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      Half-fae Anissa, a former vampire assassin finds herself embroiled in a new dilemma to save her sister Sara from a set of suddenly appearing elemental skills—a death sentence to a vampire.
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      Sara finds herself in a witch stronghold, surrounded by a hot sorcerer who’s making her forget her boyfriend, while sparks fly between them. Real sparks. She needs help with her elementals skills. Now.
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      Interim clan leader Philippa is torn between spending her time guarding the body of the Ancient who possessed her former lover Vance, and following Vance so she can save him from the Ancient.
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      Gage can’t get the blond human who saved his life out of his mind. The problem is, she can’t get him out of hers either. And it’s putting her in danger.
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      As I had promised my sister, Sara, our trip through the shade portal lasted almost no time. It was much less frightening than my first trip. There was no way Sara could know how lucky she was, of course, but she handled it well. She only lost control of her elemental powers once, crackling a tiny bit of lightning a moment before the air around us changed, becoming warmer and softer. I bit back my frustration as I thought of the elemental powers that Sara now had. The ones she wasn’t born with.

      I could hear the twittering of birds, the rustling of leaves.

      Where had our half-brother, Allonic, brought us? “We’re here. You can take off the cloak.” The cloak imbued with the essence of spiritwalkers. Which made crossing through shade portals possible. The only way non-shades could go through

      I opened it and glanced around, squinting a little at first. It was night here—of course, or else we would’ve burned up—but even the moonlight was brighter than the almost complete darkness I’d gotten used to in the tunnels that Steward and Allonic called home.

      Sara’s reaction was stronger, since she had been in the tunnels much longer than I had.

      “Where are we?” Her voice trembled dangerously.

      “Calm down. Take a deep breath,” I whispered soothingly, stroking her hair.

      Tiny sparks jumped from her head to my palm, but I didn’t jerk my hand away.

      She nodded and did her best. After a moment, the sparks stopped jumping from her to me.

      Only then could I get a good look around me.

      It was beautiful. That was what I noticed first.

      We were in a forest—no, the countryside. There weren’t as many trees as in a forest. Much more open space. Rolling hills covered in lush, green grass, dotted here and there with trees and stone walls. What a charming place. Soothing. This was perfect for her. She needed a place like this, where she could see and feel safe.

      There was a mountain range in the distance with snowcapped peaks. They glowed in the silver moonlight. I could’ve stood there and stared at them all night. A few clouds floated past, and the moon painted them, too.

      Sara’s eyes were wide as her mouth fell open. “It’s so gorgeous,” she murmured, awestruck. “So peaceful.”

      Peaceful. Good description. “Are we the only ones here?” I asked Allonic.

      He nodded then corrected himself. “You’re the only ones out here. Don’t you recognize this place?”

      I looked around again, more critically than before. Far off, toward the foot of one of the mountains, there was a small forest. I remembered a forest in the woods. “Are we where Sanctuary is?” Sanctuary held the Custodians—shades who were the keepers of all of Earth’s history. Our half-brother lived with the Custodians but had always felt out of place, being part-vampire, part-shade.

      He nodded. “This is ShadesRealm. This is what you stepped into when you first came to us.”

      “How? We didn’t take a portal,” I said.

      “There’s another portal which leads to the entrance of the cave that leads to Sanctuary from the outside world. That’s the portal you took with Jonah. You didn’t realize at the time what you were stepping through.” That made sense. There was so much I didn’t know back then.

      “But that portal was different. I didn’t need a cloak or to have a spiritwalker in me to enter it.”

      “True. That one serves a different purpose. It allows other types to enter.”

      “This is where shades live?” Sara sounded as naïve as I’d felt when I first arrived with Jonah.

      Allonic gave her a nod. “Yes. You’ll find that most non-human creatures live in realms of their own. Not like vampires and were-types, who try to live alongside humans. It’s safer this way.”

