, but I have a body in the trunk.
 
   I squashed that down and smiled at him.
 
   “Is this going to take a long time?” I nodded at the line ahead.
 
   “The whole UP is runnin’ real slow,” he said. He ran the acronym for Upper Peninsula together so it sounded like ‘yoopi’. “’Count of the snow.” He stood back and looked at my tires.
 
   The Volvo had city tires on it, but it was a capable vehicle.
 
   “You have far to go?” he asked, in a voice that said it was a really bad idea.
 
   “I think I’ll find a motel on the road,” I lied. “I can make the border tomorrow.”
 
   “Most of the roadside ones are full already,” he said. 
 
   “I’ll try the lakeside.” I’d stayed at hotels down in St. Ignace before.
 
   He grunted as if that was a good idea.
 
   “Your husband, eh?” He gestured at Scott.
 
   “Oh, yes. He’s out of it at the moment. Effects of the office party.” I laughed and tried rolling my eyes.
 
   He grunted again and took a sniff of air to see if he could smell alcohol on my breath. 
 
   Good luck with smelling anything. His nostril hairs were going to freeze first.
 
   Athanate senses are keener than humans. I could still smell things. Piss and shit and blood from the trunk.
 
   The beam of the flashlight played over the small bags on the back seat. They’d look like enough for a weekend away, not enough for longer. Of course, we could have full suitcases in the trunk, if there wasn’t a dead man in there.
 
   “Got a shovel in your trunk?”
 
   My heart blipped again.
 
   “Yes,” I said truthfully. Anytime from fall to spring. 
 
   Right under the body.
 
   “Have a good day,” he said and walked back to the next car without a second glance.
 
    
 
   As soon as I turned off I-75, there were shops and gas stations.
 
   I bought travel blankets that I wrapped Scott in, and cushions that I used to support his back and neck better. 
 
   I bought two plastic sheets. They were summer season leftovers for kids’ picnics, brightly colored, with cartoon characters. And I bought a box of air fresheners.
 
   With the Volvo parked in the dark, at the far end of the lot and with the back facing away from everybody, I went to work.
 
   I managed to get one sheet underneath the body in the trunk. I only stopped to vomit twice. Then I took the shovel and covered the corpse with snow and ice from the hard pack at the edge of the lot. I laid the second sheet over everything, and tossed the air fresheners in before closing the trunk and taking some long, deep breaths of cold, clean air.
 
   It’d been pure luck that it was too cold for the policeman to smell something suspicious in my car. I couldn’t risk it again. The odds of being held up by an accident were going up with every minute, as the snow fell thicker.
 
   I’d also bought a pair of gloves and a scarf. I got back in and turned the air conditioning as cold as it would go.
 
   Between the cold air, the coffee and the anger, I wouldn’t have any problem driving through the night.
 
   The anger was good. Anger alone would be enough to keep me awake through the long hours.
 
   I was angry with myself for not knowing what was really going on with the Athanate in America. Angry that a criminal like Zedous could still threaten me from prison. Angry that I had a body in the back of my car. Angry that I didn’t know what was wrong with Scott. 
 
   Angry, angry at myself—that I’d let everything slide and get out of control until I was going to have to depend on the help of others. 
 
   I hated that. I hated feeling powerless.
 
   I was going to get us to Houghton and then I was going to change things.
 
    
 
                 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 6
 
    
 
   Morning found us just a few miles east of Marquette. The sun inched above the horizon, flooding the car’s rear window with hazy gold, etching the edges of the long, low buildings, and throwing our shadow out in front, where the road unwound like an old jazz song in a smoky club.
 
   It had stopped snowing a couple of hours ago. The clouds had been swept away. The sky overhead was the palest watercolor blue.
 
   There was no other traffic. Detroit and hitmen seemed a long way behind us—another world.
 
   I’d been driving nonstop for hours. My back was sore and my eyes were gummy.
 
   Scott was still in a coma.
 
   His face was gray, his breathing shallow, and his pulse was weaker and erratic.
 
   I kept changing my mind. Stop and try to help him. No, get to Houghton as quickly as possible.
 
   In the end, I kept driving while trying to reach out to him with my eukori. The trouble was, my eukori was never very strong. It worked best when I was in physical contact with my kin and able to concentrate on them. That wasn’t going to happen while I was driving as fast as I dared in conditions as appalling as these. Even where the snowplows had cleared the road, drifting snow had covered it again. It wasn’t going to get any better, according to the radio warnings. They hadn’t changed all night: treacherous driving conditions…high winds…poor visibility...crashes…trucks jackknifed. Now the presenter was saying that the clear sky and low winds up in the northern peninsula were only temporary—a second storm was coming.
 
   Finally, instead of eukori, I reached out and touched Scott with my hand. His forehead was clammy.
 
   I needed to hurry. I had to get Scott to Chalkos before that second front hit.
 
   The radio commentary went back to news and I was about to turn it off when my fingers froze.
 
   The sound was turned really low, so I almost missed it.
 
   …criminal escaped yesterday while being transferred back to Bellamy Creek Correctional Facility to begin his sentence…highly dangerous…members of the public are warned not to approach him…Zedous was convicted in Detroit on multiple counts…
 
   The Volvo’s front tires snagged the edge of the packed snow. They lost traction. The nose began to swing around. We were sliding.
 
   The shock startled me out of my paralysis. I spun the wheel. Took my foot off the gas. Ignored the distant sound of the horn from the car fifty yards behind.
 
   One second. Two seconds. Three…the nearside front tire caught a bare patch. Gripped. The car shook itself and slid slowly back on course, like an ocean-going tanker turning.
 
   The adrenaline left me trembling and panting.
 
   I wanted to take a break to recover, but I forced myself to calm down. Unless Zedous himself was bearing down on me right this minute, he didn’t matter. Only Scott mattered. 
 
   In the way that a tired mind will leap from disaster to disaster, I distracted myself from the accident I’d nearly had with imagining the doctor who needed to be at Chalkos to help Scott, instead being trapped out on the road somewhere himself.
 
   I needed to call ahead and check.
 
   I’d switched his cellphone off and hidden it in the glovebox last night when I’d seen the police walking along the line of waiting cars.
 
   I should have switched it back on afterwards.
 
   Hope there weren’t any urgent calls. Other than the news that the guy who wanted me dead was now out of prison.
 
   I switched the cell back on and waited while it connected with the cellphone signals.
 
   Crap. Missed calls and messages. Kumai. 
 
   Every half hour, then every hour through the night. 
 
   I needed to stop. I needed to get the shakes out of myself, and take a couple of minutes to get my blood circulating again, especially in my backside. There was some kind of restaurant coming up. They were closed this early, but they’d cleared some of the snow from their front parking lot. 
 
   I pulled off the road.
 
   The car that had been following drove by. The woman didn’t even look my way.
 
   I got out. Stamped my feet and bounced on my toes.
 
   There was no wind, but it was freezing anyway, even compared to the car. I looked around. The place was deserted. 
 
   I pressed callback on Scott’s cell.
 
   “House Lloyd!” Kumai’s voice. Agitated. “Where are you?”
 
   “We’re coming into Marquette and I hope we’ll be with you in less than three hours, as long as the snow—”
 
   “I am sorry to interrupt, House Lloyd. It sounds as if you’ve stopped.”
 
   “We have.”
 
   “Please, return to your vehicle immediately and resume your journey while we talk. This is most important.”
 
   With a nervous look back down the empty road we’d come in on, I got in the car and pulled away.
 
   Once back inside the car, the cell linked up with the speakers.
 
   “You still there?” I said.
 
   “I am here, House Lloyd. Forgive me my rudeness. I have to tell you that you are not far ahead of your pursuit.”
 
   “What? How?”
 
   “I’m afraid you have something called a GPS transponder affixed on your vehicle. It was placed there before you even left your apartment.”
 
   Shit. The dead man. That’s what he was doing by the car. 
 
   Scott and I were no good at this spy stuff.
 
   I slowed the car. “I’ll stop and find it. Get rid of it.”
 
   “Could I suggest, House Lloyd, you do that actually in Marquette, at a motel? Leaving it until you reach somewhere like that may delay them sufficiently. I am certain they do not know the location of Chalkos Hall. Once you remove the transponder, you should be safe to come here.”
 
   He had a point about waiting till the town. Making them think we were staying at a motel in Marquette might throw them off the scent. If I left the transponder on the side of the road in the middle of nowhere, they’d know, and we had to keep going on this same road for a ways yet.
 
   “Yeah, good thinking,” I said. “We’ll be at Marquette in a minute.” I swallowed. “I just wanted to check that the doctor’s waiting.”
 
   “All in hand,” he said. “I have also got a truck heading out to meet you. You should come together where the 41 turns north."
 
   “Great. Okay,” I said. “I’m in Marquette now. There’s a motel with a parking lot here, and I’m turning in. Stay on the line please, Diakon.”
 
   The transponder was ridiculously easy to find. Kumai had me feel under the wheel arches. There was a box about half the size of my hand, attached magnetically. I pulled it out and glared at it. I didn’t know about these things, but it looked like a cheap, mass market device that you could get in an electrical store. In other circumstances, I might have been insulted that I hadn’t been tracked by a state-of-the-art, high-tech transponder.
 
   If there’d been a convenient truck going the wrong way, I’d have attached it to that. As it was, I tossed it into the snow.
 
   “I’m back on the road now, Kumai. I’m going to end this call and concentrate on getting to you as fast as I can.”
 
   “I understand,” he said. “I’ll call you at intervals until then, if I may.”
 
   Polite to a fault. 
 
   It didn’t make me trust him. 
 
   Then again, I guessed that was irrelevant; at the moment, Scott and I were completely out of other options. I touched him once more, feeling the life leaching from his body. 
 
   We were almost out of time.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 7
 
    
 
   Route 41 west out of Marquette turned away from Lake Superior and headed back inland.
 
   It was a lazy four-lane, swaying between banks of trees choked with snow, pale, half-hidden buildings and small, cold lakes. Telephone poles counted off the distance, the wires hanging heavy with ice and swinging idly in the fitful wind.
 
   There were a few other cars that had ventured out. They all seemed to be headed the other way, back down into Marquette. There was nothing in front of me but the white road. I was starting to feel eerily detached from everything. I had to keep checking the dashboard clock to see how long it’d been. At this speed, in an hour and a half, the road would turn up toward the Keweenaw Peninsula. Prowser’s security team would meet us. We’d start the drive north together and we’d be safe. Another hour and a half after that and I could rest.
 
   This close to Marquette, the snowplows had been out recently. I took the speed up a few miles an hour faster and the Volvo ate up the miles.
 
   Not long. Not long.
 
   Fifteen minutes later we followed the shore of a big lake, through some small, spread-out towns. 
 
   Then we lost a couple of lanes and we were steaming along a two-lane blacktop, with snow banked up on either side and the wind drifting it across the road. 
 
   Whitetop, not blacktop. Ha ha.
 
   Concentrate!
 
   I had to slow down again.
 
   There were no houses or businesses—just trees, snow and lakes. Floating past.
 
   The farther I went, the more the snowbanks on either side rose until they formed dirty white walls about hip height.
 
   It felt like I’d been driving down a tunnel for hours.
 
   The cell ringtone startled me. 
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “I’m afraid our diversion didn’t work, House Lloyd. They’re only about ten minutes behind you.”
 
   Adrenaline kicked in again and I squeezed down on the gas. Streamers of snow thrown up from the tires boiled out behind us like white dust clouds. I couldn’t see anything back there.
 
   “Ten minutes is fine if it stays ten minutes,” I said.
 
   There’d be a way to throw them off the trail somewhere ahead. There had to be. Or we’d be safe when Prowser’s security met us. In an hour and a half, less a little. 
 
   Ten minutes behind us.
 
   Shit.
 
   From the cellphone, there were noises of urgent conversations going on in the background. 
 
   Then:
 
   “No,” Kumai said. “It appears they’ve stolen a truck, a snowplow. They’re gaining on you and I believe you’ll find the driving conditions will deteriorate the further you go. They’ll get to you before my truck does.”
 
   I clamped down on the hysterical laugh that threatened. The road to my safe haven was becoming blocked with snow and the only snowplow around was being driven by guys who wanted to kill me.
 
   “I cannot risk it.” Kumai was talking to me and someone in the background. “House Lloyd, as worrying as the weather forecast is, I’ve sent our second helicopter to pick you up. They’ll be there in…twenty minutes. You just need to keep ahead of the pursuit for that length of time. Twenty minutes. Stay on the line.”
 
   “Got that,” I said.
 
   Twenty minutes. I can do this.
 
   I looked north, where the weather was coming from.
 
   The blue had leached from the sky and the horizon was turning black, like a boxer’s bruises. The next storm front was sweeping in across the lakes. When the snow returned, it’d make it impossible to fly the helicopter. Maybe impossible to drive any further. I coaxed another few miles per hour out of the car, my fists tight on the steering wheel. Every little ripple of packed snow beneath the drifted stuff sent tiny tremors through the steering. 
 
   I’d only need to hit one that was a little bigger and more frozen than the rest to end up smashed into the wall of snow on the side of the road.
 
   My eyes flicked quickly to the clock and back to the road. 
 
   Five minutes gone.
 
   It felt longer.
 
   I tried to clear my brain and think of practical things besides keeping the car straight.
 
   “Kumai, where’s the helicopter going to land?”
 
   The trees grew close to the road. The lakes were clear of trees, but they weren’t frozen. Even where there weren’t trees right up to the edge of the road, telephone wires ran alongside. I couldn’t see any space big enough.
 
   My gut churned. We had to find somewhere soon.
 
   Another problem: I couldn’t just leave the car on the highway. Apart from the danger to other motorists, there was still a body in the trunk and it was my car, registered to me.
 
   Shit.
 
   “Kumai?”
 
   “They’ll need a wide space,” he said. “Forty or fifty feet. They’re looking.”
 
   “We need somewhere to leave the car. And we need time to clear it. The body.”
 
   “I understand, House Lloyd. Not a problem.”
 
   Eyes on the road. Glance to the side. No space for a helicopter. Eyes back on the road. Glance at the clock. 
 
   Five more minutes gone. Just ten minutes left. We can do it. We just need to find the right place.
 
   How to get off the road? I couldn’t take the time to dig a way through with the shovel. I had one thought: the snowplows cleared junctions. If I could just get off the main road onto a side road, maybe the snow wouldn’t have drifted so much where the roads were more protected by the trees.
 
   We’d still need time to pull the body out of the trunk. Couldn’t leave it in the car.
 
   Ahead of the storm front, the wind started to pick up again. A blast blew a cloud of snow across an exposed section of the road and I had to slow way down and coast through the whiteout, blind, my heart in my mouth.
 
   “Five minutes, House Lloyd. The pilot can see the road and he’s searching for a place to pick you up.”
 
   Five minutes.
 
   What if there was nowhere safe to land?
 
   Ahead!
 
   I took my foot off the gas and feathered the brakes. 
 
   Gently, gently, gently.
 
   “Found one!” I yelled. “A side road. The junction is clear. No telephone wires. No trees. Some kind of building with a big space in front.”
 
   I was going too fast. I was going to pass it.
 
   I touched the brakes. Nothing. Touched harder.
 
   My gut cramped as the Volvo slithered and skidded. Even with anti-lock, the front wheels lost traction and the nose swung towards the hard-packed ramp of snow.
 
   I steered into the skid, feet off both the gas and brake.
 
   Come on!
 
   The car drifted; the wheels gripped, lost, gripped again. The nose swung the other way.
 
   We sideswiped the snow wall and the car finally slid to a stop just a couple of lengths past the junction.
 
   The impact had jolted Scott. I gently eased him back upright. He was hotter, and his breathing more strained.
 
   I could hear the sound of Kumai speaking to the pilot on the cellphone loudspeaker. Then he came back to me.
 
   “Well done. Stay there. They’re coming to you. They’ll be there immediately.”
 
   I backed up carefully until I was alongside the half-hidden turnoff.
 
    “My car’s red,” I said. “Brick red.”
 
   Kumai didn’t respond. He probably knew the color of my car. They seemed to know everything about me anyway.
 
   I looked down the white highway, back the way we’d come. The snow I’d kicked up was settling. There was nothing I could see yet, but I could feel it coming like I could feel that storm front rolling south.
 
   “Sooner would be better,” I said to Kumai.
 
   The building itself was almost invisible—white clapboard walls and boarded windows caked with snow. There was a signpost with the sign removed—just the bracket left, which was starting to swing as the wind picked up.
 
   Still nothing behind us.
 
   The side road looked as if it had been cleared early in the night, because the snow had packed up less than the rest, but it was still about the same height as my wheels.
 
   “The building looks like it’s some kind of café,” I said to Kumai. “It’s closed for the winter. I’m going to try parking alongside it.”
 
   Silence. I grabbed the cell and looked at the screen.
 
   Lost signal.
 
   Shit.
 
   No time to redial and he can’t help park this car.
 
   I edged the Volvo up onto the packed snow.
 
   “Come on, girl. It’s just like winter back in Sweden. Only a bit of snow.”
 
   The wheels bit into the pack and we inched forward.
 
   “You can do it.”
 
   I got about halfway. The edge of the pack started to scrape against the bottom of the car and the front wheels started to spin.
 
   Shit.
 
   Glanced down the road. 
 
   Nothing yet. I tried rocking the car back and forth.
 
   No good.
 
   I got out.
 
   It was freezing, and the wind was strengthening. I could just make out the sound of the helicopter searching for me.
 
   Not enough time for everything.
 
   I had to leave them to their job and focus on mine.
 
   There were plastic floor mats in the car. I wrenched them out and jammed them into the snow to give the front wheels some grip.
 
   Tried again.
 
   Another foot forward before the wheels started spinning.
 
   Out again.
 
   Nothing coming up the road yet.
 
   Pulled the mats out. One of them tore. Jammed them in front of the tires again.
 
   The helicopter was sinking slowly towards the clear area in front of the building. It was swaying and bobbling as the swirling wind shoved at it.
 
   The downwash made a stinging, icy blast of loose snow. The helicopter disappeared from view. It became impossible to see anything.
 
   I ducked back into the car and inched it forward blindly.
 
   The cell was ringing. 
 
   No time to answer.
 
   The wheels spun again. I got out and scrabbled at the ripped-up mats. The car was halfway off the road.
 
   The helicopter was down safely, but the engine was still running, the rotor blades still kicking up snow.
 
   A man leaped out and made his way toward me, crouched beneath the blades. It was almost funny. He was about my height, five-five, and the snow had piled deep.
 
   “House Lloyd, hurry!” he called. “We saw the truck as we came in.”
 
   I left the mats. “You have to help me move Scott. What can we do about the car?”
 
   “No time.” 
 
   A second man, much taller and powerfully built, came running from the helicopter. “Yadav!” he shouted, pointing. 
 
   Yadav squinted down the road. “Shit.”
 
   Shielding my eyes against the blizzard being kicked up by the helicopter, I looked. A huge orange truck had appeared in the distance, about a mile away, the massive angled blade of the plow like a curved wall in front of it. Coming fast.
 
   No time for the car.
 
   Yadav ran up to me and took my arm. “We have to go.”
 
   I pulled free. “I won’t leave Scott. I can’t.”
 
   His face was right in front of me. His parka hood gave us some protection from the ice being blown at us by the helicopter. I could see his eyes clearly. Asian eyes, set deep in a tanned face. Nepalese maybe. A calm face. Resolute.
 
   I could see the exact moment in his eyes—that point where he knew he couldn’t persuade me, and where he shouldered what he saw as his duty.
 
   The eyes took on a stare that seemed to focus half a mile away.
 
   “You must do it,” he said. “Drag him out, take him to the helicopter.”
 
   Then he walked down onto the road and stood there, legs splayed, between the rear of the Volvo and the onrushing truck.
 
   “Flint,” he called over his shoulder.
 
   The big guy slipped down the ramp onto the road next to Yadav, who reached into his parka and retrieved two handguns.
 
   This was crazy. They couldn’t stop a truck with a few bullets.
 
   Half a mile. Picking up speed.
 
   I took a few steps toward him. “Leave it,” I yelled. “Help me.”
 
   I could hear Yadav speak to Flint in a calm voice. “Hold your fire until I say. Aim at the cab.”
 
   He handed one of the guns over. Flint just looked at it. He put it in his pocket and raised his hands up into the sky.
 
   What the hell was he doing? Surrendering?
 
   The truck was coming faster and faster, thundering down the road toward us.
 
   Quarter mile.
 
   I gave up on them and tried to run back to the car. It would be the last thing I did, but I was going to pull Scott out and try and get him up that ramp of snow.
 
   Like one of those nightmares, my feet slipped. I couldn’t seem to move forward, couldn’t get any grip.
 
   Through all the panic and fear, I felt a sensation of pins and needles all over me, like an electric storm. All the air seemed to go dry and thin.
 
   Oh, God, I knew that feeling. What the hell was going on?
 
   I fell, stretching out for the side of the car, just a couple of yards away and completely out of reach. My left leg slid under my right and twisted me around, so I could see as Flint sank to his knees and placed his hands above the packed snow lying on the road.
 