      I swallowed hard at the thought of Jonah. It seemed a lifetime ago when we first met and fell for one another—he gave up being head of his clan for me. But then things went off-track, and he kept secrets from me. I told him I needed space to deal, to think things through. Of course, the thought of Jonah Bourke made my heart ache, and I wondered where he was right now. Was he okay? Did he miss me?

      I chewed on my bottom lip then released it. “Now that we’re here, I have so many things to tell you.” Including telling Sara about Allonic’s relation to us. It would be best to tell her in a wide, open place like where we stood. Less chance of me getting fried with her newly acquired electrical skills.

      “Not here,” Allonic warned, holding a hand up to silence me. His golden eyes swept over the surrounding area. “There might be shades around here.”

      “You think that’s a problem?” I asked, suddenly wary.

      “You remember what happened to you, don’t you?” His eyes bored into me.

      “What happened to you? Why don’t I know about any of this?” Sara asked.

      The spiritwalker. Like I could ever forget. “I’ll catch you up.” I turned back to him. “And yes, I do remember.”

      I would never forget the way they tortured me in that little chamber, making me crawl around like a worm on the floor.

      “It’s better for us to be someplace farther away, where prying ears can’t overhear.” He lifted one arm, and pointed a long finger in the direction of what appeared to be a tower climbing into the sky. We were so far away that, from where we stood, it was roughly the size of the span between my thumb and forefinger.

      “Wow. Do you think we could get any farther away?” I asked.

      He shook his head and scowled, before stepping between Sara and me, then wrapped his arms around us.

      “We have to course there,” he announced.

      I didn’t have the chance to draw a breath before we were on our way.

      He practically lifted us off our feet and did all the work for us.

      That was a relief.

      I was exhausted, and I knew Sara was, too.

      We slowed, then stopped at the base of the tower. It was much, much bigger than it had appeared from far away—almost the side of the Bourke high-rise where Jonah’s clan lived, if not taller. Instead of glass, the tower was made of big, irregular stones of all colors and shapes, held together with what resembled mortar but which, on closer inspection, sparkled like glitter.

      “What is this?” I asked in a hushed voice.

      “Legend has it, the stones are held together with diamond and gold dust. I’ve never actually found out for sure whether that’s true, but it makes a certain sort of sense. Diamonds and gold mean little to us. They’re as good for holding stones together as they are for anything else.”

      I shook my head in amazement. The stones were cool to the touch and seemed to vibrate with magic. I could feel the magic moving up my fingers then across my palm.

      I looked again at the vines which had wrapped their way around the height of the tower, vines covered in flowers of every color in the rainbow. I could imagine how beautiful they’d be in daylight—and imagining was all I did, of course. What with the whole thing of vampires and daylight.

      “How old is it?” I asked, still marveling at its beauty.

      Here and there, windows dotted the otherwise smooth appearance. They were narrow and tall, and all I saw through them was inky darkness. What was inside?

      “Not sure, but some of the records I’ve found mention this tower as early as seven-hundred years ago.”

      “And it’s still standing,” I murmured.

      Of course, it would be. It was probably enchanted. No way something so beautiful could exist for so long without an enchantment or some other kind of spell.

      Sara craned her neck and stared straight up. “Don’t tell me we’re going to the top,” she muttered.

      “What if we are?” Allonic asked in a tone that was as close as he got to teasing.

      “I would say you’re crazy. The roof touches the clouds!”

      “You’re not afraid of heights, are you?” he asked in the same half-teasing tone.

      “No. I’m afraid of falling from heights.”

      They glanced at each other and exchanged a shy smile.

      My heart warmed.

      “Come on. We can course up the stairs the way we coursed here. It will take much less time than taking them one step at a time, trust me.”

      Allonic led us inside, and I realized I was holding my breath as I stepped across the threshold and onto the stone floor.

      It was just like the exterior. The interior walls, however, were framed in wood, and the stairs circling the inside in a spiral going all the way to the top were wood as well. It made me dizzy to stand in the center and look straight up.

      Allonic took us both under his arms again and coursed to the top, which took longer than I had expected.

      It really did touch the clouds.

      By the time we reached the end of the stairs, which led to a wide landing and a closed door, the air felt much cooler and damper than it had on the ground. I took hold of the railing to keep myself steady as I adjusted to being so high. I couldn’t even glance out a window to get an accurate idea of how far up we were, but just knowing how tall the tower was seemed to be enough.

      I felt a little woozy at first.

      Sara started to crane her neck to look down. “Don’t do that,” Allonic warned. “Trust me. You’ll get dizzy.”

      “I believe you,” she murmured with a shaky laugh.

      “Why are we so high up?” I asked. “I mean, did we really have to go so far out of our way to be alone?”

      Hundreds and hundreds of feet in the air, up thousands of steps? It seemed a little much.

      “We aren’t here to be alone,” he said. “This is how our mother stays safe.”

      I let out a strangled gasp. For years, Sara and I had believed she’d died in the Great Fire. But after I’d found myself in Sanctuary and learned she’d survived, I’d dreamed of seeing her again. “Our mother?”

      I’d had no idea he was taking us to her. I’d only thought he wanted to keep us safe.

      Our mother.

      My heart beat double time and rang in my ears.

      Our mother.

      He nodded. “Shades can’t portal to the top of the tower and can’t course, either, so she would be able to hear anyone who walked along the creaky stairs well in advance of their reaching the top.”

      “Except for you, of course,” I added.

      “Of course, since I’m not a full shade, and I can course.”

      In the middle of all this, I’d hardly noticed when Sara started to spark and sizzle. I should have been paying better attention to her.

      It was so easy to forget sometimes she didn’t know nearly as much as I did—and besides, I was too caught up in the thought that I was about to see Mom for the first time in so many years.

      “Our mother?” Sara’s voice seemed to crackle like the rest of her. “What does he mean by our mother?”

      I gasped. “Sara. Let me explain.”

      She ignored me. “First of all, our mother” —she pointed to me then to herself, back and forth a few times— “is dead, and she has been for a long time.” Then she turned to Allonic. “And she’s not your mother.”

      Allonic didn’t say a word.

      “Sara, please. You have to calm down.” I wondered if the wood all around and under us was flammable.

      She was working herself into a massive emotional state. I would have warned her if I had known we were going here, to the place where our mother had been living.

      I threw Allonic a dirty look as I tried to quiet my sister before she lost control again.

      Suddenly, the door opened. Our heads turned in that direction—and the figure standing in the entrance.

      “Anissa. Sara.” That voice.

      That same voice.

      I couldn’t believe it—I had seen Allonic’s memories, and I knew they were true, but it wasn’t the same as hearing her sweet, familiar voice. A voice that had soothed me when I was sick, a voice that praised me, a voice that rang out in laughter so many times I’d lost count.

      It was her.

      “Mom?” I forgot about Sara for a second and threw myself into my mother’s arms.

      She held me tight, and she even felt like Mom. I would know her hug anywhere.

      “Sara!” Allonic’s voice rang through the tower, echoing, bouncing off the walls.

      I turned to see my sister shaking, twitching, with bolts of lightning running up and down her body until she collapsed onto the floor with her eyes closed.

      She went perfectly still.
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      “Oh, Sara!” I threw myself over her. “Sara, wake up!”

      Mom sank to her knees opposite me and turned her head from side to side, patting her cheeks.

      I touched her forehead.

      Sara’s skin was scorching hot, but she was breathing.

      “Quick, get her inside.” Mom rose to her feet and rushed inside.

      I heard water sloshing around.

      Allonic lifted Sara in his arms like she weighed nothing at all, and I followed him into the chamber.

      There was a chaise lounge by one open window, which Allonic stretched her out on.

      The air coming in was cool and fresh.

      Mom hurried back and sat on the edge of the lounge, wiping Sara’s forehead with a cool washcloth.

      I still couldn’t get over it. Mom. Our mother. She was real.