   What?
 
   It was impossible to get to my feet. There was no snow under me, no snow on the road, no snow on the sides. It was pure, slick ice.
 
   Yadav was a statue, his arms raised, pointing the gun at the truck, which was looming, the plow’s blade seeming to rise up like a towering orange wave above the stark white surface of the road. The sight of that killing blade hypnotized me. I couldn’t look away.
 
   Less than two hundred yards. Rushing toward us. Engine racing.
 
   The blade slowly drifted toward the wall of snow at the side of the road. So slowly. It touched, just the lightest tick as it brushed the hard-packed snow.
 
   The nose of the truck whipped around, right into the wall. It almost looked as if it would bulldoze through, or the whole thing would shoot up the ramp and into the trees.
 
   It didn’t. With shattering screams and crashing of heavy tearing metal, the truck broke in two behind the cab. The cab whipped over, smashing against the road and disappearing into a spray of glass and ice shards.
 
   We were still going to die.
 
   The rest of the truck, the container, was on its side, sliding towards us, powered by the momentum of its own weight and a full load of grit. 
 
   The front of the container snagged the edge of the cab as it passed.
 
   The back swung around.
 
   The whole juggernaut gradually slowed in a cacophony of hissing and screeching as it skidded over its own grit. It stopped, and the last wave of the escaped grit just covered the toes of Yadav’s boots.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 8
 
    
 
   With my ears ringing from the crash, it felt like silence fell. It hadn’t; the wind was starting to howl and the helicopter’s engine was still running. Even the Volvo was still purring, quite oblivious to the fact that it’d been about to be turned into a small piece of modern art.
 
   Yadav said something quietly. If it’d been me standing in front of that truck as it tore itself apart, it would have been a swear word. In fact, several. 
 
   Yadav put his gun back into its holster and he held a hand out to Flint to return the other one.
 
   Flint got up and complied. He was trying to tough it out, but he was swaying as if he’d run a marathon.
 
   Well, hell. 
 
   The rangy Mr. Flint was an Adept. A powerful one. He’d just saved our lives by turning a half-mile of snow-covered road into a skating rink.
 
   House Prowser had depths I hadn’t suspected. Adepts don’t usually work with Athanate. Most of them believe we’re in league with the devil. Or the Republican party. 
 
   The pair of them, Yadav and Flint, made their way gingerly back to me and helped me up. 
 
   “Thanks,” I said.
 
   Flint grinned.
 
   “I don’t want to seem ungrateful,” I said, “but can’t you turn it back to snow?” 
 
   “Enough.” Yadav shook his head and Flint shrugged.
 
   We got Scott out. Flint and I made sure Yadav didn’t slip. He just lifted Scott as if he were a child, and started to force his way through the ice and snow to the helicopter, with us following.
 
   My rescuers were a study in contrasts. 
 
   I was sure I had it right on Yadav from my first glimpse of him. He was Nepalese, round-faced, short and tough. Something told me he’d been in the military, and I was going to take a wild guess that it’d been the brigade of British Gurkhas.
 
   Flint was a foot taller and wider. His face was sharp, chiseled, with high cheekbones, and framed with long black hair. Dark eyes. An outdoor face, and heaps of Native American in his family.
 
   The pilot was another man with Native American ancestry, but unlike Flint, he was slim and wiry. He’d braided his dark hair, pulling it up tightly from the sides so that it sat like a thick rope on top of his head and down the back—sort of a Mohican braid. Tattoos peeked out above his collar and his eyes were hidden by aviator shades.
 
   We weren’t all going to fit inside the helicopter, but Yadav had known that. Flint was there to drive my car to Chalkos Hall.
 
   “You sure you trust me?” he asked Yadav, who just frowned and waved him away.
 
   There was something odd about the exchanges between the two of them. Something wasn’t being said. 
 
   There was no time to investigate it.
 
   “Hurry, hurry, hurry, gotta go,” the pilot yelled above the noise of the engine. He pushed his shades up onto his head and then spun a finger in a wind-up sign as we stumbled on board.
 
   We started to lift, even as I strapped Scott in, and the helicopter lurched in the winds before I was sitting down.
 
   Yadav was in front next to the pilot. I was in the back with Scott, trying to make sure his head didn’t loll and constrict his breathing.
 
   It was a good thing I was concentrating on that and had no time to look outside. The wind shoved us across the road. I was vaguely aware, as the clouds of loose snow kicked up by the downwash cleared away, that we’d only just missed the telephone wires on the other side of the highway.
 
   Seconds later we were hammering northwest, cutting the corner that highway 41 had to take. To the north was the bleak expanse of Lake Superior, disappearing as the black curtain of the storm front swept across it.
 
   I had no headset in the back.
 
   Yadav turned and yelled a warning at me. “Bad turbulence.”
 
   I nodded to show I understood and reached around Scott to hold him still. He was clammy, his pulse more erratic, weaker. I braced him as the helicopter started to buck. 
 
   The short cut took us over a wide bay. The water hadn’t frozen, but we’d last barely minutes if we crashed now. If we survived the crash.
 
   The helicopter doesn’t know it’s flying over water I muttered to myself. There was no reason to be more worried than when it flew over land. Helicopter doesn’t know. Helicopter doesn’t care.
 
   Yadav looked back. He probably thought I was praying, which wasn’t that bad an idea.
 
   I could feel the pilot ease back on speed. The bucking became less vicious.
 
   Great, but Scott’s pulse was fading. 
 
   I hit Yadav on the shoulder and pointed at his headset.
 
   He frowned again as he handed it over. I held it one-handed, pressing one pad against my ear while I gripped Scott with the other hand.
 
   “Pilot?”
 
   “Kane,” he said, the sound clipped and distant as he focused on his task.
 
   “My kin’s seriously ill, Kane. I think a delay would be more dangerous than the shaking.”
 
   “Gotcha. Honestly, this race is with that storm.” He nodded his head briefly northward. “Can’t fly in heavy snow. But I could also bust a blade going too fast in the turbulence. That would ruin my whole day.”
 
   He was silent for a second. I was about to beg when he spoke. “I’ll do what I can. I’m calling ahead, so they know to get the doctor and her team ready.”
 
   The nose of the helicopter dipped again, and the noise and the juddering went back up to their former brutal levels.
 
   I gave Yadav back his headset.
 
   Kane passed him some instructions. Yadav changed channels on the radio and Kane spoke some more before going back to concentrating solely on riding the turmoil in the air.
 
   We barely got over land again when the first real snow began falling. Heavy snow, coming in sideways with the wind. I could still see the ground directly below, but everything else was just white.
 
   Yadav was talking to Kane, making emphatic gestures with his hands—take us down. Kane shook his head.
 
   A minute later, the whole cockpit went white. I couldn’t even see the ground below.
 
   Kane slowed and for a moment, I thought we were going to have to land after all. 
 
   I caught a glimpse of a road below—more like a shadow of a road. A depression in the snow. Some houses crouched down off to one side.
 
   Yadav pointed.
 
   Kane shook his head again. We’d just hit a clear patch. We could see.
 
   Actually, a minute later, I could even see treetops. Close. Very close. They were thrashing in the downdraft. 
 
   Yadav’s knuckles were going white as he gripped the edges of his seat.
 
   More snow came in. Just as we lost visibility, something large and dark emerged from the swirling grayness in front of us.
 
   I yelled a wordless warning, but they couldn’t hear me.
 
   Kane must have seen it. The helicopter’s nose reared up like a horse refusing a jump. All forward movement stopped and we started to fall.
 
   We’re going to crash!
 
   Everything disappeared again in an explosion of snow from the downdraft.
 
   A thump from below and a sickening lurch forward had my heart in my mouth, but then we weren’t flying anymore.
 
   The engine noise changed. The turbine scream was winding down.
 
   Thank God, we’re on the ground, but where?
 
   “Woo-hoo! Ladies and gentlemen,” Kane shouted over the turbine, “welcome to Chalkos Hall. I hope you enjoyed your flight. Now, get the hell out and have a great day.”
 
   Figures materialized out of the veil of snow, carrying a stretcher and sprinting toward the helicopter.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 9
 
    
 
   I got shoved out of the way with an impersonal, medical-professional brusqueness that was somehow incredibly reassuring.
 
   Scott was loaded onto the stretcher even as his vitals were being checked, and then I was following them through the snow to the house. It was huge and square-edged, an old, brooding darkness looming out of the swirling snow. A few windows with lights looked down at me like dull yellow eyes. It was five stories high, in three sections, a main house and two wings. On either side of the wide stone steps up to the front door, ranks of squared columns rose to blend into Roman arches at the second level. 
 
   We had to go around a large ornamental fountain. It stood in the middle between the two wings, which came forward to create a three-sided courtyard that the French used to call cour d'honneur, the place where the honored guests arrived.
 
   I doubted I was honored, but I didn’t care where we went in, as long as Scott was helped quickly.
 
   Rich light spilled out of the open door, and in we ran.
 
   For all the unwelcoming appearance outside, the entrance hall was beautiful. Circular. Warm. Lots of uplights. Cream walls and ceiling. Gold detail work. A red-carpeted ballroom staircase dominated half the room. A dozen exquisite, pale marble statues stood in alcoves along the sides and a monstrous chandelier glittered above my head.
 
   I’m Athanate, so the scent struck me too, of course. That bright, coppery scent, mingled with…
 
   Wood polish and lemon? 
 
   The marque. The distinctive scent that told every Athanate who came through the doors that this was an Athanate House, and it belonged to Amelie Prowser. This was her marque.
 
   No time to gawp and sniff.
 
   The medical team ran behind the ballroom staircase, which concealed another staircase, wide and descending. They turned the stretcher sideways to keep Scott level and took the stairs at a trot.
 
   Then along a corridor. Through a door. Another corridor. Into a room.
 
   I barged in before they could close the door.
 
   Scott was transferred to a hospital bed. One man squeezed and tapped his arm until a vein offered itself, and he slipped in an IV. Another switched on a rack of monitors and a woman started placing electrodes on Scott’s chest and forehead.
 
   Then my view was obstructed by a tall, angry, angry woman. Overlaying the anger was that indescribable air of effortless superiority and authority that gave it away—this was House Prowser’s doctor.
 
   “Ah…my kin,” I said, waving at Scott and pissed that I felt the need to justify myself. “I need to know what’s wrong with him.”
 
   “What an amazing coincidence! So do I. I’ll start to find out the moment you leave this room.” The Caribbean lilt to her voice did nothing to make it less fierce.
 
   “Ah…”
 
   “By great good fortune, there is the way out. Immediately behind you.”
 
   I retreated under her attack and the door was slammed in my face.
 
   I sighed and rested my forehead against the dark wood.
 
   I’ve done what I can for now.
 
   Scott was in the best hands I could have found for him under the circumstances. 
 
   As for the doctor, I’d offer her free counseling for her massive anger and control issues, as a thank you. Just as soon as Scott was better.
 
   Yadav was at my side like a sort of polite prison guard. He had a commset on now—a small earbud and stubby mike.
 
   I couldn’t look at him at the moment. 
 
   I’d gone into that room with thoughts of Scott pushing everything else out of my head. Until the male nurse had tapped his vein. 
 
   The man—human, not Athanate—had been bent down over Scott. His skin had been flushed from running in, carrying Scott. The man’s pose had bared his neck, shown me his pulse, and the faint scars where he’d been bitten.
 
   Even through all the apprehension about Scott, I’d wanted to bite the nurse. Feed from him. Having reawakened my thirst, I needed to bite. Just thinking about it was making me salivate.
 
   Can’t. Not now.
 
   I took a deep breath and turned around.
 
   It wasn’t just Yadav behind me. Another security staffer had joined him: a neat, spare brunette with eyes like polished brass. Athanate. My old Athanate senses were kicking back in after such long disuse. I’d put her and Yadav at about fifty years post-change. Much less than me, and they were treating me with some respect, but there was no mistaking that they were here to ‘escort’ me.
 
   We returned to the hall.
 
   One of the alcoves had some chairs. Yadav gestured to me and sat.
 
   I ignored the invitation and toured the other alcoves, inspecting the Greek statues that were in each. They were lovely. I guessed they’d been gathered—or plundered, depending on your viewpoint—directly from the Aegean. Statues of this quality were rare now, which probably meant that Prowser had collected them three or four hundred years ago. She was that old, and more.
 
   Eventually I came back to where Yadav and his colleague sat watching me with steady eyes, but I was too restless to sit.
 
   “Diakon Kumai is engaged at the moment—” Yadav began.
 
   “Yes, yes, he’s too busy for me,” I said. “I get it.”
 
   It was a cheap shot. My nerves were frazzled and I wasn’t in full control.
 
   Scott. The dead man in the trunk of my car. Zedous’ escape. The hitman chasing me across Michigan. The snowplow thundering down the highway to crush me and Scott. 
 
   Then to be rescued by an Athanate House that should hardly have been interested in me other than to kill me as an intruder on their territory. One of them prepared to face off with the snowplow for me, armed only with a handgun. Another turning snow into ice to save our lives. A third flying in conditions that I suspected any sane pilot would never have contemplated, and landing seconds before it would have been impossible to continue. 
 
   Kane had probably saved Scott’s life at a risk to his own. 
 
   Prowser’s medical team were working on Scott. 
 
   And again, why? What benefit could they possibly get from me that would justify the efforts they’d had to make?
 
   All that going on and I was still trying not to think about Blood and biting.
 
   There was enough to excuse the frazzle of my nerves, but not so much the lack of control of my appetites. It was easier to be angry at everyone else and I was angry—a formless, irrational anger. I wanted a screaming fight to clear it.
 
   But really, what I wanted was a target for my anger that wasn’t me.
 
   It was all very well for me to think about counseling the doctor—first I’d need to counsel myself on my anger management issues and my Athanate appetites.
 
   That excessive appetite for Blood was a weakness. 
 
   Blood is obligation. An Athanate aphorism I needed to remember. Once I fed here, I owed Prowser. Now that Scott was being looked after, my reluctance to commit to House Prowser returned with a vengeance.
 
   Regardless of all that, there was no way I should let my anger, which should have been turned inward, coalesce around my fears about what House Prowser wanted with me, and no way I should turn that on one of my brave rescuers.
 
   Finally, I sat down and faced them. “Thank you, Yadav. You and your team. For everything today. I apologize for my behavior. I’m sorry I’m so short-tempered at the moment.” 
 
   He nodded once, and didn’t say any of the things he would be entitled to say. 
 
   His colleague spoke. “It’s a difficult time for everyone.”
 
   Yadav glanced sharply at her and looked as if he were going to say something, but we were interrupted by noises from the stairs to the lower floors. Angry, raised voices, and the sound of people running. 
 
   All three of us leaped to our feet.
 
   “Unpalatable? Unpalatable?” a woman’s voice shouted. It was the doctor who’d been looking after Scott.
 
   What the hell?
 
   “Unpalatable is food that’s fucking spoiled,” she went on. “This is not—”
 
   “It’s not our decision!” I recognized that voice. Kumai. “We are oath bound—”
 
   They burst into view and I reeled.
 
   The doctor had blood on her smock, her hands. Even her face.
 
   Behind her was Diakon Kumai, grabbing at her arm.
 
   “Let Amelie come and order me then. Let her watch!”
 
   She was crying. Tears were streaming down her face, and the blood was smeared where she’d wiped her cheek.
 
   He pulled her around.
 
   “But he’s—”
 
   “God damn you to hell, Kumai!” she screamed, shaking her bloody hands in front of his face. “I don’t care who he is, or what you need. I’m not reviving him so you can torture him to death all over again.”
 
   Terror and rage swept through me. Before Yadav could move, I was on my feet and halfway down the stairs.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 10
 
    
 
   Yadav called after me, but I couldn’t understand him. There was a roaring in my head. I could barely see. 
 
   Not Scott. Not Scott.
 
   I raced downstairs. Back the way the doctor had come. Bloody scenarios flashed through my mind. 
 
   No!
 
   A corridor. A door. Another corridor.
 
   Not Scott!
 
   I’d tried to save him, only to bring him to a horrific death.
 
   I reached the treatment room where I’d left Scott and flung open the door, my heart hammering against my ribs. 
 
   Scott was on the bed where I’d last seen him. No blood, no trauma. An IV in his arm. An oxygen mask on his face. His heartbeat showing on a screen beside the bed.
 
   I sagged with relief, one hand on the wall to steady me. Yadav and his colleague crowded into the doorway, but paused when they saw I had stopped my headlong flight.
 
   Only one of the medical team remained. She was sitting on the edge of the bed, holding his hand, with her eyes closed. She had barely stirred when I burst in.
 
   My eukori is weak, but I could feel the tug, the flow. She’d synced with him, using her own body’s resources to help him repair his body.
 
   Scott was getting the best of human and Athanate healing. He was looking much better than when we’d brought him in.
 
   He wasn’t the unfortunate victim that the doctor was refusing to revive.
 
   Who, for God’s sake? What had he done? 
 
   My eyes blurred and the madness leaked away, leaving me trembling.
 
   Yadav gestured to me, and I nodded. With a last reassuring glance at Scott, I followed them out. They closed the door and steered me gently back up to the hall.
 
    
 
   When we were sitting back in the alcove, Yadav spoke briefly on his commset.
 
   “There may be a significantly longer delay than we thought,” he said. “Your suite would be the most comfortable place to wait. Please, follow me.”
 
   We walked in silence through more corridors. Yadav was in front, his colleague behind me. Away from the magnificence of the entrance hall and central areas, the house was considerably less imposing, not to mention less bright and cared for.
 
   If this was the guest wing, maybe I wasn’t such an honored guest.
 
   He stopped in front of one anonymous door out of the many.
 
   “This is your suite while you’re a guest here, House Lloyd. There are full facilities. It may take some time for Mr. Loran to return with your car and belongings, so I’ve had some clothing and personal items made available for you. You’ll find them inside.”
 
   So the big guy’s Flint Loran. The Adept.
 
   I opened the door. The corridor might be gloomy, but the room was pleasant. “Thanks.”
 
   I went halfway in and stopped so that the door wouldn’t close.
 
   “Who was it?” I said. “Who was the doctor refusing to revive?”
 
   “I’m afraid you’re going to have to wait for the Diakon,” Yadav replied. “I have my orders.”
 
   My anger hadn’t gone away.
 
   “Orders are orders, whatever? The doctor didn’t think so.”
 
   There was a flash of answering anger across his face. He shared a look with his colleague.
 
   She took a few steps away and turned her back on us, plainly telling Yadav that she wasn’t going to hear or see anything.
 
   He took a step forward, herding me into the room.
 
   “Tell me something, House Lloyd, before you judge us. What’s the worst you think could have happened from your appearing as an expert witness against Zedous?”
 
   No good ever comes from a question that begins ‘tell me something’, but I’d started this, and I wasn’t feeling like backing down.
 
   “He has me killed, I guess.”
 
   “Maybe. What about this—let’s say Zedous is in jail, hasn’t put out a contract on your life, and his lawyer finds out you’re suddenly not dying anymore?” 
 
   The lawyer’s name was Schaeffer. He was an unpleasant bastard, but scary? No.
 
   “Dead. Having a hard time in court.” I raised my hands as if comparing the weight of two things. “I don’t see such a problem. He appeals, we go back to court and—”
 
   “It’s how he appeals,” Yadav interrupted. “What he uses to attack your testimony.” 
 
   He reached into his pocket and brought out a smartphone. He flicked the screen a few times and handed it to me.
 
   Someone had emailed Yadav a slideshow of photographs made from a legal notepad—an actual paper notepad. It was Schaeffer’s work. I recognized his writing and remembered the type of black-bound, spiral-ring notebook he jotted in all the time.
 
   It was full of background about me. Pictures of me from Pitt when I was studying were stapled in. Copies of my diplomas. Dozens of scribbles: Where was she born? Parents? Schools? Birth certificate? Married? Medical records??
 
   With a sick feeling, I began to understand what Yadav had been driving at. 
 
   The notes went on, page after page of questions: Bank? How long?? Ownership of house (Sandy Lane!) since ~1900? Inherited??? Change of ownership? G-mother/mother all called Amanda Lloyd? WTF?
 
   Shit. The old house where I’d lived with all three of my kin hadn’t been inherited, of course. We’d had it built. A long time ago. It had always been in my name.
 
   Even though we’d prepared for an emergency, we’d never really expected anyone to investigate so closely. 
 
   Schaeffer had gotten close, very, very close to knowing that there was something inexplicable in my background. Exactly the type of problem that all Athanate worked to eliminate. 
 
   The excuse that I’d been suffering from amnesia at the time and didn’t know what I was doing wouldn’t have been a defense. By Athanate law, not only was I liable, as the cause of the breach, but the House responsible for the territory would have been liable as well.
 
   The last slide. A photo of Schaeffer’s scribble: Terminally ill. Don’t bother.
 
   The chill ran down my spine.
 
   The old Amanda Lloyd would have to be abandoned. Whatever else happened, if I went back to Detroit and Schaeffer saw me, he might go digging to find out why I wasn’t dead. That was a risk that I couldn’t take—a risk that House Prowser couldn’t afford to let me take.
 