      “Please, get me a bowl with more water from the tub,” Mom said without looking up.

      Allonic did as she asked while I stood there, rooted to the spot. I couldn’t take my eyes off her.

      With the moonlight streaming through the window and the glowing, dancing light from a few lanterns placed here and there, I got a clear view of her.

      She was her, but not her. I couldn’t get over it.

      The Mom I remembered used to have very pale, almost translucent skin.

      The woman sitting in front of me, however, had a deep tan. Not quite as dark as Allonic’s skin, but much darker than what I was used to.

      She bathed Sara’s forehead with so much tenderness, my chest ached.

      Dipping the cloth into the cold water, wringing it out, touching it to her cheeks, her neck, her chest. She ran it down the inside of her arms, her inner wrists.

      “She’s burning up,” Mom murmured, and there was no question as to who she was when I heard her voice again.

      “I guess it’s from all the electricity,” I uttered. “It created too much heat for her to bear.”

      “When did this happen?” Mom waved her hands around wildly. “How did it happen?” She glanced at me and did a quick double take when she noticed the intensity of my stare.

      What was a frown turned into a soft, tentative smile on her face. The lines on her forehead smoothed out. “I know I look different now,” she said, her voice low. “I’m sorry if that’s a shock to you.”

      “It’s all right,” I whispered back, and I couldn’t get my chin to stop trembling.

      She blurred and doubled as tears filled my eyes then spilled over onto my cheeks.

      Mom opened her arms, and I fell into them, weeping helplessly.

      I knelt there in front of her, and she stroked my hair, rocking me back and forth the way she used to when I was a little girl.

      She was humming the same old tune—I never knew what song it was, or if it was actually a song at all, but it was the song she had always hummed when she was rocking either of us.

      I closed my eyes as the tears continued to flow, soaking into the soft, cream-colored tunic she wore. She even smelled the way I remembered her smelling. I breathed deep, wanting to capture all of her that I could.

      “My baby,” she whispered. Her hand on my head was like a balm on my soul.

      I felt instantly soothed.

      All the hardship and pain and questions, endless questions, of the last couple of months melted away as she stroked my hair.

      I was afraid of holding her too tight, thinking I might hurt her, but really, I was just as afraid of letting go. What happened if I found out this was all a dream? What if none of it was real, or if she went away again? What if I never got another chance?

      “Mom,” I wept. “I missed you.”

      “I missed you, too. Both of you. Oh, you’ll never know how much my heart has ached. How my arms ached to hold you again.” She pressed her lips to the top of my head. “I love you so much. I’ve always loved you, every minute.”

      I pulled away and smiled up at her. She wiped the tears from my cheeks with her thumbs then took one of my hands as she continued to apply cold water to Sara’s skin with the other.

      “You look well,” she murmured. “Beautiful, the way you always did.”

      “So do you.”

      “Even if I look different?” she asked, her eyes cutting to mine before moving back to Sara’s face.

      “Even so.” I grinned.

      I glanced around the chamber. It was comfortable enough, or seemed that way. Along with the lounge which Sara rested on were a pair of plush, soft chairs.

      Off toward the back of the room was what I guessed passed for a kitchen, with a table and chairs, and a stove which vented out through the roof.

      To the side beyond that was a bed with a chest at the foot. I noticed the drawing supplies on the kitchen table and wondered if she had been working on something when we arrived.

      “Are you comfortable here? Are you happy?” I asked.

      “As happy as I can be.” She sounded the way a person does when they’re trying to be diplomatic.

      She wasn’t happy, obviously, but she was making the best she could of the situation.

      “You can’t let anybody know you’re here,” I whispered.

      “Sweetheart, I’m not even supposed to be alive,” she reminded me. “But let’s not talk about that now. What about you?”

      “Oh. Maybe we shouldn’t talk about that, either.” I stared at the floor.

      “That good?” Mom asked in her all-knowing Mom voice.

      “Something like that, yes.” My head snapped up. “I’ve met Gregor.”

      “You have?” Her eyes softened, and she smiled. “I always wanted you to.” Her gaze held that faraway look. “I hope you understand.”

      “I do. He told me all about you and how you met and how you fell in love. And how you couldn’t be together.”

      She patted my hand. “It was all a very long time ago. He was very special to me. I want you to know that—and to know why I couldn’t tell you the truth. It was bad enough that many others already suspected my child wasn’t full-blooded.” Her eyes darkened, and her voice deepened. “So much prejudice and hatred, and for what?”

      “I know.”

      I didn’t want to share stories of how much worse things got for Sara and me once she wasn’t around to protect us anymore. There was no need to make her feel worse.

      “What do you think of your father?” she asked with a playful smile which wiped away her anger and sadness.

      “He’s… forceful,” I said, trying to be diplomatic.

      “That’s a nice way of putting it.” She chuckled. “What else?”

      “He’s protective. I know he only wants what’s best for me.”

      “That will always be so,” she agreed. “Even when he couldn’t be with you, he wanted to be. And he loved you, just like I loved you when we couldn’t be together.”

      “He protected me when things got tough.”

      “Tough?” she frowned.

      Right. She didn’t know about any of that.

      “Oh, there’s so much to tell you. I don’t know if I want to get into all of it right now.” I glanced at Allonic, who sat at the table.

      He stayed quiet, letting us have our moment.

      “We have time now, my girl—and your brother told me about a few of the challenges you’ve faced, though I’m sure you have more to share. You were always so strong and brave. You never backed down from a challenge—that worried me, sometimes, since we need to know when to turn around and walk away if a challenge is too great.” She ran her hand over my head, down the side of my face. “You’re so lovely. Both of you. My beautiful girls. My heart is so full right now, I can barely speak.” She looked at Allonic. “All of my children, all together at once. It’s something I never dared dream, but it was always hidden in my heart. I don’t think I could be happier than I am right now.”

      “I know what you mean,” I whispered, and the tears threatened again behind my eyes.

      “What do you think of your brother?” she asked.

      Nothing like being put on the spot, I thought. “It’s nice, having a brother.” I smiled at him. “I called for him tonight when I needed help with Sarah, and he came. I knew he would if he could.”

      Mom seemed pleased, the way any proud mother would.

      Sara stirred, muttering something, and we turned our attention to her. Her skin had lost the flushed, sweaty appearance it had when we first brought her inside the chamber.

      “She’s getting better,” Mom murmured, putting a hand to her forehead. “What happened to her?”

      I looked again at Allonic, who nodded.

      “I only found out about this tonight,” I began. “She’s exhibiting signs of being an elemental witch.”

      “An elemental witch?” Mom’s eyes widened as she examined her daughter’s face. “I don’t believe it.”

      “It’s the only explanation we could come up with. I mean, she shoots lightning from her hands, Mom.”

      “Can she pinpoint when it began?”

      “Not long ago. She never said exactly when, but it hadn’t been more than a few days since I last saw her. Maybe a week.” Or more. I had lost track, hadn’t I? “I sort of left her in the protection of a family of vampires while I took care of a few things. Including staying with Gregor for a little while.”

      “I see. Well, you’re not your sister’s keeper. You couldn’t follow her around all day.” She met my gaze. “You’re not to blame for this, you know.”

      “I didn’t realize I thought I was until you just said it,” I admitted. “I promised I would protect her after I… after we left the mansion.” I didn’t want to get into the torture Sara had gone through or what Marcus made me do to save her life. I would’ve gladly forgotten all about it, too, if I could. “You know Sara. She’s always needed protecting. She’s my little sister. Of course, I feel responsible.”

      She shook her head, and her beautiful, wavy hair moved over her shoulders. “No. Things happen all the time—strange things, wonderful things, things we can’t explain. Sometimes, they happen to us, sometimes they happen to others. We can’t control them.”

      “I’m tired of not being in control. Things have been so confusing lately.” I leaned against her knees, and she let me rest there.