   Yadav lifted his smartphone back out of my nerveless grasp.
 
   “With no support, no expertise in the sort of operation to prevent Schaeffer revealing you, you and Scott would have had no other options but to run. Empty your accounts, take your fake ID and scuttle like cockroaches.”
 
   Leaving Prowser to clear up the mess.
 
   Crap. I’d been so concerned with keeping diazoun, I’d never considered that my actions might cause problems for others. Once I was declared to be in House Prowser’s territory, my actions became their responsibility. 
 
   I’d driven the whole way here thinking I was somehow superior to House Prowser, when the real situation was that I’d been, at the least, criminally irresponsible.
 
   And that her House’s offer of ‘hospitality’ might be a prelude to her clearing up my mess by eliminating me altogether.
 
   Yadav wasn’t finished. “That’s when your real problems start.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Here it comes, I thought. This was where he pointed out that I was completely in their power.
 
   “Your fake ID is in the name of Jane Flanagan, and it turns out she’s on the DHS watch lists as a potential terrorist alias. The first time you used it, they’d start an investigation. You’d be taken into custody within a couple of days.”
 
   My stomach lurched. My supposed emergency preparations seemed naïve and inadequate now. I’d failed to protect my House in so many ways. 
 
   “How do you know all this?” I asked quietly.
 
   “We know about the DHS because the Eastern Seaboard association, that we are part of, has always ensured it has people working in all branches of the government. It’s something we have to do in today’s human society.” His lips thinned in a tight smile. “We know about the name Jane Flanagan because I searched your apartment.”
 
   I couldn’t speak. It was a measure of how stunned I was that I couldn’t feel any sense of intrusion at hearing he’d searched my apartment.
 
   “We were allocated a territory by Altau,” he said. “The whole of Michigan. Whether we wanted it or not. That gave us responsibilities and it made you part of our domain, whether either of us wanted it or not.”
 
   I’d been their problem as soon as they accepted the territory, and now all my problems were theirs.
 
   Old-fashioned Athanate Houses would have solved those problems in one step; by eradicating me. They had absolute authority in their Athanate jurisdiction as long as humanity never found out.
 
   House Prowser was integrated into structures, like this Eastern Seaboard association and Altau’s association. Structures designed to protect the interests of the Athanate. They had duties and responsibilities. Rescuing me, for one. 
 
   While I’d been freeloading, benefiting without taking on any responsibilities.
 
   Then it hit me that maybe some of those responsibilities included whatever was going on in the basement.
 
   Maybe I’d caused it somehow.
 
   I opened my mouth, but my mind was in such a whirl I didn’t know what to say. Yadav didn’t give me time to question him any further.
 
   “Please, take the opportunity to shower, change and rest,” he said, and went out, leaving me staring at the door.
 
   I must have stood there with my mind reeling for five minutes before I walked over and tried the door. I expected to be locked in, but I wasn’t.
 
   Outside, the corridor was empty. 
 
   Of course, that didn’t mean Yadav’s brassy-eyed colleague wasn’t waiting for me around the next corner.
 
   I looked the other way. A fire escape stairwell, also apparently unguarded.
 
   I went back into my room.
 
   They knew they didn’t have to guard me. Where would I go, in the middle of a snowstorm, without a car, without a friend in the harsh Athanate world—and with my kin in a coma downstairs?
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 11
 
    
 
   I stood at the window and looked out at the swirling snowstorm.
 
   I should be dead.
 
   No Athanate House that I’d ever heard of would have made the efforts that Kumai had to keep me alive, not without believing they would get something in return. Something of huge benefit to House Prowser.
 
   What?
 
   My mind was blank on that.
 
   I was grateful, not just to Kumai, but the whole rescue team and the medical team. That gratitude was tainted by the certainty that they wanted something back from me, and my reservations doubled because they were obviously hiding what it was. 
 
   And torture? How could whatever they were doing in the basement be necessary?
 
   No, my gratitude wasn’t enough to make me want to be part of House Prowser.
 
   I’d have to change; I realized and accepted that now. Diazoun was no longer an option in the modern world, however painful it felt to know that.
 
   There had to be other options besides total subservience to House Prowser. If I had something that Prowser thought was valuable, it might be valuable to others. Could I use it to negotiate an independent deal?
 
   If Altau was so powerful he could tell Prowser to take over responsibility for all of Michigan, then presumably he was powerful enough to allocate me a territory, even one in Michigan.
 
   Oh, God! What if he put me back in Detroit and Schaeffer’s potential breach became my responsibility to deal with? My stomach knotted at the idea of cold-bloodedly killing Schaeffer to protect my secrets. Obscuring any evidence, so no trail led back to the Athanate. Could I do that? Yadav didn’t seem to think so.
 
   The snow outside blurred into abstract patterns and my eyes focused on my reflection in the windowpane.
 
   A woman with darkness inside her looked back at me.
 
   Yes, I could kill. I could kill for me, and my House, and the Athanate.
 
   The weight of that knowledge settled over my soul.
 
   The rest I could learn. Changing abilities in a changing world. Cooperation with other Houses. Growing my House to be able to perform my responsibilities in my territory. All of that, just so long as I wasn’t doing it under someone else’s unchallengeable orders, and without locking myself and my House into a society that we couldn’t stomach.
 
   I turned my back to the window.
 
   On the downside, Prowser had me completely in her power. I’d left Detroit without telling anyone where I was going. The policeman at the bridge tollbooth might remember me, but if he did, he’d say I was heading for Canada. No one would have noticed my car traveling through the night, and like everything else that was traceable, my car was now in Prowser’s hands. I’d arrived here in a helicopter in a snowstorm. No one outside of House Prowser knew where I was.
 
   That eliminated one area of negotiation—a threat to House Prowser if I disappeared. The old Athanate method of dealing with problems was still an option for Kumai. Kill me and dispose of the evidence. 
 
   Cleaner than letting the hitman do it, risking the police finding Schaeffer’s notes on me and digging into my past. My best option was to find out what my value was to House Prowser, and figure out how to leverage it to my advantage. 
 
    I had some time before Kumai would be available. I needed to rest and refresh myself, so I could bring my best to that meeting. My kin was counting on me. 
 
    
 
   The shower was hot and powerful. It had a massage setting, where it pummeled my head and shoulders. I came out wrapped in a towel and feeling much better. Tired as I was, I was too keyed up to sleep, so the other option was getting dressed.
 
   They’d left a choice of clothes hanging on a rack. They knew my size, even for shoes. In fact, everything but the bra, which was a touch too tight. I left it off.
 
   The worst thing, though, was they’d left me a selection of cosmetics. The brand I used.
 
   All those questions came flooding back into my mind. 
 
   Why had they become such experts in Amanda Lloyd?
 
   There is no free lunch. Not in the human world, and not in the Athanate one either.
 
   With no one there to answer any of those questions or lighten any of the bleak scenarios, I busied myself. I dressed in a knee-length, soft black fashion dress, with a button-up front. Elegant and semi-formal. 
 
   Then I made up my face.
 
   I stood there afterwards, looking in the mirror at the bold, confident persona I’d conjured up and wondering if leaving the bra off was a mistake. If I wasn’t going to be killed out of hand, I wanted to make a good impression on Diakon Kumai. I needed to, and maybe Scott needed me to.
 
   If I was going to be killed, I wondered whether it would be Yadav.
 
   He’d been ordered to rescue me, and he’d been willing to lose his life in the attempt. If his next order was to kill me, my reading of him told me he’d think about it; he wasn’t a person to obey blindly. Having thought about it, if he believed it was a justified command, he’d kill me without blinking.
 
   I walked up and down the room, hyper-alert, my thoughts and my body restless, my stomach uneasy, my senses stretching out, feeling the tension in the house.
 
   I heard the wind outside, the tick of the old longcase clock in the corridor, the tiny creaks of the house as it was battered by the storm, urgent voices in a faraway hall.
 
   Finally, the sound of Yadav and brass-eyes, returning for me at a brisk military march.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 12
 
    
 
   It wasn’t an execution detail, yet. Diakon Kumai was waiting for me in an office on the ground floor.
 
   The room was empty of furniture except for the antique wooden table and chairs. When we entered, Kumai was standing by the windows, hands behind his back.
 
   He was a tall man, six-four at least, well dressed in a jet Nehru jacket, buttoned up, with a glimpse of blue silk at the throat. His face was classic Indian subcontinent: handsome, proud, the skin dark, the eyes piercing and the neat, swept-back hair a glossy black. 
 
   He met me halfway and we exchanged Athanate formal greetings: he kissed my neck and I kissed his.
 
   The purpose of the laimia, the neck kiss, is to gauge each other’s state and mood. Athanate organs in the throat and base of the neck release pheromones—some intentional, some controllable reflex, some unconscious. It’s difficult for one Athanate to be angry, for example—however well suppressed—and not reveal this to another Athanate in a laimia.
 
   My nose told me Kumai was uneasy, stressed, upset about something. What he learned about me, God only knew. That I was a mess, probably.
 
   “Jaishi Banya Kumai, Diakon, House Prowser,” he said.
 
   Strictly formal.
 
   “Amanda Lloyd, House Lloyd, but I guess you knew that.”
 
   My take on formal.
 
   The corner of his mouth lifted and he waved us to the table.
 
   Yadav and his colleague remained standing, motionless, near the door.
 
   “Welcome to Chalkos Hall,” Kumai said. “I wish House Prowser were here herself to greet you, but she’s at a conference of the Athanate in California. Please...”
 
   He motioned me to the table and we sat across from each other.
 
   Kumai reached into his jacket pocket and extracted a roll of mints in a neon-green wrapper.
 
   He tore the wrapper and offered me one. “I have to have these sent specially from Jaipur,” he said. “There is just one company remaining that makes them.”
 
   “I’m honored,” I said. 
 
   The mint was excellent. Powdery and strong without making me gasp.
 
   He neatened the wrapper, pocketing the excess, and placed the roll carefully on the table. Exactly square, exactly in the middle. Then he folded his hands in front of him.
 
   The cat demon that lives in all of us wanted me to put out a paw and just nudge the roll to one side while staring intently into his eyes. Just to see how much distress it caused him.
 
   Maybe it would come to that, but in the meantime, I needed information.
 
   “House Prowser is attending an Assembly in California?” I asked. A conference sounded like an odd way of describing it.
 
   The Assembly was the meeting where elected Athanate Houses decided common policies, or at least spent a lot of time talking about it. Even to an isolated House like mine, such news as the establishment of the Assembly had trickled in. 
 
   However, I was clearly not up to date, as Kumai demonstrated.
 
   He made a not quite waggling motion with his hand. “A proto-Assembly, if you will. The political situation has remained unresolved since Altau dissolved the last Assembly and expelled the Warders from their territory in New York.”
 
   Dissolved the Assembly?
 
   I had hoped that there might be a higher body that I could appeal to, if I was unable to make any agreement about my status with House Prowser or House Altau. No Assembly meant that my appeal could only go up one level, to House Altau.
 
   Who would have more on his mind than one diazoun House failing to fit in.
 
   I was about to speak when something else occurred to me.
 
   If he’d been completely formal, Kumai’s introduction would have included his associations, but he hadn’t mentioned the Eastern Seaboard or Altau.
 
    I wondered if there were conflicts there that I could use to my advantage. “Tea will be brought shortly,” Kumai said, and cleared his throat. “I’d like to take some time to hear about your early experiences of the Athanate society, to better grasp why you appear to be so reluctant to engage.”
 
   An opening straight out of Psychiatry 101, and he was being evasive about his reasons.
 
   My Athanate instincts had finally kicked back in after long years of dealing only with humans. 
 
   Good. I need to think like an Athanate now.
 
   I’d come in thinking like a human and wanting to see Kumai—expecting, as a human would, that he’d see me quickly. But Kumai had told me I could defer my decision to associate with House Prowser until Amelie Prowser was back or Scott had recovered. There was no reason, politeness aside, for him to meet with me, and politeness would have been satisfied with the laimia and ‘welcome’.
 
   More than that, there were crises in House Prowser that should be taking his attention. The Assembly had been dissolved. Altau had allocated territories and declared everyone a sub-House—something that likely hadn’t sat well with many of the independent Houses. There was a situation that required someone to be tortured in the basement. More...my Athanate senses could feel many tensions throughout Chalkos Hall, now that I was listening to them. 
 
   And yet he was ignoring all this, ostensibly to chat with me about my life story. There was something in my history that he wanted to know about; my Athanate senses told me that was true. But with true Athanate subtlety, he was not being open about the reason.
 
   I looked at him, really looked, with every sense—human and Athanate.
 
   I was older than him; not by a huge margin, but it might be to my advantage in his mind.
 
   Both of us had our eukori tightly wrapped up, but I could still read behind his impassive face. He knew I could, so what he wanted from this meeting was important to him.
 
   I did have an edge there, if I used it cleverly and ruthlessly.
 
   Kumai would have a huge advantage in his experience of Athanate negotiations; otherwise he wouldn’t be Diakon of House Prowser. I had experience of being a psychiatrist and an Athanate, of being able to see beneath masks and words, and I had the advantage that he wanted something from me.
 
   It would be a good contest.
 
   I’d paused too long, and Kumai prompted me, switching to Athanate. “I understand you didn’t become Athanate through the usual process for Britain in that time.”
 
   “No,” I replied slowly in the same language, my hands immediately sweaty. I hadn’t spoken Athanate since 1820, and I hadn’t spoken about this either. “I was a sport.”
 
   I practically spat the word out. It still had that taste in my mouth.
 
   That term sport had been shameful among Athanate back then, when British Athanate had been selected from the ranks of piretia. Athanate visitors from other parts of the world had always been told that piretia really meant the same as kin. It didn’t. It meant ‘follower’. A British Athanate House was basically comprised of the Athanate who ruled it and the piretia. From the piretia, every three years, an Athanate of the House selected one. Those selected became true kin, then Aspirants, and then Athanate, if they survived.  Those who selected them were their mentors, responsible for the long process of training and infusion with bio-agents that turned the human Aspirants into Athanate.
 
   Those remaining as piretia stayed bound to the House generally and available as a source of Blood and entertainment to any Athanate in the House.
 
   I’d never been piretia. I’d been an ordinary woman, daughter to a wealthy merchant. The death of my parents and brother in an accident had left me the owner of an estate. Not huge or important, Weybourne Manor, but a pretty house and extensive grounds looking over the North Sea. It was enough to attract the attention of a neighbor, Lord Calhoun. 
 
   House Calhoun.
 
   It also attracted the attention of well-to-do ambitious men, from as far afield as Norwich.
 
   To misquote a book of that time, it was a truth universally acknowledged, that a single woman in possession of a good estate must be in want of a husband. 
 
   I was still in mourning and the local bachelors were clustered like flies around a corpse. It was disgusting. Even more so that many of the uninvited visitors weren’t even bachelors. After all these years, the thought of it still made me sick to my stomach.
 
   Calhoun saw this, and once I understood what he was offering—to become Athanate—I accepted.
 
   To the human world, a decadent aristocrat with an accepting wife had found himself another young mistress and an estate to boot.
 
   Of course it was a scandal. The human society which had ostracized me before I owned the estate decided to ostracize me again. They were no loss. The bachelors stopped dropping by ‘to see how I was bearing up’. 
 
   I didn’t miss them.
 
   However, to the Athanate outside of House Calhoun, I was an oddity. A freak. A sport. Not raised from the ranks of piretia and so not trusted. I’d accepted ostracism from the human world, only to find myself the target of a more vicious, pointed ostracism in the Athanate world.
 
   I didn’t regret the deal I’d made with Calhoun, but I found British Athanate society as restrictive and suffocating as human society, and as repulsive as they seemed to find me. I didn’t need to describe it to Kumai, but competition among piretia for the honor of being chosen as kin was fierce. Many Athanate abused the power that gave them. It was sickening to watch, on both sides.
 
   I could not be part of that society and told Kumai in those exact terms.
 
   We were interrupted by the promised tea, delivered on a silver tray with a pale Wedgwood teapot, dainty cups and saucers.
 
   Kumai played mother, and the tea was a delicate, aromatic Darjeeling. Neither milk nor sugar was added, of course.
 
   I lifted the cup carefully, hiding the tremble that all the remembered anger had caused. I had to be careful; he might have purposely brought that up to get me off balance. 
 
   I completed my summary and Kumai smiled. He looked sympathetic, but I was wary of being drawn in. He switched back to English. “You speak Athanate like a nineteenth-century Athanate aristocrat.” 
 
   “A bit like you speak English.”
 
   He laughed self-consciously. “House Prowser likes it,” he said. He sat back in his chair. “So, then you left in 1820, I believe. Was that not a problem? Weren’t you oath-bound to House Calhoun?”
 
   Being angry had distracted me, and he was very good at hiding it, but my psychiatrist instincts picked up on the tiny stresses in his voice and body. For some reason this was a key question.
 
   Should I claim an oath to Calhoun and use that as an excuse not to give one to Prowser?
 
    I decided to just be open with him. To an Athanate, that tactic might be surprise enough to throw him off guard. “No,” I replied, watching him closely. “I was a sport, gaining entry to House Calhoun outside of the normal paths. Lord Calhoun and I had a transaction that was unlike the requirements of British Athanate society. He got my estate. I became a free Athanate and my own House. He and Lady Calhoun mentored me. I was of his House, but not in it.”
 
   That was the right answer for Kumai. I could see the tightness in his face ease.
 
   “Excellent. Then there’s no reason for you not to give an oath to House Prowser,” he said, as if that was the obvious outcome. Obvious for him—but I wasn’t giving up that easily.
 
   He went on, “Let me first assure you that House Prowser does not follow the old British Athanate social philosophy. In fact, neither does the modern Midnight Empire. They still call their kin piretia, but House Calhoun and House Stanbrigge combined to change things at the turn of the last century. Piretia are still kin-in-common, and they still progress to true kin and Athanate at a rate that is constrained by the ability of the Athanate to provide mentors, but there is no contest for entry. The oldest get chosen. Here in House Prowser, we have fully integrated with the prevailing philosophy in the United States. There are no piretia desperate for a chance to become Athanate in Chalkos Hall.”
 
   Happy as I was to hear of those changes, he was rambling on, trying to bury that no reason for you not to give an oath that he’d slipped in, not to mention the obvious relief that I was not bound by oath to Calhoun.
 
   Time to make a stand.
 
   “I will not give my oath without understanding why you want it so much, Diakon.”
 
   He twitched and tried to cover it with a sip of tea.
 
   He’d made a mistake. Kumai was a control freak; I sensed he’d be very uncomfortable if I took control, so that was exactly what I needed to do.
 
   “Diakon, thank you from the bottom of my heart, to you and all of House Prowser who were involved, for saving me and Scott. However, much as I appreciate being saved, and your hospitality…” I stopped deliberately, pulling Kumai into the words, making him wait—making him want to hear what was next. “You’ve gone to more trouble than could possibly be justified on the surface. Why?”
 
   “It’s our obligation for our territory—”
 
   “Forgive me, but that’s bullshit.”
 
   I shifted in my seat and leaned on the table. All very un-psychiatrist, but the anger was coming back, despite my needing to control it.
 
   My heart was pounding in my throat again.
 
   His eyes glittered. He could sense the anger, of course. It was making him respond.
 
   Careful!
 
   I still needed to push, just in a different direction.
 
   What wasn’t he expecting? 
 
   Openness. Honesty. 
 
   “Please explain what it is you want from me,” I said. “Why it’s worth the efforts you’ve put in, all the cost and the resources, and how you justify the risks you’ve been exposed to. Because I’ve been racking my brain and I’ve come up with nothing.”
 
   I counted heartbeats to help calm myself.
 
   “You have no idea?” he said. “No insight returned with your lost memories?” 
 
   I looked at him, letting no hint of my turmoil show. Had I forgotten something obvious? Was there still something seriously wrong with my memory? If there was, how would I know? And would they decide I wasn’t useful to them?
 
   I couldn’t keep hesitating. This felt like the right path and I was committed now.
 
   “No,” I said. “None.”
 
   He sighed and took time to pour us a second cup of tea, playing my own waiting tricks back on me.
 
   “I believe Scott was thirty-two when you bound him, in 1816,” he finally said, as he put the teapot down gently.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   More diversions?
 
   He cleared his throat again. “Which would make your kin nearly two hundred and thirty years old. Also, your other two kin, the ones who died in the car crash, they would have been about the same age.”
 
   “About that.” It sounded old when you calculated it like that, but I still couldn’t see where this was going. “I can’t remember exactly. It’s been nearly two hundred years since their age was of any importance to anyone.”
 
   He blinked.
 
   “That turns out not to be the case,” he said slowly. “It’s a feature of the British Athanate society that the age at which kin or piretia might die is obscured. Unless you’d studied it, or stayed in touch with Athanate society, I suppose you can’t really be faulted for not knowing. Kin die at an average age of a hundred and seventy-five, House Lloyd. The very oldest I’ve heard of was a hundred and ninety. All of yours exceeded that by some margin. When this is more widely known, it will make your Blood one of the most sought-after in the world.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter 13
 
    
 
   I was stunned into silence while my mind tried to grasp the significance of what Kumai had said, while at the same time racing ahead to see what use I could make of it in negotiating my House’s freedom.
 