      It was nice, being able to rest, letting go of my burdens for a little while. It was nice having a mother to talk to again.

      “I can imagine they have been,” she whispered, glancing again at Sara.

      She was still out cold, but her eyelids fluttered every so often.

      “We’re trying to understand how this happened to her,” I said. “We thought she might have drunk contaminated blood, but Allonic doesn’t believe she would possess these powers after feeding just once or twice.”

      “I think it depends upon the concentration in the blood,” Mom replied. “I did a lot of studying when I was in the Sanctuary.”

      I noticed for the first time the stacks of books on either side of the bed, not to mention another stack behind where Sara’s head rested on the lounge.

      “Well, no matter how it happened. She’s struggling with this. We had to get her out of sigh, before another vampire saw her and spread the word. I think a sparking, crackling vampire would attract attention.”

      “What about the one you found her with?” Allonic asked.

      Mom gasped. “She was with someone else?”

      I waved a dismissive hand. “Raze. You remember Raze.”

      “Oh, yes.” She grinned. “He was always crazy about you.”

      “Mom.” I blushed. I couldn’t believe she was teasing me. “We’re just friends like we always have been. Anyway, he’ll keep her a secret. I mean, he didn’t have to hide her, did he? But he did.”

      “I trust him.” Mom turned to Allonic. “You were smart to bring them here.”

      “I had always intended to bring them to you, like we discussed.”

      It was still so odd, thinking about them having a relationship apart from the one Sara and I had with her.

      They had their memories together.

      I wondered if he knew the song she hummed, too.
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      “I think I’ll make us some tea,” Mom announced. “She’ll be all right. She just needs some rest now.” She stood in an elegant, fluid movement.

      I had always thought she could’ve been a dancer, she was so graceful. I loved watching her move around the chamber, soaking her in with my eyes. I had years and years of missing her to make up for.

      While she was busy in the kitchen, I motioned for Allonic to join me by the window—if Mom noticed, she was discreet enough to pretend she hadn’t.

      “I have a few questions for you,” I said in a soft voice, glancing back at Mom and Sara.

      “Perhaps you could make it a little more obvious we’re having a secret conversation right now,” he muttered. “Perhaps we should whisper behind our hands.”

      I scowled. “All right. I’ll let you have that one because I’m always giving you a hard time, but that’s all. Deal?”

      His chuckle was a deep rumble in his chest. “All right.”

      I grew serious. “You never did tell me why you drank from Valerius when we were in Sorrowswatch.”

      His smile, faint as it was, faded completely. “I thought I had.”

      “No. You said it had something to do with needing his blood. I’m sorry if I don’t quite remember—it was a very hectic trip.”

      “A good way of describing it,” he agreed.

      “So? What was it all about?”

      He gazed out the window, down, down, down to the world below.

      It was overwhelming, being so far up.

      I was sure I could touch the moon from where we stood.

      Everything below us looked small in comparison, almost minuscule. Except for the mountains, which were just as majestic as they were from the ground.

      When he spoke, his voice was softer than usual. “It’s not easy, being an outsider.”

      “I know all about that.”

      “Then, you know what it’s like to feel as though you’re caught between two worlds. For me, I know I’ll never be accepted by either side of my blood.” He scoffed, shaking his head. “As far as my fellow shades are concerned, my position is tenuous at best. I’ll never reach a position of authority, even though I should rightfully do so based on my parentage. If I were full shade, there would be no question. The only reason I’m kept around, in fact, is because of who my father was. If he were just some lowly shade living at the Sanctuary, I might not have a home there.”

      He took a deep breath. “And if that were the case, I wouldn’t have a home anywhere, since we both know how accepting and welcoming vampires can be.”

      “Oh, yes,” I growled under my breath.

      “If I’m barely existent according to the shades, I’m a non-entity as far as vampires are concerned. I’m nothing. I have no position. I shouldn’t even be here, according to the beliefs held by a good many of them. I have no claim to a name, no respect, no anything. I simply happen to have a vampire mother.”