   Athanate abilities vary, and those abilities can sometimes be traded between Athanate through a gift of Blood. Sometimes.
 
   If my bite extended kin’s lives, and that ability was transferred in my Blood, then every House would want to share. That could be parlayed into influence and power. For Prowser, if I belonged to her House.
 
   For me, possibly, with clever negotiation. 
 
   But as I sat there with my mind whirling, a sense of revulsion came over me. I stopped thinking of it in terms of abstract concepts like independence and power. My vision narrowed to one Athanate, somewhere in the world, sitting beside her dying kin, trying to console herself with the Athanate’s most famous and ancient poem, the Lamentation of Arunne: This is the gift and the sorrow of the Athanate; to see your loves pass before you like the days of summer, while your heart still beats. To keep your vigil in the shadows, and rise again with every sun.
 
   It wasn’t as if my Blood would make kin immortal, but what would she give, that grieving Athanate, for a few more years with her kin? And what kind of monster would I be to refuse? Or even to demand something in return?
 
   Kumai interrupted my thoughts. “There is, however, a problem.”
 
   Of course. I looked up at him and waited.
 
   “There’s a second possible ability that may be caused by your Blood.” He stirred uncomfortably. “It relates to the time you spent without kin while you suffered your amnesia.”
 
   “Yes?” After Scott had been detained here, and Ralph and Jasper had died in the crash, I had suppressed all memory of being Athanate. I hadn’t bitten anyone for a year.
 
   “A literal reading of the Agiagraphos might regard that as epitre.”
 
   He was speaking English now, but he used the Athanate word so that I could grasp the weight of it. Epitre could be translated as ‘unorthodox’, but that was a pale reflection of the meaning. If an Athanate went rogue and killed humans for the pure pleasure of taking their blood, that was epitre. Such rogues were killed without hesitation by other Athanate. Even Houses that were in mortal feuds with each other would put that aside to team together and kill rogues.
 
   Kumai had just told me that some Houses would treat me like a rogue.
 
   “But why?” I managed to ask.
 
   He shrugged. “You survived without kin, without even Blood.”
 
   “And it nearly killed me.”
 
   “After a year. Other Athanate would fall into a coma after a few weeks.” He shifted again. “This House does not regard it as epitre. Many of the Eastern Seaboard association, however, do. It was this complication that hampered us while you suffering amnesia.”
 
   I frowned. “What do you mean?”
 
   “The first step was entirely our fault. We held Scott and sent a message to you through your kin requiring you to come to Chalkos Hall. Your House, however, was not the only diazoun we were tasked to integrate at that time. It wasn’t until over a month later we realized that you were not being reluctant; that you’d lost your kin in an accident and, as a result, all memory of being Athanate. In the interim, our associates in the Eastern Seaboard had taken an interest in Scott. They heard of the death of your other kin and simply assumed you were dead as well. We spent the best part of a year in a delicate balancing act, omitting to tell our associates you were alive, and keeping them away from Scott by having our medical team ‘study’ him. It was only once the Eastern Seaboard association had been distracted by the conference in Los Angeles that we risked letting Scott go to you.”
 
   Before I could respond, the door opened behind Yadav. A woman hurried in with an open laptop.
 
   “House Prowser calling, Diakon,” she said. 
 
   Kumai waved her forward, and he positioned the laptop to face both of us.
 
   The laptop screen had some kind of videoconferencing software running, but the screen was blanked except for a message that requested a security procedure.
 
   Kumai ran a finger over a built-in scanner.
 
   The screen cleared and there was Amelie Prowser, not looking one iota different than she had in 1820.
 
   “Jaishi. And House Lloyd,” Prowser said. “Excellent. I extend the welcome of Chalkos Hall, and I regret not being there to greet you.”
 
   “Thank you,” I said. I tried to ease the twisting feeling in my stomach. I knew some of the answers to my questions, but the more I heard, the fewer options I seemed to have. 
 
   Any advantages I had negotiating with Kumai didn’t hold for Prowser. She was much older than me, and trying to read her over a teleconference connection would be nearly impossible.
 
   “How far have you got in discussions, Jaishi?”
 
   I answered for myself. “I’m now aware, for the first time, that my Blood may be considered valuable—” 
 
   “And you’re not happy,” she said immediately. “It’s demeaning to think of yourself as a potential commodity, is it not?”
 
   I nodded. “It’s not just that. This is like my reasons for leaving England.”
 
   Kumai smoothly and accurately summarized what I’d told him.
 
   “You hated the politics and the social setup,” Amelie Prowser said.
 
   “Yes, but it wasn’t just the politics, or the spite of people who regarded me as a freak,” I replied. “The heart of the British Athanate Empire, whatever it’s called now, was that the chance to become kin and Athanate was highly valued, and the whole society was twisted around the control of that opportunity. It degraded everyone involved, human and Athanate together. That kind of power does, whatever the good reasons for setting it up that way originally. If my abilities can be transferred in my Blood, it still doesn’t have that level of power, but even so, I won’t be part of that kind of arrangement. Not by any choice of mine.”
 
   Silence.
 
   Damn.
 
   I couldn’t leave it there, as a negative; I had to provide a positive alternative. I leaped in while they were still hesitating. “However, as an independent House based in Detroit, for example, I would undertake to make any benefits available to reputable Houses that requested. And given that I am a small and vulnerable House in a changing world, I would be foolish not to seal an alliance with a powerful neighboring House like Prowser.”
 
   Alliance. Not association. Most of the benefits, fewer liabilities.
 
   As I spoke, it seemed a weak argument, the best I could throw together after letting my control slip and my anger speak out. But...Prowser looked thoughtful and I could feel Kumai wavering.
 
   Nearly.
 
   Kumai had practically admitted that House Prowser took on the responsibilities of being allocated the whole state of Michigan reluctantly. That they wanted nothing to do with the large-scale politics and did what they did as a bare minimum. Maybe I’d hit on exactly the right strategy to convince them.
 
   The benefits without the duties.
 
   Kumai took a breath to begin speaking.
 
   The woman who’d interrupted us before was back again, barging in without knocking. Kumai frowned, but she was speaking already.
 
   “I’m sorry, Diakon, it’s the delegation. They’re here, demanding a meeting.”
 
   Prowser heard. “They weren’t due for days,” she said. 
 
   “Invite them in,” Kumai said, still frowning. “Put them in the main dining—”
 
   “They’re refusing to enter the house,” the woman interrupted him. Her face was pale. Whoever this was had rattled her. “They demand you meet them outside, now.”
 
   “Go, Jaishi,” Prowser said quickly. “Use the excuse that I’m not there. Delay them till I arrive. They say there’s a temporary break in the weather and I’m getting on a plane now. Just buy us a few hours.”
 
   “House,” Kumai said in acknowledgment, bowing his head a little as the video conferencing software closed.
 
   I cursed silently to myself. I’d been so close, and now I would have to start again. House Prowser seemed to be perpetually in crisis; another reason to avoid them, perhaps. 
 
   He stood up, smoothing his jacket.
 
   The aide had brought him a massive padded coat for outside and he slipped his arms in, his eyes taking on a faraway look already.
 
   He hadn’t forgotten me. He turned at the door. “House Lloyd,” he said formally. “House Prowser offers its sincere welcome to you. I apologize that our resources are limited, and our hospitality will be erratic and informal at the moment.” He paused. “The doctor tells me that she suspects you are undergoing the same urges for Blood that a new Athanate feels, with the same dangers if you resist. The kin in the house have been informed and accept the honor. We all extend you the freedom of the House.”
 
   Yadav and brass-eyes marched out with him. I was left alone.
 
   Shit.
 
   He’d used the old Athanate phrasing so there was no misunderstanding.
 
   He’d just told me I could bite my way from one end of Chalkos Hall to the other, on the House, so to speak.
 
   No. A gift with an attachment, the first of the hooks that Prowser could put in me until there was genuinely no other option but to become part of her House.
 
   Blood is obligation.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 14
 
    
 
   However much I wanted to resist, Kumai mentioning Blood made my jaw ache with that familiar sensation of need and anticipation.
 
   Later. Maybe.
 
   I needed to see Scott first. Living in my isolated bubble all these years, I’d never really thought about kin dying. With wonderful 20/20 hindsight, I realized I’d selfishly avoided thinking about it.
 
   I went down to the magnificent entrance hall. It was empty. 
 
   On down toward the basement. I suppressed a shudder. Somewhere down here was a room that had been used for torture.
 
   Corridor, door, next corridor.
 
   Scott was asleep and alone. The IV was out, the oxygen off and the monitors had been disconnected. The combination of human and Athanate medical care had the huge advantage of being relatively quick.
 
   He looked better. In fact, my kin looked as he’d always looked for the last two hundred years—fit, healthy and handsome.
 
   I sat on the edge of the bed and watched him.
 
   His eyelids flickered, and he started a smile even before he opened them.
 
   “Hello.”
 
   “Hello, yourself,” I said. “You gave me a scare.”
 
   He snorted quietly. “I’m sorry.”
 
   I took his hand in mine and sat there, like the Athanate medic had, willing him to be better. Willing everything to be as it had been, but replaying what Kumai had said: Scott was far older than other kin. All Athanate had to face this—that they were immortal and their kin were not. 
 
   ...to see your loves pass before you like the days of summer...
 
   Scott tiring quickly and falling into a coma told me that our days of summer were coming to an end.
 
   It was as if he could feel the direction of my thoughts.
 
   “Yes, I’m dying, Manda,” he whispered, and tears clouded my eyes. “A little more slowly, thanks to the team here, but still dying. You will live on, and we always knew that it would come to this, one day. This is your gift and sorrow…”
 
   He’d always loved that poem and we recited it together quietly, while inside I was screaming there had to be another way. 
 
   This can’t happen. Not now, not after all we’ve been through. It can’t just end.
 
   “You could become Athanate,” I said.
 
   I knew I was grasping at straws. All humans went through a challenging period during the change to Athanate—the crusis—and that sometimes killed even the strongest candidates. In his current state, Scott had no chance. 
 
   Surely, there was something, some way...
 
   “That was a possibility, once.” He smiled again. “Not now. No, what we need to think about now is what you do next. I haven’t much time. Maybe a few weeks.”
 
   I tried to hush him. His words were like spikes being driven into my heart.
 
   He gathered my hands in his and squeezed.
 
   “It’s not a matter for tears, my heart. Listen to me. Listen! I have been wonderfully, unbelievably lucky. Think on it: everyone I grew up with died over a hundred and fifty years ago. I’ve lived a full and vigorous life, four times over. All that matters to me now is to know that you’ll be safe and happy.”
 
   How could I be happy? I’d lost Ralph and Jasper, and now I was losing Scott. Happy didn’t come into it. 
 
   There has to be a way.
 
   I didn’t want to stress him, so I talked. I told him about the rescue and the meeting I’d just had, the options, what Kumai had said about the way House Prowser was run, how I felt I’d nearly gotten them to agree to leave us as independent.
 
   “But that’s excellent,” he said. “You’ve solved it.”
 
   “I don’t think so. This interruption has given them an opportunity to think instead of react. They’ll start to see that keeping control of me might be their own way of preserving their independence. A way to get special status.”
 
   Like me, Scott wanted to be a separate House, allied with others for safety. He could also see how little I had to negotiate with, but he tried another tack: “That’s what they’re focused on today, but you have more to offer,” he said. 
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “You understand human psychology, Manda. That’s been your job as a psychiatrist. The ruling Athanate have become distanced; they’ve been isolated in their Athanate communities for hundreds of years. They’ve forgotten how to think like the humans they used to be. It’ll become more important with every day that goes by.”
 
   “I can see it might be useful, but vital?”
 
   “Ahh. They haven’t got around to telling you everything.” He shifted his shoulders a little, and I reached around him to pull his pillows into a more comfortable base. “That meeting down in Los Angeles may be about setting up the new Assembly, but the reason it’s taken them so long is the issue that’s split the Athanate world down the middle.”
 
   “How Athanate treat kin?” I guessed.
 
   He smiled. “That’s part of it, but I while I was their ‘guest’ here, I heard that the key thing is Emergence. That’s Altau’s name for the process of revealing ourselves to humanity, before they discover us anyway.”
 
   It’d been a day full of surprises, and here was another one. The Agiagraphos, the rules by which all Athanate lived, clearly stated that humanity must never become aware of the Athanate. Any time that rule had been tested in the past, the Agiagraphos had proved itself correct and Athanate lives had been lost.
 
   Personally, I had no time for a bunch of prehistoric rules, whether they’d been right sometimes or not. I followed the rules so as not to be considered epitre.
 
   Scott was right. If the rules were finally going to be broken and humanity was going to become aware of us, then Altau needed someone who understood human psychology. Someone who was both a mature Athanate and paradoxically able to think like a human. Someone who’d just spent a year living entirely as a human and several years working as a psychiatrist for humans, for instance.
 
   I might be better off making that case direct to Altau, if I could manage it. Anything I had that would be of value to Altau would also make me more valuable to Prowser.  
 
   The door opened briskly, startling me. It was the scary doctor, but not angry as she had been last time. She’d washed all that blood off, too.
 
   “Out, House Lloyd. Your kin is my patient.”
 
   Scott did looked tired, even from our brief conversation, so I kissed him and left the room obediently.
 
   She stood holding the door open until I was in the corridor. “Sleep, Mr. Scott,” she said, then came out and closed the door firmly behind her.
 
   I cleared my throat. “Thank you for all you did for him, Doctor.” I wasn’t going to apologize for sneaking in to see him.
 
   “I’m sorry I couldn’t do more.” Her mask of impersonal professionalism slipped just a fraction and she looked away. “He told you?”
 
   “He said he has only a few more weeks.”
 
   She nodded. “That’s as accurately as I can estimate. Then again, we’ve gone beyond anything I’ve known before. Far beyond.” She was back to examining me like I was a specimen in the laboratory. “That’s because of you. You’ve kept him alive and healthy way longer than any Athanate I’ve known could have.”
 
   “It hasn’t been confirmed—that it was because of me. It could be a coincidence.”
 
   “Three kin. Three times a coincidence?”
 
   I didn’t want to argue it. My ability, if it existed, was a possible passport to keeping my independence. I didn’t want to talk about whether or not it existed or what it had done in the past. I wanted to know what it might be able to do now.
 
   Ideas bubbled up inside me, unstoppable, words tripping over each other.
 
   “So, what if I bite him now? I mean, if I leave him a while to recover, then bite him? Will that extend his life?”
 
   She took my hands in hers, gently. I realized with horror that I’d been clutching at her jacket in my desperation. I was losing it. Shock after shock compounded by the sleepless night was eroding my self-control and judgment.
 
   “I don’t think so,” she said quietly. Her eyes were full of compassion. This was an Athanate who’d seen her kin die. “What you’ve been able to do is amazing, but I’m sure it can’t go on any longer for this kin. His body won’t respond much longer.”
 
   I couldn’t leave it.
 
   “Are there more tests you could run?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “What if I infuse him? I mean, if I’m different, maybe—” 
 
   “The crusis will kill him,” she said. “I’m sorry. I can’t soften that.”
 
   Her eyes left me again. Her face became thoughtful.
 
   My eukori reached and tried to sense whatever lay behind her thoughts. 
 
   It was incredibly rude for Athanate to do that. She had every right to walk away, but she didn’t.
 
   “What? There’s a chance? Something?” I urged.
 
   She shook her head, but in a way that told me she was arguing with herself.
 
   We were standing in the otherwise empty corridor, holding hands. While I was almost frantic to do anything—shake an answer out of her—the realization that I’d lost it a few moments ago had calmed me down a little. Now, my years of experience with my patients told me to simply wait.
 
   “Rumors say you’re not keen on taking an oath to Prowser,” she said.
 
   Damn.
 
   Was that going to stop her from telling me whatever she’d thought of?
 
   “I’d do it, in a heartbeat, if it meant Scott lived,” I said.
 
   She huffed a breath out. “So the rumors are true, you don’t want to be part of House Prowser. Even if you could be persuaded.” She gave that little shake of her head again. “Rumors also say you’re against your Blood being used for political advantage.”
 
   “Yes!” The word came out before I had a chance to think it through. To weigh what might work with this doctor, to get her to tell me if there was a way that crusis could be overcome for Scott.
 
   I’d started; I might as well finish. “It makes me sick to think of it. If it works, if it extends the life of kin, I’d offer my Blood freely.”
 
   “Might need to be careful how you go about doing that,” she said, but behind her words I could feel her approval. This woman was deeply upset about what House Prowser had had to do in the name of politics—what she’d had to do. My stand was more to her liking.
 
   A quick glance up and down the corridor, and she pulled a pen and notepad out of her pocket.
 
   “Here.” She scribbled something on a page, tore it off and gave it to me. 
 
   “What’s this?”
 
   A name: Amber Farrell, House Farrell, Denver and a telephone number. Beneath that, Dr. Cora Upjohn, and an email address.
 
   “Look, I’m not saying this is the answer,” she said, dropping her voice. “No guarantees at all. Nothing’s been verified yet, but rumors are that House Farrell’s infusion might reduce the crusis, perhaps to only a fraction of the normal time.”
 
   Oh my God!
 
   My mouth wasn’t working well. “But...this is...”
 
   I was trying to thank her, but she shushed me. “I said might. That means might not, too. And there could also be side effects.”
 
   “What do you mean?” I couldn’t bear the thought of having this unbelievable stroke of luck snatched back out of my hands.
 
   “Farrell is a hybrid.”
 
   “A what?”
 
   “Hybrid. Were and Athanate.” She saw the look on my face. “Yes, came as a shock to us too. Seems this is the year for strange Athanate.”
 
   I’d never heard of hybrids. A Were—a shapeshifter. They were supposed to be immune to Athanate infusion, and vice versa. A hybrid was supposed to be impossible. What the hell had happened?
 
   Did I care, if it meant life for Scott? Would I love him any less if he was a hybrid? No.
 
   Would he want to try?
 
   My heartbeat raced up and down. I wanted to believe in it and at the same time, I was scared that it was all an illusion, that it was only a rumor.
 
   “If you can persuade Amelie, or...” she hesitated, her eyes flicking up and down the corridor again. “Or if it doesn’t work out here and, somehow, you get on the road. This might—might—be a solution.”
 
   A cellphone buzzed in her pocket, making her jump nervously.
 
   “Memorize that, and destroy the paper. Don’t say I told you anything about this.”
 
   She took her cell out and looked at the screen.
 
   Her professional mask came back, slipping into place with the ease of long practice. 
 
   “If it works, email me. I really want to know.” She started walking briskly away.
 
   “Let Scott rest for now,” she called back over her shoulder to me. “And you take up that offer.” She made a jabbing motion with two fingers against her neck like fangs and then pointed her finger at me like a gun. “You need it.”
 
   Yes, Scott needed rest. I did too—I’d been up for a day and a half already—but she was right, I needed Blood more. Even if it meant Prowser had the beginning of a hold on me. Better that than go rogue.
 
   I climbed the stairs and walked back toward my bedroom, through corridors of oppressive, dark-wood paneling. It reminded me of Athanate mansions in England. Endless rooms and corridors of this stuff. It wasn’t what I needed at the moment—to be reminded of the way Athanate society had worked and the reasons I’d left England.
 
   I needed calm and silence. I needed to process everything that had hit me today.
 
   But behind that, I knew I didn’t have much time—Scott didn’t have much time—if we were going to contact House Farrell and arrange something. Such an important person would have to be busy beyond belief. Would it be better to gain access to her through House Altau—another important, busy person? Or would Prowser make the connection, if I offered my oath?
 
   Everything needed to be done now.
 
   The pressure itself was preventing any feeling of calm. Worse, the turmoil inside was starting to wake my need for blood. It had to be addressed. I had no wish to test out how long I could live without it again. My body was already craving and it would be really craving soon. 
 
   Worse and worse.
 
   Flickering memories, riding on the coattails of that craving. Images came pouring into my head. The need. The passion. Satisfaction. Lust. Love.
 
   Scott and me. The first time. His tiny garret in Saffron Hill, in the East End of London, all an aspiring poet can afford. The window is closed against the din outside and the smell of the drain that runs down the middle of the road. I have just told him what I am, what I need, and that need is so great on me that I am trembling with the urgency of it.
 
   “You aren’t afraid?” I whisper, voice catching as my fangs manifest and my eyes glitter in the darkness.
 
   “Never, my heart,” he says, and I welcome the weight of his body on me, inside me, the glorious heat of it, skin to skin, my body melting for him. “Not of you. And if I were wrong, I wouldn’t want to live anyway.”
 
   I feed as we make love. I feed on his Blood and his love. My first true experience of Rahaimon, of feeding on love. It’s so much, too much, for both of us. We pass out, revive, begin again. We come, over and over, joyous, unheeding that a day and a night pass outside the window.
 
   Ralph. I am more assured, more in control. We are fully dressed and hidden in the shadows of a box seat at the opera.
 
   “Anything,” he chokes as he breathes his answer into my waiting ear and he pulls the silk scarf from his neck. “Manda, my love, whatever you need.”
 
   We leave before that lady sings and only my growing skills keep him from fainting as I take him repeatedly in his elegant Belgravia house, naked and glowing, feeding from him and riding him like a ravenous succubus all night.
 
   And Jasper. Poor, sweet Jasper, who duels a man who he believes has offended me and who I have to nurse back to health in Ralph’s house. So tender. So loving. Jasper who cries tears of joy when we make love.
 
   My kin. My world.
 
   My intimate world for nearly two hundred years. Blood and Rahaimon. Would it ever be the same with others? Could it?
 
   I wanted them, my kin, not some unknown from Prowser’s House who would let me feed through charity or honor or obligation. Feed on him without Rahaimon, without passion. Without love. Contemplating it now, it felt...dirty. As if I were naked in a public square. Unnatural. Unlovely. Vulnerable, but not the precious, shared vulnerability of love; the horror of vulnerability in front of strangers. 
 
   Could I be so casual as to feed and walk away?
 
   Oh, God, what if my fangs refused to manifest, despite my need?
 
   A need that I could feel like a ghost of a memory that would not be denied, scratching, scratching beneath my skin.
 
   Soon, it said, soon.
 
   I had stopped in the corridor outside my room, and was gently banging my head on the door.
 
   That almost masked the sound that echoed down the dark corridor. 
 
   It wasn’t that it was a particularly lovely sound. No, it actually reminded me of a pair of hyenas. It was that it was so unexpected and bright and full of life in this dismal place. It banished the darkness and led me, fascinated, down to the end of the corridor.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 15
 
    
 
   I opened the door quietly and peeked in.
 
   The laughter was coming from two of the team who’d helped save me, the two Native American guys—the big guy who’d frozen the road and the crazy helicopter pilot. 
 
   Maybe I shouldn’t have intruded, but the library was so utterly different from the hallway that I was drawn into the room.
 
   It was bright and airy and welcoming. Three huge floor-to-ceiling windows looked south across what I assumed to be gardens, hidden under snow. Inside, there was not a single piece of wood paneling to be seen—the walls were filled with books in bookshelves and original paintings from the area. The floor was covered with a pale, unfussy carpet. There were comfortable chairs and sofas scattered around. A handful of musical instruments and painters’ easels hinted at lots of varied use.
 
   But maybe not while these guys were here too. A bit noisy.
 
   Both Adepts, not just the big guy.
 
   I could feel the shivers from their castings tickling down my back as they played a game with a jug of water and glasses suspended in mid-air between them.
 
   I assumed one was controlling the jug, spilling water unpredictably, and the other was manipulating the glasses, trying to keep the carpet dry. They were finding it hilarious.
 
   I cleared my throat.
 
   Quickly, the jug and glasses settled on a tray which was lying a couple of feet away on the carpet. A few damp patches where the glasses had missed started to steam. Wisps like fog curled around the tops of the glasses, where beads of water appeared and ran down the inside. In moments, the evidence of the game was gone.
 
   “Impressive,” I said.
 
   The big guy, Flint Loran, I remembered, smiled and shrugged. “We do tricks with water.”
 
   “Useful tricks, especially when they save lives.” I walked across to them and held out a hand. “I’m Amanda, and I’m sorry I didn’t get a chance to thank both of you before, Mr. Loran.”
 
   “Just Flint.” The big guy shook my hand, not crushing it as I’d half expected.
 
   “And Mr...?”
 
   “Kane Martin,” the other said. “Just Kane. The brains of this team.”
 
   Flint’s mouth twitched at Kane’s words. He tapped his shoulder, then made signs with his thumb and finger. Small man, big chip, he mouthed.
 
   “Is my car undamaged?” I asked, trying not to smile. Only someone Flint’s size could call Kane small.
 
   Flint grinned and nodded. “Safe and sound and—”
 
   “He even managed to park it in the main garage,” Kane finished. “The car’s—”
 
   “Surprisingly good on snow,” Flint said. “I beat the truck getting back here.”
 
   “Thank you for that, too,” I said, finger-combing my hair a little and wondering what it looked like. Had I concentrated too much on makeup and clothes?
 
   To occupy my suddenly nervous hands, I picked up the tray they’d used and returned it to a side table, where I eased it in among the many bottles of spirits, cut-glass decanters and tumblers.
 
   My hands shook a little, rattling the glasses. 
 
   For goodness sake!
 
   I wasn’t an Athanate virgin, but this was how it had felt, those long years ago, when I had been. A potent hunger that could not be denied, mixed with heady anticipation. A desire so strong, it made me tremble. Eager and scared, at the same time. 
 
   Overwhelming my doubts.
 
   I inspected the pair of them covertly, beneath lowered eyelashes.
 
   They were different from each other, but both handsome in that chiseled way that Native Americans can be. Cheeks like cliffs. Hair and eyes dark. Proud; if they’d been relaxed, their faces would have looked haughty, but instead, they were animated.
 
   They looked hungry—not an ounce to spare on their frames. Wild. Fresh.
 
   My jaw pulsed, and set off a kick of adrenaline in my stomach.
 
   Okay. Okay.
 
   I wouldn’t need to compel them—Kumai had said I would be offered the freedom of the House. So…theoretically, I could turn around and say adjust your collars, gentlemen, I’m going to exercise my Athanate guest privilege. Now, who would like to go first?
 
   That wasn’t me; I couldn’t do that.  
 
   Yet, although they were relative strangers to me, there was none of the shame I’d thought I would feel, thinking of biting them.
 
   In fact, the opposite.
 
   There was the alternative to simply biting, of course. The reason Athanate had sexual powers was to entice humans to give Blood and Rahaimon. To reward them for it. The basis of the bonds that tied Athanate and kin together started in the allure of the Athanate, and Blood and sex were so closely entwined that the ‘freedom of the House’ meant screwing as well as biting.
 
   Athanate society, of necessity, did not share the sexual mores of human society.
 
   On the other hand, good little Regency-raised girl that I had been, I had never… entertained two men at once. Jasper, Ralph and Scott had amiably implemented a rota. It had never crossed my mind that it could be any other way.
 
   It was crossing my mind right now.
 
   Of course, it would be safer for the two of them together. In case my control slipped when I bit. In case I got carried away at the taste of their Blood. Yes, that was a good reason, a very good reason. That was my reason, and I was sticking to it.
 
   Were they willing?
 
   Oh, yes. I was being eyed even as I watched them. I didn’t need my eukori to feel their interest and desire, but my Athanate ego was loving it.
 
   It was the rest of me that was still a little unsure. 
 
   What if they say no?
 
   I snorted, and hid it by picking a bottle up at random from the table in front of me.
 
   A little liquid courage might help. A little loosening of the old Regency-era inhibitions.
 
   I looked at the bottle in my hand. A whisky. A single-malt whisky. Good Lord. A genuine Scottish Speyside Cardhu. 
 
   How long since I’d tasted this?
 
   I poured myself a glass and took a swallow, coughed as it burned its way down.
 
   A long time. A very long time since I’d drunk it.
 
   “Drink?” I gasped, when I finally could.
 
   “We’re good,” Flint said.
 
   “Don’t drink much—”
 
   “Not since that time when you—”
 
   “Set the bar on fire accidentally. Yeah.”
 
   “Have you two been married that long?” I asked before I could stop myself.
 
   They looked puzzled. 
 
   “You finish each other’s sentences.”
 
   “Oh!” Kane squinted. “Yeah, I guess we do.”
 
   “Nah, we’re not. Married, that is.”
 
   They laughed, a little self-consciously. 
 
   Great. Seduction technique: zero; smart-aleck mouth: one.
 
   What other disaster could I visit on this scene?
 
   Beside the bar table, the solid wall of books was interrupted by a shelf with an old-fashioned hi-fi system, complete with a turntable and a rack of LPs.
 
   I smiled. These two probably didn’t know what a turntable was, let alone an LP. How did they live these days?
 
   “Music?” I said, looking over my shoulder at them and catching them checking out my butt.
 
   Completely unabashed, they turned to look at each other like a pair of hand puppets.
 
   “We think that word doesn’t mean what you think it means,” they said in perfect sync.
 
   “Assholes,” I said.
 
   Whoops. A lady should never descend to their level; it would only encourage them.
 
   As proof of that, they laughed their bat-shit crazy laughter.
 
   The Cardhu had to be stronger than I remembered; I was starting to like the sound of that laughter. It was making me laugh as well.
 
   I flipped switches on the music center. Little LEDs started to glow, and I pulled out LPs at random until the words jazz and soul songs caught my eye. A collection of instrumentals based on old songs. The list had some of my favorites, spanning the years. 
 
   I put the LP on the turntable. It was lucky it was one of those that loaded the arm automatically, because my hands were still shaking—laughter and nerves both.
 
   I closed my eyes and waited; part of the drama and romance that I loved about LPs was that moment at the beginning.
 
   A quiet hiss and crackle, full of anticipation, then the music started. A few falling notes were tossed out from a sax, as a ticking drum marked the beat. The piano picked up a couple of the notes, tossed them back. The saxophone held one note, almost too long, and then just let it drop and tumble and flow into the bittersweet melody of “Ain’t No Sunshine”.
 
   Oh, God, it felt like yesterday. 
 
   The song had just come out.
 
   Detroit was the heart of Motown, but it was a good town for jazz and blues. The music had come snaking up from New Orleans to settle like a hum of conversation in Detroit. Like it was supposed to be: musicians and listeners—partners in the music.
 
   My body remembered it too. Dancing in one of those clubs. Which was it? The name eluded me. Instead, I remembered how I’d felt that night. Tired. Elated. In love with the music and in love with the night. Feeling it was far too late to go to bed, and much too early to get up.
 
   Which was exactly how I felt right now.
 
   I swayed to the memories.
 
   Slow, slow, slow. Keep it in the hips and thighs.
 
   Where did all those places go? The Driftwood, The Blue Bar, The Minor Key, Twenty Grand. So many.
 
   Glory days. Lost.
 
   Tears threatened, but if they’d come, I wouldn’t have been able to tell whether they were happy or sad. Happy to have been there, or sad that it was over.
 
   Flint was drumming on a table. Kane had picked up a guitar.
 
   It could have been awful, but they knew what they were doing. They slipped in behind the beat, occasionally throwing in a couple of double beats and talking back to the music.
 
   They had the ear for it. Louis once told me that the rest can be taught, if you have that ear. 
 
   “Ain’t No Sunshine” gave way to “So What”.
 
   I danced, living in the music and yet still aware of what I was doing. The effect I was having. All my earlier inhibitions were peeling off like sunburned skin, revealing the wicked predator underneath.
 
   As “So What” gave way in turn to “Fly Me to the Moon”, they stopped playing along to join me in the dancing, copying my movements.
 
   Up close, their desire was like the hot summer sun baking my naked body.
 
   Oh, yes.
 
   A fair exchange: a little sexy memory of what the Athanate do best, to keep them warm in the long winter nights, in exchange for some Blood. Not kin.
 
   Even though I wasn’t completely happy with that idea, my jaw pulsed. Blood. I was salivating. Gross.
 
   I pulled them in even closer and spoke. My voice sounded like a stranger’s: low and raspy. “You boys do know what it is I’m after, don’t you?”
 
   “Think I’ve just about worked it out,” Kane said hoarsely. “Big fellow will get there eventually.”
 
   Flint leaned in and kissed me, to show he was actually well ahead of Kane. Not a brush of lips. A hard kiss. A lipstick-smearing, hot-damn application for much more.
 
   I broke away, sucking the air desperately into my lungs like I was drowning.
 
   “Blood, dammit. Your Blood. I have to feed.”
 
   My heart was racing and my belly had gone into meltdown.
 
   “We were warned about vampires like you,” Kane whispered in my right ear.
 
   “Turns out you’re harder to…err…get acquainted with than everyone suggested.” Flint, in the other ear.
 
   “And the stories are nothing on the real thing.” Both of them.
 
   There was a crackling pause from one song to the next. We paused too, and they held me tightly between them. I could feel their hearts pounding against me, front and back.
 
   The piano dripped four notes. A hiss of brushes against cymbals. A patter from the drums like rain. Sweet strings joined the piano, and suddenly we were moving together to “The Look of Love”.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 16
 
    
 
   We danced toward the biggest sofa, and I got another shock.
 
   With my lips pressed against Kane’s neck, teasing myself with the throb of his pulse, there was no mistaking it: he hadn’t been bitten before. I twisted and tested Flint the same way with the same result.
 
   What goes on in Chalkos Hall? How had these two gorgeous men not been bitten?
 
   I had a minor panic about their status in the House, but any sensible thoughts were fleeing as my dress opened, buttons plucked by Flint’s quick, clever fingers. Cool air played on my hot skin. Goosebumps all over. I leaned my head back and stood on tiptoe as Kane’s lips brushed my breast and his tongue circled one aching nipple.
 
   “Never been bitten?” I managed to ask.
 
   “No.” Flint kissed the side of my neck. He pulled the dress off my shoulder and chased it down my arm with more kisses.
 
   “I promise…” I gasped as they stripped the dress away. “I promise, it’ll be something you’ll never forget.”
 
   We stumbled then, falling onto the couch. My panties went the same way as my dress and I got both my nipples teased with teeth at the same time.
 
   You must take control, Lady Calhoun had told me all those years ago. What we give them is beyond their most fevered imaginings, but only if we control it.
 
   My eukori flowed out, partly at the prompting of that memory, but mainly instinctively. My Athanate knew what to do.
 
   Eukori is like an aura. It’s the medium Athanate use for sharing emotions and sensations. It can be spooky the first time, and both of them jerked in surprise. 
 
   I wrapped them in my arms and pulled them close, breathing in lungfuls of their scent: buckskin and sweat and sage and male, and something like dark chocolate. 
 
   “Sure?” I whispered, not at all sure what I would do if they said no.
 
   “Gods, yeah,” Flint said, and went back to kissing me, except now he could feel I wanted lots of kisses, all over. They got with it quickly—eukori meant the better it felt for me, the better it felt for them.
 
   Behind all the distracting sensations, I synced our heartbeats, slowing the boys down a little. I wanted them to take their time over this. I was going to deliver on my promise, even if I’d never tried this with two guys before. It was working. It just felt natural, an extension of what I’d done before.
 
   Their eukori was as strange as their scent. What had I thought earlier? Wild. Fresh. The wind-borne taste of a wide horizon. That, and mischief. Gods, plenty of that. And finally, strange as it felt, innocence. There was desire, of course, like fire in their groins, which wasn’t exactly innocent, but nothing of the stain of hate or fear I had found too often in others.
 
   My breasts and belly burning from their worship, it was time to change it up. Kane’s braided Mohican hairstyle made a good grip. I took a hold and guided him down my belly while I dragged Flint up into another searing kiss.
 
   My back arched as Kane’s tongue found exactly what I needed, guided by the sensations we shared through my eukori. 
 
   My hands fumbled at Flint’s shirt, hurriedly peeling it off him and revealing another surprise. His chest writhed with a shoulder-to-shoulder tattoo of a raven, a silky black bird, with a mystic knowing glittering in its eye that seemed to watch me as I nibbled and kissed my way down his chest. Not any raven; the Raven. 
 
   He was panting as my fingers worked his belt and the buttons on his jeans. I was clumsy with urgency. He pushed his clothes down as my hand pressed flat against the hard ridges of his stomach, and wriggled into his boxers.
 
   Oh, God!
 
   He was huge. 
 
   We fought to free him from his clothes, my desires feeding from his desires until the whirling storm of it had all three of us shaking.
 
   Slow, slow, slow. Control.
 
   I pulled our racing hearts back as I began to discover what I could do for Flint without dislocating my jaw. My lips and tongue traced patterns over the velvet skin, guided by his groans, his hands clutching my head and the sizzling of sensations I could sense through eukori. 
 
   All of us blended into one being, and we hit a plateau, a quieter phase of shared pleasure. Floating rather than rushing headlong down the river of our passion. Content to let the moment stretch.
 
   But as wonderful as it was, feeding on their desires, there was another feeding I needed too.
 
   Leaving one hand to stroke him, I clawed my way back up the cliff of his chest and licked Flint’s neck slowly, deliberately—giving him time to understand and adjust to my desires, my urgent need.
 
   His powerful arms folded around me, pressing my mouth against his neck. My free hand clutched his silken hair.
 
   His throat was arched and vulnerable. I nearly came just from the liquid thudding of his pulse against my tongue. My jaws were aflame at the temptation of the Blood rushing beneath his skin.
 
   So much for my earlier fears. My fangs would not be denied anymore. They manifested and gently sank into his neck, delicately seeking out the carotid. Deftly piercing it. 
 
   I pulled. His Blood flooded through fangs and into my taryma like fire. I pulled again.
 
   I was not going to be able to rein in the escalating bursts of pleasure with each pull of Blood, but one last bit of Lady Calhoun’s training remained. A wicked, wicked skill with eukori. I came: hard, burning, melting, gasping against Flint’s neck, but I held both of them back.
 
   They felt every intense spasm, they saw me writhe between them, they felt every single explosion of pleasure they had given me, and to be so, so close was an exquisite torment for them.
 
   They were dazed—saturated with sensations and pliant, as I tugged at Kane’s hair and pushed Flint down to where I could capture him with my thighs.
 
   Another moment’s pause. Holding Kane’s face between my hands. Concentrating on keeping the channels of eukori flowing between us as I forced myself to relax. Then gasping as Flint carefully entered me.
 
   Sensations blurred together, more and more.
 
   Kane’s shirt coming off, revealing his tattoos. Coyote ran across his chest—the wild, ungovernable trickster, laughing at me as I ran my tongue over Kane’s neck, tasting his eagerness.
 
   Biting. Pulling, his Blood lighting up my taryma with a blaze of pleasure.
 
   Then my tongue running down the Coyote tattoo while Kane shivered. 
 
   Teasing his jeans open.
 
   Finding another monster, every inch as impressive as the one Flint was thrusting so enjoyably into me.
 
   Looking up at Kane, capturing his eyes, willing him to watch, enjoying our pleasure.
 
   Running out of time. However good my control, there was a limit to how long I could delay them.
 
   My eukori reached deeper into them. Locked us together. Every moment, every movement, closer and closer. Every thrust signaled the urgency of their desire, every groan spoke of it. And with every gasping breath, inhaling their testosterone, feeding on the furnace of their desires, I wanted them more and more.
 
   Yes, they were young, they were footloose and ungovernable, but beneath that they wanted grounding and belonging. 
 
   I wanted kin.
 
   We were complementary. We just fit.
 
   No hesitation. No barriers. No control.
 
   Here I am.
 
   What you desire.
 
   Come to me. Belong. Come to me. Come. Come.
 
   Kin.
 
   Mine.
 
   It all clicked into place with a sweet inevitability as we came together, clinging blindly to each other as our passion robbed us of sight and sense in an explosion of sensation.
 
    
 
   The music had long since stopped, but we weren’t about to disentangle to change the LP.
 
   We were still lying on the sofa, wrapped around each other and basking in the afterglow of fantastic sex. Not exactly making out any more, but as we talked, I couldn’t keep my disbelieving hands off my beautiful new kin. Coyote and Raven. Kane and Flint.
 
   We should have been working through all that stuff about getting to know each other better, but it felt a lot like trying to put the horse and cart in order, long after the horse had bolted and galloped down the lane.
 
   Instead we were talking about binding.
 
   “So, it’s like, this is love?” Kane was frowning, puzzled. Coyote was grinning at me from his chest.
 
   Gods, they were young and innocent. That easily-dismissed worry from earlier came back: how on earth had they become part of House Prowser without the slightest understanding of binding? 
 
   “No,” I said. “Love is more complex, and slower. This is binding. Not binding you to me; binding us to each other.”
 
   “Hmm. So it’s kinda like we just laid a good foundation?” Flint murmured. Raven’s eye looked up at me, full of crazy laughter.
 
   “Without the corny joke, yes, it is a bit like that. It is a commitment, both ways.”
 
   They shifted, nuzzling against me in ways that were going to get me started all over again. 
 
   “Didn’t you guys get the Binding 101 talk when you joined the House?” I asked. “I mean, that is the basis…”
 
   “Oh. It’s not like that—”
 
   “We thought you knew.”
 
   “Don’t bullshit, bro.”
 
   Worry became real anxiety. What had I just done?
 
   I had no time to find out. There was a noise in the corridor.
 
   “They must all be in here.” Prowser’s voice.
 
   The door swept open.
 
   “Oh, God,” she said when she saw us. “I was wrong, Jaishi. It can get worse. It just has.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 17
 
    
 
   “This is our fault,” Kane said as he and Flint leaped up, stark naked, and stood in front of me, shielding me from Prowser.
 
   “Entirely ours,” Flint agreed.
 
   I shouldered my way between my kin. “No. This is my fault.”
 
   Despite everything, Prowser’s mouth twitched. 
 