      “But why feed on Valerius?” I asked, still not understanding.

      “Because Valerius has power. Ancient, incomprehensible power. Power I would never have on my own, as myself.”

      “Power is that important to you?” I glanced again at Mom.

      Her back was to us, and she was humming happily as she added tea leaves to a pot and poured boiling water from the kettle.

      “Not power in and of itself. But when power can be used for protection or in times of crisis, yes. Wouldn’t you prefer having power to the alternative?” He stared down at me with searching, questioning eyes.

      He always seemed to be so collected and in control, it was slightly jarring to watch him have reservations about the way he was.

      “When you put it that way, of course. I would want to protect those I care for, or cover my back in case someone challenged me. Yes, I would take the power if I could.”

      He nodded.

      I could tell he was relieved, even if he didn’t want to speak the words out loud.

      “When I saw my chance, I took it. I didn’t think much about it. I’ve spent so long wondering if there would ever be a time when I would fit in or at least deserve a little respect. I don’t worry about that as much from the shades as I do from the vampires, since I know the vampires actively hate anything slightly different from themselves. So, I took Valerius’s blood.”

      I looked him up and down, noting how he appeared the same as he ever did. “Do you feel different?” I whispered.

      “Not very,” he replied in a hushed tone. “But I have this… this knowing. I know the power is there if I ever need to call on it.”

      I placed a hand on his arm. “For what it’s worth, I hope you never have to call on it.”

      Strange, but true: I had started to become really fond of him, even outside the fact he was my brother. He was always there for me when I needed help.

      He nodded, smiling a little. He needed to do more of that. He looked handsome when he did. “What about you?”

      “What about me?”

      “Are you going to tell the Bourkes about the contaminated blood? You should, and soon. What if there are others going through this same thing Sara’s going through? That could be extremely dangerous.”

      “I know. This is all on my mind at once. Knowing what I have to do, knowing why I have to do it. Not wanting to do it.” It was my turn to stare out the window, away from him.

      “Why don’t you want to do it?”

      “Because I’m not sure I want to see Jonah right now—and yes, I know that’s immature, and I’m only thinking about myself, but haven’t I spent enough time thinking about everybody else? I mean, for years. I had to work to keep Sara alive. I had to protect her when I rescued her—and I would do it again, don’t get me wrong. It hasn’t been entirely about me for a long time. Even with Jonah, I’ve been worried about him for almost as long as I’ve known him. Maybe it’s time for me to be a little selfish. Just a little.”

      It was a long time before he spoke again. “I understand how you feel. I felt the same way when you first came to me.”

      “You did?”

      “Yes. It was a big risk, taking you in. And then you ran off…”

      “I remember,” I said, wincing.

      “But Anissa, this isn’t simply one or two other vampires facing the possibility of getting… these powers.” He turned toward Sara.

      She was still resting. I wondered how much longer she would need to recuperate.

      “There are thousands of Bourkes in that building. Any number of them might have gotten that contaminated blood.”

      “And one of them might have brought it to the clan,” I added with a frown. “There’s no way of knowing yet how it got there.”

      “Don’t you want to know?”

      “Of course, I do. But it’s definitely not my place to walk into a clan meeting and start asking questions.” I leaned against the stone lining the window and wrapped my arms around myself, still staring out across miles and miles of land that appeared silver in the light of the full moon. “I could talk to Jonah about it, though, and he could go to the clan. That’s his job.”

      I turned away from the window and gazed up at my brother. Brother. The word still stuck in my mind sometimes.

      “You’re right. I’ll figure something out, even if it’s not to help them but to help myself. Because I do want answers. Who did this to my sister?”

      “That’s a start,” he said, then added, “Our sister.”

      I smiled. “Right. Our sister.”

      Mom’s voice floated to us from the other side of the chamber. “The tea is ready.”

      She practically glowed from the inside out.

      It hit me this was the first time she had prepared anything for all her children at once. No wonder she seemed so jubilant, even if she was only pouring tea for us.