   Kumai and Yadav were both behind her, so they got an eyeful of all three of us. At a certain point, there was futility in modesty. We’d gone well beyond that.
 
   “Just what were you thinking, House Lloyd?” Prowser said.
 
   “That I had been offered the freedom of the House.”
 
   “They aren’t…” She stopped and passed a tired hand over her brow. “I assume that, by now, you’ve found out that they’re not actually part of the House?”
 
   “We were just about to discuss that,” I said primly. I sounded ridiculous to myself. Yes, I should have checked.
 
   “We’re to blame. We let her think we were,” Flint said.
 
   “And your reason for that?” Prowser arched an eyebrow.
 
   “We…ah…wanted to find out if what everyone says about Athanate sex is true,” Kane said.
 
   Flint muttered something indistinct that might have been total understatement.
 
   I blushed. Embarrassing, yes, but it didn’t really matter to me. It wasn’t important. Whatever testosterone-driven idiocy had brought them here, what had happened was what mattered. They were my kin now.
 
   “Maybe it might have been better to state that when you arrived.” Kumai’s icily polite tones made it obvious what he thought. “Instead of asking for protection.”
 
   Huh? Protection?
 
   “You’d have just chucked us out,” Flint said.
 
   “Yes, instead of offering you safety and putting ourselves at odds with the entire Adept community, and you allowing them to find you here,” Prowser said. “Turning you away would have been better for all of us.”
 
   “Not all of us,” I said. “I owe my life to my kin being here and helping in my rescue.”
 
   I made the stress on their status, so no one could claim not to know.
 
   “There is that,” Prowser conceded. “However, in saving you, they made such a disturbance with those castings that the local Adept community has tracked them down here.”
 
   “What makes you think that we’re worried?” Flint said.
 
   “Yeah, withdraw your invitation and we’ll be on our way.” Kane.
 
   “We’ll handle the community out there.” Flint again.
 
   Kumai smiled, but his voice made it plain there was no humor in the situation.
 
   “We might just have taken you up on that a few hours ago. However,” he gestured with his hands to indicate the three of us together, “it’s more complex now. Now, you are inextricably part of the Athanate community. Now, we are obliged to protect you by Athanate laws, rather than our internal House rules of hospitality.”
 
   “We’re still not worried,” Kane said. “Let us all go.”
 
   “They’re here for you right now!” Kumai waved a hand in a sweeping gesture. “Half the Adepts from Michigan and every neighboring state seem to be out there, demanding we release you to them. They’re in the grounds, encircling the house.”
 
   “Yeah, but that’s nothing new,” Flint said, and he and Kane went into their two-heads-one-mouth mode again:
 
   “They’ve been there in a lot of places for us.” 
 
   “Most of southern Canada. Washington State. Montana.” 
 
   “North Dakota. Wisconsin. Now Michigan. What makes it different now?”
 
   “You’re not listening to us,” Kumai said. “There is a ring of Adepts around this building. They will not let you pass.”
 
   “They’ve tried to put rings around us before.” Kane.
 
   “It ends up with us running rings around them.” Flint.
 
   “However, I am trying to keep on good terms with my paranormal neighbors,” Prowser said.
 
   Kumai cleared his throat. “It occurs to me that, strictly speaking, House Prowser,” he said, “House Lloyd is not associated with us. She is diazoun. She is part of the general Athanate community, but not necessarily part of ours.”
 
   He was right. I hadn’t given a Blood oath yet. By old-style Athanate laws, they could just wash their hands of us and let the Adepts outside punish my kin in whatever way they wanted. I couldn’t stand aside for that, though what I could do against a group of them, I had no idea.
 
   Even if I did manage to hurt some of them, that only caused more problems. The Adepts weren’t going to take any notice of the fine points of Athanate law. When I emerged from Chalkos Hall, their first assumption would be that I was part of House Prowser. It could be the cause of a war between Prowser and her neighbors, before anyone managed to explain things to them.
 
   Prowser was staring at me. “Altau might disagree that House Lloyd is not an associate of ours.”
 
   Which meant that Altau would expect Prowser to defend me.
 
   There was absolute silence for a few long seconds. Kumai and Prowser were looking at each other thoughtfully. Yadav was giving me the reptile stare.
 
   Then Prowser spoke. “Well, whatever meal it is at this ungodly hour, I am hungry. If the Adepts outside want to stand there all night, let them, but I’ll not stand with them. Join us, all three of you, in the main dining room.”
 
   She turned and paused at the door.
 
   “Do get dressed first, please. We like to observe some old-fashioned formalities.”
 
   The door closed behind them and I glared at my kin.
 
   They grinned back, still stark naked and completely unashamed of their bodies or their actions. Raven and Coyote. Chaos and knowledge. Change. Beautiful boys. My beautiful boys. My responsibility now. I needed to get on top of things. Metaphorically. 
 
   Down girl.
 
   “What’s the issue with the Adepts?” I asked. “What have you done?”
 
   Flint held up hands to ward off my anger. “Whoa. Not what we’ve done—”
 
   “Though it is a little—”
 
   “It’s what we haven’t done. We haven’t joined any Adept community—”
 
   “That’s not allowed.”
 
   “And we haven’t been trained.”
 
   “Stop,” I said. “What’s the issue with being trained? Training is sensible. Keeps bars from catching on fire, maybe.”
 
   They both shook their heads as we all started to get dressed. 
 
   “Nah. Not like that.”
 
   “New ways against the old ways.”
 
   “They try and make it like some dumb cookbook.”
 
   “Make everyone do the same things, the same way, the same strength.”
 
   “So they’re only really strong when they’re all working together.”
 
   “We might be the last of the shaman.”
 
   “Sure are around these parts.”
 
   “Stop,” I said again. “Okay, okay, you aren’t part of their club. So what? They catch you and make you do what they say?”
 
   They stood there, buttoning shirts and suddenly almost serious.
 
   “No. If they catch us—”
 
   “Then they kill us.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 18
 
    
 
   I was starving.
 
   The food was excellent. The wine was good. The conversation sucked.
 
   I sat between my kin, and I was only a little embarrassed when my hands kept straying to touch them.
 
   Raven and Coyote. When my House had arrived in Canada, we’d made our way westwards. We’d farmed and hunted. We’d lived in the British colony and we’d lived beyond its borders with the First Nations.
 
   I learned some of the ways of the First Nations, some of their myths. 
 
   Raven symbolized change and transformation. The bright eyes that saw the truth, and knowledge, especially magical knowledge, was the Raven’s gift. He was also cunning and brought healing.
 
   Coyote was more complex. He might bring knowledge, but he would force you to find it in bizarre jokes, tricky questions or challenging arguments. He might bring trouble, or fortune, or even both at the same time. 
 
   Both Raven and Coyote were full of mischief. They were the harbingers of change through chaos. They pulled down established constructs to see what could be built up in their place.
 
   I could see the Adept community as the establishment target for my kin to pull down, but there were just two of them and one of me. Along with one other kin I needed to get halfway down the country to Denver in a hurry.
 
   I wondered how many thousands of Adepts were out there in North America. Would they all be against my kin? Was it true, that my kin were the last of the shaman?
 
   It was academic. We were hugely outnumbered here and now…unless my kin and I were part of House Prowser, and House Prowser was part of Altau, and that made all Athanate one front against the Adepts. 
 
   Did that mean I had to take an oath to Prowser?
 
   Could I make it conditional on being allowed to go to Denver with Scott? Or had taking two hunted Adepts as kin killed any chance of a deal?
 
   “Nothing and no one will split us apart,” I murmured to them, and harvested a couple of quick kisses in response.
 
   Prowser’s first priority was to tell her House what had happened at the ‘proto-Assembly’ down in Los Angeles, so I sat there and got an update on the Athanate world.
 
   Interesting times, in the sense of the Chinese curse. Everything turned on its head.
 
   Athanate political groups forming and re-forming. Prowser’s old association, the Eastern Seaboard group, dissolved. Every House remaining in the US or Canada was now directly sworn to Altau or was a sub-House of one sworn to Altau. 
 
   Prowser herself had given her Blood oath to Altau—House Prowser was now completely and officially a sub-House of Altau.
 
   Behind all the turmoil: Emergence. Humanity was closer to discovering us with every passing day.
 
   It was a dangerous world. 
 
   There was no leeway for diazoun anymore. Every House needed to be aligned.
 
   There was risk on every side. The paranormal community couldn’t be at war with each other. Not only would that speed the discovery of the paranormals by humanity, it would create the worst possible first impression.
 
   Although she didn’t mention me or my troubles, I knew it was even more dangerous for my House. I had a price on my head. Hiding by using my alternative ID would trigger an FBI investigation of me. And my House now included kin who could be a cause of conflict with the Adepts.
 
   It felt like it was tearing me apart, but it was very much a world in which consideration of a single dying kin counted for nothing.
 
   Everything was mounting against the chance for me and my kin being independent, or even leaving the safety of this house.
 
   “This isn’t really our scene,” Kane said.
 
   They got up.
 
   “We’re going to move our stuff.” Flint spoke quietly, bending over me, his lips brushing my ear and sending thrills down my neck. “Believe in us.”
 
   “In all things. See you back at your suite.” Kane, kissing my neck and making me catch my breath.
 
   “Behave,” I said.
 
   “Until you get there,” they replied, and I had to bite my lip and shake my head. I really had to stop feeding them lines.
 
   Without their presence to keep me awake, fatigue started to overcome the rollercoaster of the day, and I was listening with only half my attention when a name jerked me right back into the zone.
 
   Harmon Zedous.
 
   With a sick fascination I finally understood what had happened as I listened to Prowser.
 
   Zedous hadn’t escaped at all. He’d been kidnapped on her orders and brought back to Chalkos Hall—a complex operation involving teams distributed throughout Michigan, trucks and vans and helicopters. Teams which were still making their way back home.
 
   Here in the basement of Chalkos Hall, he’d died under interrogation.
 
   “There’s no way one can ameliorate what was done,” Prowser said. “I beg you to forgive me for making you do this, and in my only defense of this act, I will explain to you the outcome of what was achieved.”
 
   The room was silent as a cemetery.
 
   “Following from information we learned, dozens of children were saved from being sold into sexual slavery at an obscene auction yesterday. The buyers were rounded up and evidence handed to a department in the FBI that we trust. A department that will use the outcome of our actions to tear down this evil, hideous network of traffickers and yet keep the Athanate secret for the present.”
 
   Her House were happier to understand why they’d had to do these things, and she went on, but I’d stalled, focused selfishly on the element of news that affected me most directly. Zedous is dead. That wouldn’t be widely known yet, but it would become known. The contract on my life would expire. No new hitmen would come hunting Amanda Lloyd. There was one less threat against me. One less barrier. I could use my name.
 
   My fake ID was on some FBI watch list. So dump it.
 
   Is it enough? What can I do?
 
   Adepts outside, ready to kill my kin. Adepts throughout the land against us. 
 
   Believe in us.
 
   Obligations to House Prowser. They’d rescued me, saved Scott. I owed them. I owed them not to get them caught in a conflict with the Adepts.
 
   House Lloyd needed to become aligned.
 
   Believe in us.
 
   I needed to get Scott to Denver.
 
   The impossible, incompatible list of options churned through my head.
 
   Believe in us.
 
   Prowser finished. She and Kumai put their heads together.
 
   Yadav took over the briefing of the House on more mundane matters.
 
   A third storm was coming in the early morning.
 
   The helicopter that Kane had landed in front needed to be moved to the garage tonight. The cars had already been taken out and were currently in the lee of the house. Keys were in the normal rack behind the hall. Some of the cars needed to be moved down to the garage in the lodge at the end of the drive. Everyone else was needed to lend a hand with the helicopter. Care had to be taken not to give offense to the Adepts lurking in the grounds. After the storm…
 
   Yadav went on. 
 
   Tuning him out, in the end, I saw there was no choice at all for me. 
 
   I was obligated to House Prowser. I had a debt to pay. I had duties to my kin.
 
   So finally, a calmness descended over me. I knew what I had to do, and my kin were waiting for me.
 
   With my best Regency-era manners, I excused myself and walked quickly to my suite.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 19
 
    
 
   Outside, in the corridor, I inhaled. Their scents, already changing to blend with my marque, gave me a thrill that raised goosebumps all down my arms.
 
   It was quiet. I hadn’t expected that. Maybe they’d gone to bed. I opened as small a gap as possible and slipped inside the darkened room.
 
   They were in the bed. 
 
   Good boys. But not tonight.
 
   Despite the seriousness of the situation, I couldn’t help climbing on the bed and straddling the closest.
 
   Flint.
 
   I put my hand over his mouth and my lips alongside his ear. “I need you to wake up quietly,” I whispered.
 
   “I wonder what for,” he murmured. He hadn’t been asleep at all. His arms came out from underneath the comforter and pulled me down into a burning kiss, despite my struggles.
 
   The bed dipped as Kane rolled closer. He sat up and kissed the back of my neck, sending hot little shivers all the way down my back. He’d unbraided his hair and it floated over me like a dark net.
 
   I broke the kiss and pushed Kane away. 
 
   “Stop it. We’ve…”
 
   I shut up. Kane was fully dressed. I pulled the bedclothes away from Flint. Both of them were dressed to leave, right down to their army boots.
 
   “We were just getting ready,” Kane said.
 
   Flint grinned. He let me get up, even though I could feel through his pants he didn’t want that at all, any more than he wanted to be fully dressed.
 
   “We have to—” I started.
 
   “Yeah, we gotta go tonight while they’re all busy,” Kane said.
 
   Now they were finishing my sentences too.
 
   “We’re packed and ready,” Flint said. “We gotta—”
 
   “Go get the old guy.”
 
   “His name is Scott and he’s not…” I said.
 
   They were just waiting.
 
   “I guess he is older than you two, as well as much more mature, and he’s my kin. I am not leaving him behind.”
 
   “Cool. We get it.”
 
   “We’ve got to work out how to get you past the Adepts,” I said, hurriedly changing back into pants and warm clothing. “I have this idea about moving the cars—”
 
   “Chill.” 
 
   “We got it.”
 
   They shouldered backpacks.
 
   “Let’s get him and you down to the car.”
 
   “You know which room he’s in?” Flint asked.
 
   “Follow me. Quietly,” I said.
 
   They were quiet, too. Spookily quiet.
 
   We headed to the emergency staircase. The door wasn’t alarmed. It opened with a squeal. The stairwell was empty and smelled slightly musty.
 
   Down two levels. Out. The hinges squealed here too.
 
   Some of the other rooms might be in use, and creeping would probably sound suspicious if there was someone listening, so we walked casually but quickly to Scott’s door.
 
   It was locked.
 
   “Shit,” I hissed.
 
   Kane made an impatient sound and nudged me out of the way.
 
   He knelt in front of it, some metal tabs and spikes in his hand. 
 
   Flint and I stood on either side, in the despairing hope that if someone glanced down the corridor they wouldn’t notice Kane picking the lock.
 
   Straining my ears, I could hear noise from the main entrance hall. The last Prowser teams returning. Greetings and complaints that they had to go back out and help move things. Exactly the confusion we were trying to take advantage of.
 
   In the corridor, the scratching and clicking of the lock that Kane was working on seemed unnaturally loud.
 
   A final click and the door opened. Kane stood and waved me in.
 
   In the light from the corridor, I could make out that Scott’s bed was still surrounded by medical equipment, but he wasn’t connected to anything at the moment. 
 
   His eyes opened sleepily at the noise.
 
   “Mmm. What’s happening?” he muttered.
 
   “Scott.” I hugged him and kissed him. “We have to leave. There’s a…” I swallowed. “There’s a chance you’ll live if we go.”
 
   He chuckled. “There’s a chance I’ll die too, by the sound of it. And if we stay?”
 
   “You’ll die.”
 
   “Yes, I’ll die. I’m not scared, Manda. My life has been far better than I could have dreamed before we met. I’d only slow you down.” He patted my back. “Go swiftly and be safe, or stay. I think you’ll be safer here if you stay.”
 
   “No. We have to go, and I can’t leave you behind. You’re my kin. You told me we needed to be part of the Athanate community. I need you to be…like a keel on a ship. I need you to become Athanate, and there’s a chance for that, if we go now. And we won’t be safe here, because…well…”
 
   Flint switched the light on, and I gestured at him and Kane.
 
   “I take it that these are your new kin?”
 
   “Yes. They’re not safe if we stay, and House Prowser is not safe if we stay.”
 
   I gave him the thirty-second version of what was going on.
 
   “Ahhh.”
 
   The boys were doing their best. They’d suppressed their irreverent madcap side and were trying to look respectful, like they’d had that facial expression pointed out to them in a picture book once.
 
   Scott’s face creased. That slow smile. Slow and beautiful. Made my heart melt all over again.
 
   “They’ll do,” he said.
 
   He started to get up stiffly and Kane handed him his clothes from the closet.
 
   “Wait,” I said.
 
   They all looked at me as if I was crazy. Maybe I was.
 
   “Sit down, boys. Wait just one minute,” I repeated, and stood by the door.
 
   Oh, God, I hope I’ve called this right.
 
   It was longer than a minute. Scott was dressed and nearly three minutes had passed by the time the door opened and Dr. Upjohn came in, alerted by whatever alarm she’d set on Scott’s room. The same alarm that caught me in here last time.
 
   Flint and Kane leaped to their feet. I waved them back down.
 
   The doctor’s face showed her conflict. She knew exactly what we were doing.
 
    “I can’t let...” she stuttered.
 
    “I acknowledge my obligation to House Prowser,” I said to her. “That prevents me from giving Amelie Prowser my oath. The instant I do, my problems are hers. She can’t afford that. Altau will not thank her for fighting the Adepts.”
 
   The doctor didn’t contradict me.
 
   I opened my coat, pulling it away from my neck.
 
   “Neither of us has any idea if my Blood has the reliable property of extending kin’s lives, but it is all I have.”
 
   “It’s your bargaining power once you’re out there on your own,” she said quietly.
 
   “I will never withhold my Blood under any reasonable situation, so I can’t bargain with it. As for being on my own, I realize I can’t be anymore.” I took a deep breath. “I will offer an oath to House Farrell in exchange for her infusion of my kin.”
 
   “And you’re offering me your Blood...”
 
   “As payment of my obligation to House Prowser, if it works, or as a gift without encumbrance and a promise of payment when I can.”
 
   “What’s to stop me calling Amelie...”
 
   “I know what I’m doing.”
 
   I did. I had judged her right.
 
   We were close now. Her eyes had taken the glitter of need and I could see her fangs pushing at her lips.
 
   I tilted my head back, felt her breath sighing against my throat, the hesitant touch of her tongue...and then her fangs, deep, swift and sure.
 
   My legs threatened collapse as the rush of sensation hit me.
 
   Upjohn pulled, and I could feel the soaring tide of her pleasure. Our heads might doubt, but our hearts knew—my Blood would gift her the ability to extend the life of her kin.
 
   She pulled again, soaring higher, and the second step of my plan for her took effect.
 
   It was no special ability, no unusual weapon. Every Athanate has within her the ability to create pacifics—bio-agents that have a range of action from mild relaxation to deep sleep. We deliver it with a bite. Few think to deliver pacifics in their Blood, but Lady Calhoun had taught me the trick of it—saved me from many an embarrassing situation, she’d said with a smile.
 
   Wobbly myself, I caught Upjohn as her head fell back and her fangs withdrew.
 
   Flint and Kane took her from me.
 
   She murmured something, and then she was gone.
 
   “Awesome,” Flint said.
 
   “Kinda hot too,” Kane muttered as he picked the doctor up.
 
   “Time to go,” I said. “We have about an hour or so before she wakes up.”
 
   “Come on, Pops,” Flint grunted. He wrapped Scott in the comforter and picked him up despite his complaints. 
 
   “I can walk,” Scott said.
 
   “Not as fast as I can run,” Flint replied.
 
   Kane deposited Upjohn on Scott’s vacated bed.
 
   I edged nervously out the door into the corridor, and the pair of them followed.
 
   “Back up one floor, there’s the side door,” Kane whispered, and up we went.
 
   “Most undignified.” Scott wasn’t finished complaining, but I could hear him trying not to laugh.
 
   “No one ever died of a loss of dignity,” Kane said. “Shhh.”
 
   He eased the ground floor door open and peered through the crack into the corridor. 
 
   Three steps away there was a door leading out.
 
   The corridor down to the hall was empty. 
 
   Kane walked out first. The exit was locked, but with a lever bolt on the inside. He opened it and looked outside, then beckoned us urgently.
 
   We raced outside into the freezing cold and dark.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 20
 
    
 
   My Volvo was the closest car.
 
   I reached into my pocket.
 
   “Damn! I forgot the keys. I’ll have to go back. Kumai said they’re hanging on the rack—”
 
   “Yeah. These keys,” Kane said. Lights flashed and locks popped.
 
   “But…”
 
   “Flint drove it here. Idiot must have kept the spare key in his pocket. Just forgetful, I guess.”
 
   “Always keep a spare key handy,” Flint said as Kane pulled the back open and laid the rear seats flat. “Never know when you might need it.”
 
   Despite the fear of being discovered, I stifled a laugh.
 
   Scott managed to persuade Flint to put him down and he crawled into the back. Even that brief exertion had tired him, and he didn’t complain as Flint threw the comforter over him.
 
   Kane gave me the keys.
 
   “Now here.” Flint gave me a hand-drawn sketch of the house and surrounding roads. “Get out the drive, big gates, no problem spotting them, even at night. Then turn right, reset the trip odometer to zero and drive 1.6 miles exactly. You should be able to see a turnoff. It looks like there’s a place to pull off the road on the internet maps.”
 
   “How are you going to get out?” I said. “I thought I could hide you in the trunk.”
 
   He snorted.
 
   “You might be able to hide the little fellow, not me. We’ll tell you, after we get out, how we did it. There’ll be a Truth Sensor out there, and what those guys can see in your head is scary.”
 
   “If the Adepts stop you to ask what you’re doing, tell them the truth,” Kane said. “You’re leaving. They don’t care about internal Athanate politics. You leaving House Prowser doesn’t matter to them, not even in the middle of the night. They’ll think it’s because you don’t want to get involved.”
 
   “But you two…”
 
   “Done all this kinda thing before,” Flint said and kissed me. “Believe in us.”
 
   “Trust us,” Kane said, hugging me. Where he put his hands wasn’t appropriate for polite society. “We have the best incentive to get out and join you.”
 
   Then they were gone, and the night swallowed any sight of them.
 
   I started the car, and as we moved forward, one of the other members of House Prowser came around the corner with a set of keys. She couldn’t see me clearly, and assumed I’d been tasked to help move cars, so she just waved and got into another car.
 
   I moved slowly. It was a gravel drive, noisy even with the covering of snow.
 
   As we came clear of the corner of the house, we were in an area lit up by floodlights. I could see Prowser’s people working on putting sleds under the helicopter’s skids. A chain connected the sleds to a Jeep which was waiting to pull the helicopter to the garage. Everyone was clustered around like a bee swarm.
 
   No one spared us a glance.
 
   I drove around the loop and down into the darkness of the straight drive, heading for the gates, the other car following at a distance.
 
   I took the speed up a little. Not too much. Not enough to attract attention.
 
   We can do this.
 
   I was starting to believe it, focusing on the gates I could just make out in the distance. That’s probably why I didn’t see the Adepts until one appeared on the road right on front of the car.
 
   I gasped and hit the brakes. As slowly as I was going, I felt the anti-lock chatter. The car stopped.
 
   Instinct made me check the mirrors for the car behind us, but it had stopped too.
 
   Adepts were coming out of the night to surround both cars.
 
   I got two concentrating on me. The one in the road and the one who walked toward the driver’s door. The one at the door was wearing ski gear, a hoodie coming out from beneath her ski jacket and a ski mask across her face. The print on the ski mask was a skeleton’s bloody lower jaw, making her look like a zombie. Nice.
 
   She tapped on the window and I lowered it. 
 
   Even in the short distance we’d covered, the air outside was colder, reaching into the car and freezing my eyes.
 
   “Where you going?”
 
   “Leaving,” I said. I bit my tongue on the if it’s any business of yours. I just wanted to get away.
 
   The Athanate behind us seemed to have no such governor on her tongue, and there was the sound of an argument starting up.
 
   I looked back, but my Adept was taking no notice of them.
 
   And that wasn’t just a cold wind coming in through the window. I could feel the Adept equivalent of eukori sliding into the car like the pale ghost of a frozen snake, sniffing around, testing the air.
 
   “Why?” she said.
 
   “Not my House. Not my argument.”
 
   “Who’s that in the back?”
 
   “My kin.”
 
   “Why’s—”
 
   She cut off abruptly. Another Adept had appeared at her elbow, and now I really was scared. The first Adept stepped back quickly. The new one wore no heavy-duty cold-weather clothes, just something dark. Thin leather gloves. A jacket with the collar turned up. I couldn’t tell whether it was he or she. White hair hung beside the face. I couldn’t see the eyes, couldn’t even see the face properly; three quarters of it was in complete shadow, one quarter shining in the headlights of the car behind us.
 
   I could feel the menace. I tried to shut down my head, barricade myself in, visualizing my eukori curled around my head like a turban, hiding the ends, leaving nothing to start unraveling. 
 
   I should have been practicing this shit.
 
   Her voice—I decided on her as soon as she spoke—was like a blade; it made neat, precise words.
 
   “What is wrong with your kin?”
 
   I looked up into the shadows of those hidden eyes. My lips were numb with the cold and it was difficult to speak clearly.
 
   “He’s dying,” I said. “He’s dying, and I don’t want him to die, and I especially don’t want him to die in the middle of a senseless battle between Adept and Athanate that neither can win.”
 
   She leaned closer slowly. One gloved hand rested on the door, and the night seemed to press in on me. The steam of her breath floated into the car. Her face turned a little and the darkness crept back on her cheek, like the earth’s shadow passing from the face of the moon. An eye emerged, staring, startling blue—the blue of deep, deep ice when the sun hits it at noon.
 
   “You believe…no, you hope for something.”
 
   I swallowed. Focus. Focus. “They say there’s an Athanate in Denver whose bite can change a person with less crusis.”
 
   “A long way to go on hope, Athanate. What will you do if it doesn’t?”
 
   “Hold his hand until it’s over.”
 
   Truth.
 
   The tears were freezing on my cheeks.
 
   Her aura slithered over me, probed, reached. I held my gaze on that one terrifying blue eye and felt my jaw throb. Between beats of my pulse, my fangs manifested, and I tasted the acrid flavor of poisons preparing themselves, felt a fever of adrenaline shivering down every limb.
 
   Her eye stared. Black chased the blue outwards like a net of shadows straining to explode. My heart stopped.
 
   Her breath suddenly plumed, and she broke the contact.
 
   “Drive on,” she said, and stepped away.
 
   I wound the window up, put the car in gear and made my way out of the gates.
 
   Breath seemed to leak from me. My hands shook. My heart was pounding so hard I could feel it in my throat.
 
   “Odometer.” Scott’s voice was raspy.
 
   I reset it, turned right and drove slowly into the night.
 
   No other cars came out of the gate.
 
   “We won’t get far away in an hour,” he said.
 
   “If I judged it right, Prowser has no incentive to chase us. She’ll find out from the doctor that she’s got my Blood, and she can just tell the Adepts that House Lloyd and her outlaw shaman kin have escaped. Nothing to do with her, and her words will hold true, even if they bring out a Truth Sensor like that frozen-eyed bitch back there. Prowser can deny having any connection to me, other than as a diazoun in her territory.”
 
   “She wanted us to escape?”
 
   “No. If she’d caught us, it would have forced her to take full official responsibility and keep us there. But because I refused to take her oath and escaped, she can wash her hands of us.”
 
   Half a mile.
 
   “She’ll have to report to Altau,” Scott said.
 
   “She will, and she’ll call us outlaws.” I felt a tug of fear at that, but it was nothing compared to facing that Adept in the grounds. 
 
   “What Altau will think of that,” I said, “I can’t predict. I’ll call House Farrell as soon as it’s light and try throwing myself on her mercy. At least that will tell them I’m not trying to go rogue or hide out as a diazoun—I’m just picking the House I want to give my oath to, and they’ll understand my reasoning.”
 
   “Whether they agree or not,” Scott said.
 
   A mile.
 
   No one following us.
 
   I’d need to talk to Farrell about the Adept situation in Denver as well. I had the impression that Adepts tended to deal only with their immediate neighbors, so there might be a delay between the Michigan Adepts realizing I’d gone and the Colorado Adepts getting upset about shamans coming to Denver. 
 
   When they did...Farrell had to be an important House in the Altau hierarchy—would that be enough to keep the Adepts at bay?
 
   My mind tried to shy away from a far worse possibility: what if those Adepts back at Chalkos Hall caught Flint and Kane escaping?
 
   No.
 
   Not going down that road.
 
   If they killed my kin, I wouldn’t rest until every single one of them was dead, or I was. Whatever it took. Whatever the cost to the rest of the paranormal community.
 
   My kin.
 
   Nothing and no one will split us apart.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 21
 
    
 
   We’d driven the distance and found the turnoff. How long would it take my kin to get out and join us?
 
   It didn’t matter; I wasn’t going anywhere without my kin. All my kin.
 
   I got in the back with Scott and fussed over blankets and comforter, making sure he was warm. There was still no sign of Flint and Kane, so I lay down next to him and tried syncing my body with his.
 
   So peaceful. Dark. The engine turning over almost silently. The fan blowing warm air. The wind picking up outside, rocking the car from time to time.
 
    
 
   I was shocked awake when they arrived.
 
   Damn! It was getting lighter already.
 
   Flint got straight into the driver’s seat and started moving it back to get comfortable. Kane threw their backpacks in and then tumbled into the back with me and Scott. He was freezing cold—freezing, like a block of ice.
 
   “Worried?” he said, as Flint drove off.
 
   I smiled sleepily. “Obviously not that much. I must have known you’d find a way. So tell me, how did you manage it?”
 
   He had squirmed under the blanket with me, stealing all my body heat. I didn’t mind; Flint had the car heater on high now and we’d soon be warm.
 
   “The lake,” he said.
 
   “I arrived in a snowstorm, remember? I don’t know what lake you mean.”
 
   “There’s a huge ornamental lake at the side of the house. Starts just a few yards from the house and goes all the way to the property boundary. It hadn’t frozen over, so Wendy Witch and her pals weren’t watching it.”
 
   “You froze it?” I laughed. The grounds were extensive; that lake had to be enormous.
 
   “Yeah. The big guy did the road, so it was my turn. The really difficult thing was crawling along the ice. Too slippery. Didn’t want to stand up because we might be seen.”
 
   He was trying to make it all sound easy, but I could feel his exhaustion. I wondered how long and carefully he’d had to work with the energy to achieve such a huge effect in the lake without alerting the Adepts. Flint had been staggering after turning road snow to ice. How much more had Kane’s effort taken out of him? I had the feeling that Flint had had to crawl and drag Kane across that lake.
 
   My crazy kin. Crazy. Beautiful.
 
   They were with me now and that was what mattered.
 
   I put my arm around him and pulled him closer, till his face rested against my neck.
 
   “Mmm,” he murmured.
 
   Shameless hussy that my Athanate was, she wanted to warm him skin to skin, and tap his neck at the same time. I pushed the needy bitch down. Plenty of opportunity for that once we were safe in Denver.
 
   Instead, I made myself produce pacifics. Not a lot. Just traces of pheromones. With his nose against my throat, Kane would get a dose of the calming, sleep-inducing bio-agents, but Flint should be unaffected.
 
   I finger-combed his hair until it lay across my face and sighed happily.
 
   “Tell me, big boy,” I whispered.
 
   “Hmm? What?”
 
   My hand slithered down between us and gripped him through his cold, damp jeans.
 
   “Not that I’ve studied it, you understand, but finding one guy built like this is a one in a million chance. Outside of a porn stars’ convention, two is just impossible.”
 
   He snickered.
 
   “You used a casting to modify your bodies, didn’t you?”
 
   “Well, not the rest of our bodies. That would be gross.”
 
   I laughed.
 
   He sighed and kissed my neck.
 
   “And now we’re, you know, kin…” he mumbled.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Well, Flint and I, we were just sort of thinking…”
 
   “Wow. Did it hurt?”
 
   He snickered again, more a sort of snuffling. He was three quarters asleep already.
 
   “We were just wondering about…”
 
   He drifted for a few sentences into their fevered male fantasies before I stopped him.
 
   I put on my best Amelie Prowser voice. “A lady would not even contemplate such behavior,” I said.
 
   “Oh. Just a thought. A lady wouldn’t, then.”
 
   I could hear the smile in his voice and there was a soft snort from Scott, who wasn’t quite as asleep as I’d thought.
 
   Kane fell silent. His mouth was resting on my skin, where my shoulder met my neck, and his breath flowed over me like a caress. I could feel the touch of his lips like a brand, marking me with a sign—fallen woman, right here. 
 
   Happy with it, too.
 
   He stirred, pressing himself against me, and I struggled to keep producing the pacifics. My jaw throbbed with pleasure, remembered and anticipated.
 
   Hussy.
 
   My kin’s desires are sacred to me.
 
   The Athanate imperatives did not make me a slave, any more than my kin were slaves to me. But there were changes in the structure of my House that would change me, as well as changes I was going to force on myself.
 
   And this woman in Denver—House Farrell. 
 
   Think positive. 
 
   She would accept my request and my oath, and her bite would change Scott. 
 
   He’d recover and become Athanate. 
 
   Of course, he would then have Athanate needs and I couldn’t see him sharing Kane and Flint with me. There was nothing to stop Scott and me from remaining lovers, but he’d need human Blood that I couldn’t provide. For Scott, that would mean he’d have to have female kin, with all the implications. How did I feel about that? Sharing him, as he’d had to share me for all the years with Jasper and Ralph? As he’d have to share me with Kane and Flint now.
 
   My fangs manifested in jealousy and I had to laugh at myself.
 
   There was no choice. I would adapt to it.
 
   There were more serious things to worry about. 
 
   This House Farrell—what if her bite made Scott a hybrid? Werewolf as well as Athanate? 
 
   I’d had little experience with shifters. Hamrlauss, Lord Calhoun had called them—shape-loose. He’d distrusted them.
 
   Scott would be different, though. I couldn’t not trust him, even when he was no longer my kin. I’d need him to be my Diakon. He would have to remain part of my House, making it me, him, the randy guys and some new kin. Three females at a minimum for Scott, and another man for me. 
 
   Big changes.
 
   The start of an actual House, and one which would have to be a sub-House of House Farrell. House Farrell would bite me, and probably bite the members of my House. I’d have to get used to a whole new way of life.
 
   Once I started to think it through, the loosening of my old sexual habits that Kane had been proposing was the least of it. I’d already started that. Not in all the time Ralph and Jasper and Scott had been my kin had I entertained more than one of them at the same time. I was well past that inhibition with Kane and Flint.
 
   I laughed silently again. It was one of those cases of making your bed and lying in it. I had embraced change, literally. I would indulge my kin. With great pleasure. When we got to Denver.
 
   Big, big changes. 
 
   Time is not an arrow, and the past is not a place.
 
   Sometimes you get to start over. A complete break with my past, with being diazoun. A different place, a different me, a different status in the paranormal world. 
 
   My Raven and Coyote had broken the old way and we would all rebuild a new one together.
 
   As Kane and Scott slept, pressing me between them, I looked up and out of the window.
 
   Day was coming as the car rushed on. We were ahead of the storm, but white flakes were already falling. Here and there, where snow had touched the windows, winter’s kiss had made fractal patterns of ice on the windows. 
 
   Pretty. So pretty you didn’t think about the deadly cold behind it.
 
   Slowly, my thoughts became dreams, light as snow, spinning, swirling up into the dawn sky as we fled before the coming storm.
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   book 2 in the Bite Back: Outsiders series of Athanate short stories
 
    
 
   The story is set in the same world as my main Urban Fantasy series, Bite Back. There are five main books in the series so far and twelve are planned.
 
    
 
   Bite Back book 1 is called Sleight of Hand. As of the date of this publication, it has over 200 reviews on the US Amazon sites, with a 4.6 rating, and over 1,400 ratings on Goodreads at an average of 4.
 
    
 
   "They represent some of the best the field has to offer."
 
   Charles de Lint, in a review of the series 
 
   for Fantasy & Science Fiction
 
 
   Sleight of Hand
 
    
 
   "Vampires are the flickering illusions of Hollywood.
 
   They don't exist.
 
   We do. We are the Athanate."

For Amber Farrell, post-military life as a PI has its ups and downs: She's been hit by a truck. She's being sued by a client. Denver's newest drug lord just put out a contract on her. The sinister Athanate want her to come in for a friendly chat. And it's only Tuesday.

Enter Jennifer Kingslund: rich, gorgeous—a tough businesswoman who's known for getting what she wants in the boardroom and the bedroom. Someone's trying to sabotage her new resort and destroy her company—and she wants Amber to find out who.

The answers lead Amber past Were and Adept, right back to the Athanate—and a centuries-old war that could threaten not just Denver, but the nation that Amber swore to protect and serve. 

And all sides want to claim her for their own...
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Sleight of Hand Chapter 1
 
    
 
   MONDAY
 
    
 
   It had been a couple of years and I was neither dead, nor undead, which I ranked as an achievement.
 
   It wasn’t as if I lacked opportunity. Even when I wasn’t really looking for it.
 
   I was safe at the moment. My perch among the roof beams of the Crate & Freight warehouse in the Northfield section of Denver was only fifty feet above the concrete floor. Those SCAR assault rifles down on the loading bay weren’t aimed at me. No one knew I was here and it was dark in this corner. That was safe, by some definitions of the word safe. I was kind of enjoying myself.
 
   Still, I knew what a few SCAR rounds could do to a body. The guys down there weren’t carrying them for show. If they pointed a flashlight up into the gloomy recesses, they would be surprised to see their afternoon visitor from the HR department, now minus her clipboard and big square glasses, in black coveralls and toting a camera with a zoom lens.
 
   Given what they were involved in, they wouldn’t stop to ask questions.
 
   I needed to call this in and hand it over to the police. I wasn’t armed tonight and besides, I was supposed to be a discreet PI, not a one-woman SWAT team.
 
   I didn’t want to risk them hearing me call 911. And I didn’t want the nearest cruiser with a couple of bored officers to swing by and spook these guys, thinking the call was some crazy woman. I wanted the Denver PD SWAT team, tooled up for the job. So I was waiting for a few of the photos to download from my camera to my cell and I would text them directly to Captain José Morales with details.
 
   I had his contact for a completely different reason, but surely he’d thank me for this?
 
   A noisy problem outside with the last truck emptied the warehouse, and I took the chance to climb down. Climbing urban structures was a teenage hobby of mine, so the prominent bolts and cross struts made this about as difficult as coming down a ladder.
 
   I lurked in the shadow of a pile of pallets, waiting for my cell to finish loading.
 
   Campbell Carter, the CEO of Centennial State Crate & Freight, had hired me on my office landlord’s recommendation. He suspected some of his drivers and dispatchers were stealing from him. Nothing major, just something he wanted straightened out. Crate & Freight was an important local business in Denver and Carter the kind of man who wanted to be squeaky clean. I knew he was gearing up to run for office next year.
 
   He was absolutely right in his suspicions—a group of drivers were skimming a margin, just enough that they thought it was below the radar. So far, so routine, so tame. But Carter’s assignment had been to find out what was going on, and it turned out skimming was the least of it.
 
   I’d worked out a cover story for the day with the Crate & Freight HR manager. She’d even given me a real HR survey they wanted done, laconically wishing me the best of luck with it. I’d wandered around the depot that afternoon with my clipboard, asking mind-numbing questions about job satisfaction.
 
   Every stuttered answer, every shifty eye, every sweaty face, told me something was happening today.
 
   They hustled me out at 5 p.m., and I was back, over the fence, at 9 p.m. I’d left the clipboard and the glasses behind. I was in black coveralls, black ski cap, black boots and some real good makeup.
 
   The photo transfer completed and I texted Morales: URGENT! Northfield Crate & Freight depot. See pix—large drug shipment moving NOW. RIFLES! SWAT team ASAP. Txt only. Amber Farrell.
 
   The text took forever to transmit with the photos, while I stared at the screen wondering how it would play with Morales. I was supposed to be low profile. I was supposed to be on call for him and not the other way around. I sighed. I’d find out soon enough what he thought about it.
 
   Of course, I’d come straight to the place they hadn’t wanted me this afternoon; the old warehouse. It was a vast building, about three stories tall, with a drive-in, drive-out loading area. It was stacked high with pallets and containers waiting for shipment. Normally, storage was all it was used for, but tonight they’d wanted to be able to load trucks with the shutters closed, away from prying eyes. Except mine. And my shutter was wide open.
 
   I’d expected to get photo evidence of some shrinkage of the stock. Not a sign of it, at least not tonight. There were thirty-two big rigs scheduled to leave the compound before morning. So far, a dozen had been driven into the warehouse and loaded just across from my hiding place. From what I’d seen, four were just regular loads. The others were carrying something extra, hidden in a compartment between the trailer and cab. From the lengths they went to for security and the size and shape of the packages, it was both drugs and weapons.
 
   All of the illicit stuff came from a blue box truck parked alongside the loading area. I didn’t recognize the company, Ranchos Rigs, but the plates were from New Mexico. In among a lot of edgy men, the driver, Nokes, had been the edgiest. He’d stood watching the transfer impatiently, talking only to Guy Windler, the Crate & Freight driver in charge of this operation. Windler took no crap from anyone else, but he was wary around Nokes.
 
   I checked the cell in case the vibrate wasn’t working. Nothing.
 
   Come on, Morales, the clock’s ticking. Look at your freaking texts.
 
   Given what was going on, the outer gates were locked and the eight drivers, site manager, forklift operator and dispatcher in the compound were all in on it. But you don’t keep a shipping depot like this closed for long. Other drivers would be arriving. They had to get those trucks out of the depot before then. Of course, the police would be able to round them all up eventually, but who knows if the drugs and guns would still be on board. And the credit for the bust would be shared with whichever cities the trucks were bound for.
 
   Morales, you want it for Denver PD, you come get it now.
 
   No one had come back inside the warehouse yet. I crept out of my hiding place and risked taking shots of the box truck plate and logo with my cell camera. I sent them to Morales: Delivery vehicle.
 
   I registered that the blue box truck had been closed up. The delivery had been completed, and Nokes was going to want out of here soon. Not on my watch. There was a chance he might lead Morales back up the supply chain.
 
   I checked his doors—locked. There are lots of ways to sabotage a truck, but I needed it to be quick and quiet. I also didn’t want to be obvious. There weren’t many good places to hide in this depot, if someone were really looking for you. I started with a tire. Front and left, where he’d see it. I got a thin splinter from a pallet and jammed the air valve open.
 
   I lay down to see how much of the engine I could reach from underneath. And the loading bay exit door in front of the truck started to rise. 
 
   Oh, crap.
 
   The huge steel door would take about four seconds to get high enough for someone to see underneath. I pulled the splinter out and ran to the back, where the matching entry door was closed. Three seconds. Next to the truck entrance was a personnel door that was unlocked.
 
   Someone had left a stockman’s coat tossed on a chair near the entrance. Two seconds. I grabbed it and put it on as I opened the door. One. It was a calculated risk taking the coat, but it was what everyone was wearing outside. I closed the door gently. Zero. Through the small glass panel I watched Nokes go to his truck and stare at the half-deflated tire.
 
   Double crap. I’d been flushed from hiding and all I’d gained was a few minutes.
 
   Dammit, Morales, where are you?
 
   I was on the far side of the warehouse from whatever commotion had gotten everyone outside, but there would be another truck coming around here any minute. Turning the stiff collar up on the coat was barely half a disguise. I sprinted down the side of the warehouse, trailing coat like Batman, and slid into the dark gap between the warehouse and the dispatcher’s office. I made my way down to the end and peered out carefully into the central area.
 
   There was a gentle rain falling, making blurry halos around the sodium floodlights. Mack trucks, looming blank-eyed and sinister in the dark, were lined up in rows, ready to roll. The commotion was centered around the last truck loaded. It was one of the ones carrying drugs, and there’d been a problem with the hydraulics. It looked as if the cab’s steering had broken while it was maneuvering back into line. It was partly blocking the exit from the warehouse. Except for that, the dispersal might have started already. A huge lucky break for me and the Denver PD.
 
   A group was standing in front of the faulty cab, centered around Windler. He was only an inch or two taller than my five-ten, but massively heavy in the chest and shoulders. The bulk of him, the way he lowered his head, and his dark brown, unkempt hair and beard made me think of a bull buffalo. That crazed, wall-eyed look he’d given me this afternoon during my HR rounds shouted don’t get in my way. He’d refused my questions and I was so going to report him for it.
 
   Estes, the site manager, was standing alongside him, fidgeting and looking at his watch. They’d given up on the faulty cab. Another cab had been pulled up and was sitting there with its engine idling while they transferred the contents of the compartment. Headlights supplemented the sodium floodlight on the side of the office. The dispatcher, forklift operator and one of the drivers were staying to help, but the others were starting to drift towards their own rigs. Damn.
 
   My cell tickled. I pulled it out and shielded the screen.
 
   From Morales: Are you still inside compound?
 
   At last, and he was treating it seriously. Yes. Trucks about to roll.
 
   Shouting brought my attention back to the group. Nokes had come back out of the warehouse and squared up to Windler, gesturing in agitation.
 
   “…some fucker in here. The fucking hydraulics go on your truck and then some fucker’s let the air out of my tire.”
 
   I couldn’t hear Windler’s response. His back was to me and he was drowned out by Nokes’s panicked shouting.
 
   “I’m telling you, there was someone in the warehouse. And they’ve been out here, fucking with your trucks. Shit! We’re busted, man, we’re busted.”
 
   So much for the lucky break. The hydraulics were nothing to do with me. He was adding two and two and getting a big number. The drivers were returning. Even the guys trying to switch the cabs had stopped and come across.
 
   I didn’t wait to hear what Windler said back to Nokes. It was time to find another hiding place.
 
   The gap between the warehouse wall and the office wall was just right. I wedged myself in and walked my way up the wall, eased myself quietly onto the flat roof of the office. I was close enough I could hear some of what was going on, but I was well above everyone’s eye line. And with all the people in the compound, hiding here would be a lot safer than creeping around. I pulled my ski cap lower and raised my head enough to see the group.
 
   Nokes had calmed down a fraction and backed off to make a call. Windler was standing in front of the cabs, frowning.
 
   Estes was alongside Windler, tapping his watch and talking in his ear. I could just about lip-read him. “The next batch of drivers will be here any minute. We’ve got to do something. Just move them out?”
 
   Windler shook his head as if dislodging flies. He looked up and spoke to the group loudly.
 
   “Nokes is sure there was someone in the warehouse. We can’t take the risk, but we can’t take the risk of someone seeing rifles either. Rack the rifles in my trailer, take the pistols instead and keep them hidden,” he said, looking around. “Spread out and check this place from one end to the other. In, on, under everything. You see him, fucking kill him. We’ll hold anyone else at the gate. I’ll come up with a cover story.”
 
   I texted Morales again: They’re looking for me. Real soon would be good.
 
   Inbound, he responded. Head down.
 
   What the hell had spooked Nokes? It wasn’t the missing coat—he’d have said. I’d left no trace. He hadn’t seen me. He hadn’t heard me. Smell? I’m trained; I wasn’t wearing perfume and last I checked I smelled better than the coat I’d stolen. Maybe he was just right for the wrong reasons, like he’d been about the hydraulics.
 
   The only benefit from this was that the drivers who were looking for me weren’t driving away in their rigs. But if they did a good job with the search, they’d look up here soon. It was a straight race between the SWAT team and the search party. I distracted myself by trying to estimate how long it should take those men to search the compound, and comparing it with the response time the SWAT team quoted.
 
   It had gone quiet, except for the idling engines. I peered over the shed roof again. Windler and Estes were still there, Nokes to one side arguing on his cell. Everyone else had gone off to look for me. Nothing like being wanted to give a girl a nice, warm feeling on a cold, wet night.
 
   Estes held his pistol up in the headlights, checked it and chambered a round. He stuck it back in the pocket of his coat, unsafed. Idiot. The pair of them wandered over toward the office.
 
   “Don’t like this,” Windler muttered, not ten yards from me. “Not tonight. It’s trouble.”
 
   “He’s just jumpy, for Christ’s sake, Guy.”
 
   Windler wasn’t going to be calmed. “There’s been something the whole fucking day.”
 
   “What d’you mean?” said Estes. “It’s just a hydraulic pipe. It happens, man. Nokes is scared of his own shadow.”
 
   “No. Right from the start today. That fucking bitch from HR poking around. Something off about her. Trouble,” he said again.
 
   “Look, him or her, we’ll find them,” Estes said. “Then they’ll be no trouble at all.” He chuckled and grabbed his crotch. “If it’s her, maybe we don’t kill her right away.”
 
   Windler had started to shake his head in irritation again when there was shouting from the gates. Awesome. The cavalry was here.
 
   Windler was the first to react. He turned and sprinted to the new cab. It hadn’t been connected to the trailer yet, and its engine was running. Nokes went for it too.
 
   No freaking way. I leaped off the roof, coat flying, and landed next to Estes.
 
   He turned to me, shock and disbelief on his face giving way to terror. I guess it was the makeup. He started scrabbling in his coat pocket, jerking at the pistol to free it.
 
   “Pleased to see me, are you?” I said, as I grabbed his wrist and slammed my elbow into his face.
 
   Everything happened at once. The pistol in his pocket went off and the bullet tore through his thigh. Windler’s cab started to roll. Estes screamed and would have collapsed but for my grip on him. The SWAT team opened the gates to come swarming through. No! No! No! Shut the gates!
 
   “FREEZE! POLICE!” was being bellowed from every angle. Someone was yelling my name. Shots were fired. I was standing right between the cab and the gates. It was barreling down on me, twelve feet tall and eight wide, hard bright chrome, lights blazing, engine roaring, dirt and gravel spurting out the sides. I felt a stupid sense of disbelief. He wasn’t going to stop. 
 
   There was no chance Estes could get out of the way. 
 
   I wanted him in prison, not the morgue. I’m far stronger than I look; I lifted him up and hurled him clear. I’m also very quick; I nearly made it, too. 
 
   So, so close.
 
   I was diving backwards when the cab hit me and I did the old rag doll flip through the night air.
 
   “MAN DOWN!” someone screamed.
 
   Oh, jeez, that hurt. I know it was dark and, yeah, I was wearing coveralls and a coat, but come on, guys, gimme a break. Then the ground came up like a huge fist and punched my lights right out.
 
    
 
   ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞
 
    
 
   Cold. Dark. Squeezed in a still, breathless space. Why was I crying? Sergeants don’t cry. 
 
   I opened my eyes. Rain, not tears, on my cheeks. Hands on my face, pinching my nose, gripping my jaw. Behind that, someone loomed, inches away. No! I won’t go back to that cell.
 
   I sucked in a panicky lungful of air and lashed out. I caught him on the chin, and Detective Jennings grunted and collapsed backward.
 
   “Farrell!” Morales shouted at me. “Stop!”
 
   “Oh, shit. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” I levered myself up. Bad mistake. The world went all wobbly for a second and when it settled, I was on all fours, kneeling beside Jennings. At least he was blinking and mumbling.
 
   A medic shouldered me aside and bent over him, muttering about friendly fire.
 
   Morales knelt next to me, but not too close.
 
   “You okay?” he said.
 
   I grimaced as the fog in my head cleared out. The truck…
 
   “Windler? Nokes?” I twisted around to look, making my head spin, and ended up slumped back on my ass.
 
   “The guys in the truck? They got out the gate. We probably hit the driver with a couple of shots, but we didn’t have time to set up a blockade. They’re gone, but they won’t get far.” Morales reached out carefully and lifted my chin up to the lights, looked at my eyes. “You weren’t breathing,” he said. “No pulse.”
 
   “Just shock,” I said. “It wasn’t as bad as it looked.” It was. Or would have been for anyone else. “Anyway, heart and lungs working now.”
 
   “You need to get to the hospital?”
 
   “Thanks, but I don’t like hospitals.” I flexed my shoulders. “Nothing but bumps and bruises anyway.” My shoulders twinged and I stifled a hiss. A lot of bumps and bruises, but I can’t have doctors looking at me.
 
   Morales knew some of the background on this and he was just fishing with his question. I guess I couldn’t blame him. He thought I must know more about it than I did.
 
   I wasn’t a vampire. Yet. And if there was anything I could do to stop it, I wouldn’t become one. In the meantime, I couldn’t risk what might show up on X-rays and blood tests any more than I could risk violating my agreement with the army. And even mouth to mouth resuscitation might have been a really bad idea for Jennings to try, for both of us.
 
   “This man has a concussion. We’ll need to keep him under observation.” The medic glared at me as they stretchered him away.
 
   “I was not going to lie there and let him pump my chest and slobber all over my face,” I said defensively to Morales. “You know why…ah, hell. Apologize to him for me, will you? I’ll buy him a drink next week. And, uh, thank you too. Good timing.”
 
   Morales grunted and stood up. “Well, if you don’t need to go to the hospital, do you need a lift home?”
 
   I started to shake my head and thought better of it. Falling over wouldn’t look good. “No, thanks.” I got shakily to my feet. Not good, but not bad. I’ve felt worse.
 
   He handed me a handkerchief. “You might want to get that muck off your face,” he said. “You will have a full report in my in-tray tomorrow morning, 9 a.m. And you will be available for any further questions.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” Damn, so much for sleeping in tomorrow. But at least he wasn’t chewing me out for not keeping a low profile.
 
   “Then get the hell off my crime scene.” He waved toward the gate.
 
   I couldn’t resist. “Oh. That’s what all this pretty yellow ribbon is for, is it?” 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Sleight of Hand Chapter 2
 
    
 
   TUESDAY
 
    
 
   Well, unless sitting in the office was my own personal purgatory, I was still alive.
 
   I hurt like hell, though.
 
   I completed the report and stretched, carefully. The bruises would fade and the sprains and strains would repair themselves. I heal exceptionally quickly, but being hit by a truck is always going to hurt for a while.
 
   Scary stuff. Just my kind of evening’s entertainment.
 
   Sitting still while typing the reports had stiffened up my back and I attempted some gentle twists. One of the problems with being five-ten; there was more of me to hurt. Still, on the bright side, a normal person would have been in the hospital, if she were lucky.
 
   Morales had gotten his report. This one was for Carter. I attached it and a final invoice to an email, signed it off as Amber Farrell, Commercial and Private Investigator, and sent it. That began the sweet process that would end with money in my beleaguered bank account. Not a moment too soon. This case had lasted way longer than I had anticipated; the flat fee I’d agreed to had turned out to be a bad decision. It had been interesting, sure, and that was important to me personally, but it meant I had put aside the everyday work that kept an investigation business solvent.
 
   I couldn’t face the thought of that everyday work at the moment. I’d earned an afternoon off. But should I go swimming and show off the bruises all down my body, or just opt for a run to loosen everything up? Or both? That way, I could justify a steak dinner and one of Lario’s legendary chocolate desserts. My mouth started to water at the thought. I’m totally OCD on physical fitness, and a girl’s gotta fuel all that energy.
 
   Before I did anything else, I logged into the bank account and paid Tullah. She had come to work for me with the clear understanding that salaries get paid when they can, but I felt guilty when it was late. 
 
   Done. I gathered the remaining notes on my desk and stuck them in the Crate & Freight folder.
 
   I guessed Windler would be in custody by now, with a charge for attempted vehicular manslaughter added to a long rap sheet. 
 
   My cell rang and at the same time, the outer door opened. That was unusual, since we didn’t get much walk-in business, but Tullah would hold whoever it was for a few moments. The caller ID on the cell showed Morales. 
 
   This ought to be good. Clearing up a major drug smuggling operation in one hit like that would look good in front of his bosses. So, a little thank you from the police captain, that would just be icing on today’s cake, or Lario’s chocolate dessert, whatever.
 
   The warmth from outside had set the air conditioning off again and made me think how cool that swimming pool would feel. I needed to keep this short.
 
   “Captain Morales, good day,” I said cheerfully. 
 
   “Farrell, we have some problems.”
 
   “Hmm. ‘We’, Captain?” My vision of an afternoon off receded, but I wasn’t going to let it go without a fight.
 
   “Yes, ‘we’, Farrell, and you can put away the smartass comments any time now.”
 
   “What’s wrong?” I said. “Don’t tell me Windler and Nokes got away?” 
 
   “For the moment.”
 
   Despite the sour note of their escape, I still felt good about the op, but I had to get moving.
 
   “Okay. Well, I guess you didn’t call for that.”
 
   “Yeah. Look, Farrell, we’ve locked down Crate & Freight.”
 
   “Damn! Carter’s not going to be happy.” Not to mention me—my invoice wasn’t going to get paid while the company accounts were frozen.
 
   “He isn’t, and let’s be clear, that’s an understatement. That’s the first reason I called you—to give you a heads up. He’s hurting and he’s blaming you.”
 
   The heads up surprised me. Captain Morales wasn’t ever my biggest fan. When I left the police force, I guess I could have dug my heels in and made it an issue, which wouldn’t have looked good on Lieutenant Morales’ watch just as he was pitching for the next slot. In the event, I had left quietly and he was made Captain a month or so later, but that didn’t obligate him to call me with warnings on a matter like this. I guess this was my thank you for last night.
 
   “Okay. Thanks for that.” I hesitated. My paycheck was delayed, and I didn’t want any more bad news today, but I knew there was something more here. “What else?”
 
   “Farrell, we’re talking literally tons of cocaine. This is major league organized crime. There’s someone else hurting here.”
 
   He didn’t need to go on. I was the cause of an astronomical loss to some crime boss. It wasn’t a good place to be.
 
   The landline phone rang and I heard Tullah pick up. Never one thing at a time. I had to end this call.
 
   “I hear you. Thanks again, Captain. I’ll be careful.”
 
   He wouldn’t let it go. “Haven’t you got somewhere else you could be? I’d still need to be able to—”
 
   That plain ticked me off. Of all people, he should have had a good idea of how well I can take care of myself. “I have all this kinda stuff hanging over me already, remember, Lieutenant? Now, I have a business to run. Gotta go run it. Bye.”
 
   “Dammit, Farrell, the feds will want—” I hit the cut off and sighed. So, the local drug boss wanted my hide. Take a number. See if you can find me before the vamps do.
 
   Tullah put her head around the door.
 
   “Amber, there’s Ms. Kingslund to see you, and a call. It’s Mr. Carter on line 1.” Tullah looked irritated, and I guessed that Carter was beyond being polite. If he had a beef with me, I’d take that, but I didn’t want him being unpleasant to Tullah.
 
   I sighed, and all hope of the afternoon off disappeared completely.
 
   “Ask Ms. Kingslund if she would allow me a couple more minutes for this call, please,” I asked Tullah.
 
   “Okay, honey, I hear you,” came back through the partition in a pleasant contralto. “Go ahead.”
 
   My office was a former storeroom at my accountant’s. Ms. Kingslund and I were separated by the thinnest of partitions. I grimaced. Not ideal. I could have done without the ‘honey’, too, but this wasn’t going to be the best introduction a client could have and I let it ride. I couldn’t put Carter off any longer.
 
   Steeling myself, I picked up the landline.
 
   “Carter, it’s Farrell—” I was going to apologize for him having to hold while I was on my cell, before we discussed how he talked to Tullah, but I never got that far.
 
   “You’re finished, Farrell,” he shouted down the phone. “I should never have trusted you. When Greg told me you were reliable and confidential, I believed him. What was he thinking? When I’m done with you, you’ll never get work again in this town.”
 
   “Whoa, Carter. Can we back up a couple of steps here?”
 
   “Don’t give me any of that bullshit. I’m not going to waste my time talking to you any longer than I have to. You betrayed my confidence by going to the cops. You exceeded your assignment. You—”
 
   “I made the police aware of serious criminal activity,” I cut across his rant. “You look at my contract, Carter. I’ve done what I said I would do, and you owe me my fees.”
 
   “I don’t give a flying fuck what you think, you’ve screwed my whole company with your incompetent meddling.”
 
   I have a little demon in my throat that just ups and says things sometimes. “Incompetent?” said the demon sweetly. “I’m not the one who’s been running a busted drug smuggling operation.”
 
   That was probably not the best thing to say, but we were beyond any reasonable conversation anyway, so I wasn’t too upset with the demon. 
 
   “I’m going to sue you, you bitch,” he screamed before I put the phone down.
 
   “I’m not taking calls from him until further notice, Tullah, and neither should you,” I managed to say calmly. 
 
   My guts were churning with anger. There was no way his lawyers could get anything to stick against me, but I really couldn’t afford to waste time in court, or money on lawyers.
 
   Taking deep breaths and deliberately not thinking about the five most painful ways to kill a man with my bare hands, I told myself it was likely Carter was just letting off steam and it would never come to a lawsuit. Or he’d take it to his lawyers and they’d talk some sense into him. Maybe, eventually, I would get my money. Maybe.
 
   I couldn’t spend time thinking about that now. I’d ignored my steady work for a bit of excitement, much good it had done. I needed a nice, run of the mill, predictable case that paid well. If Ms. Kingslund was still there, I really needed her business.
 
   She was. 
 
   Tullah ushered her in, and my stomach did a flip. Oh. That Ms. Kingslund.
 
   What with my anger at Carter, my surprise at seeing who it was, and getting out of my chair like I was suffering from rheumatism, I must have looked a sight to her. She ignored all that, walked over and stuck her hand out. “Jennifer Kingslund. Please call me Jen.” She ran her eyes over the office as we shook, taking it all in. That didn’t take very long, and they were back to looking at me.
 
   “Then I’m Amber,” I replied. Her eyes were the cool blue of a shirt too often washed. Nice, but wary. Not that I blamed her; she’d come to my office looking for a private investigator. The name would have told her I was female, but maybe she’d been expecting a Kathleen Turner, playing V. I. Warshawski, turned out in a chic dress and jacket. What she’d got was darker, taller and leaner, short auburn hair pulled back in a pony tail, dressed in my office clothes, also known as slim jeans and plain white T. 
 
   Oh, and with extensive bruising all down one side. Yeah, I’d have looked wary too.
 
   “After your last call,” she said, with a flicker of a smile, “maybe you would appreciate a cup of coffee over in Papa Dee’s?”
 
   “Sure, let’s go across.”
 
   I picked up a blank client file, nodded to Tullah and we walked out into Denver’s fall sunshine. Both of us slipped on sunglasses against the bright light. It was hot, maybe one of the last few days of Indian summer, with the heat coming off the asphalt in waves.
 
   That Jennifer Kingslund. What the hell was she doing out here, talking to me?
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