      I breathed in the sweet, slightly spicy blend before drinking.

      “What happened?”

      The three of us turned to where Sara was sitting up, looking around with a dazed expression.
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      “Sara, sweetheart.” Mom rushed to her side and sat with her as she had before—only this time, she enfolded her in her arms. “I’m so glad you’re all right.”

      Sara, meanwhile, gazed at me over Mom’s shoulder with wide, frightened eyes.

      I nodded, smiling, encouraging her, reminding myself she was just as clueless as I used to be. I remembered how shocking it had been, finding out Mom was still alive.

      She pulled far enough away to stare at her. “It’s really you?”

      “It is,” Mom assured her, smoothing the hair back from her forehead. “It’s really me.”

      “You look so different.”

      Mom nodded. “There’s so much to tell you. Do you think you’re well enough to hear about all of it?”

      “Well enough?”

      “I mean, do you think you’ll be able to hear it without…?” She was trying to be delicate, of course.

      Sara’s expression hardened when she understood. “I’ll do my best.”

      Even so, there was a charge in the air.

      “Try to direct it out the windows, at least,” Mom suggested.

      “That will bring attention to us,” Allonic murmured.

      “With any luck, anyone who sees it will assume it’s an electrical storm.” She turned back to Sara. “I was badly burned in the Great Fire. But not enough to kill me, obviously—though, if I hadn’t found my way to ShadesRealm, I wouldn’t have survived.”

      “Why did they tell us you died?” Sara asked.

      The charge in the room increased, and the air crackled.

      “Take a deep breath,” I murmured, kneeling next to her. “The way you practiced.” She did, and the air shifted again. I couldn’t hear the static sound anymore.

      Mom said, “I suppose it was the easiest, most logical conclusion. I know many of us perished that night.”

      I couldn’t help but think about Lucian starting the fire, and how Jonah and his family suffered because of it.

      “Why didn’t you come back when you were healed?”

      That wasn’t such an easy question to answer, and I could tell Mom wrestled with herself before trying.

      “Heal.” She shook her head. “It took many years for me to heal, for one. I was only hours, maybe minutes away from death when I reached safety. I had not only burned in the Great Fire, but I’d burned in the sun when I wasn’t strong enough to get to shelter in time. It took a lot to heal—a lot of shade blood, from Allonic’s father—and that’s why I’ve, erm, changed complexion,” she explained with a wry smile.

      “You still could have come back,” Sara insisted.

      “This isn’t easy for me to admit,” Mom said. “You see, I had another child to think about by then, too. I couldn’t bring him with me. He would be shunned at best, or worse, killed. Besides, I wasn’t sure what would wait for me. And I couldn’t bring you girls to ShadesRealm because I couldn’t guarantee you’d be safe here, either. I had to trust you would be all right since you were grown-up—much more than Allonic was. He was only a baby and couldn’t fend for himself if I left, even to go and see you.” She touched her own face. “Can you imagine what the rest of them would say if they knew I had consorted with a shade? Life would be terrible for you both. It was a very difficult decision with many factors to consider,” she finished.

      I had never thought about it that way before. When I put myself in her shoes, it made sense. I couldn’t imagine what I would’ve done.

      Sara didn’t seem quite so convinced, but she kept her opinion to herself. She looked at me. “And you knew all of this?”

      I had to wonder whether it was a good idea to be so close to her when she could become emotional at any second.

      “Not all” I admitted, waiting to see how she would react.

      “Some, though. And you didn’t tell me?”

      “I never had the chance. How many times in the recent past have we been together? I don’t blame you for that, of course, but it’s the way things have played out. At first, I wasn’t sure you were strong enough to handle the news—you had just gotten free, remember? You were recovering. And then things spiraled so fast…”

      Mom raised an eyebrow, but I ignored it. This wasn’t the time to go over Sara’s torture, not when she could shoot lightning.

      “That’s true.” Sara nodded.

      “I’m sorry. I wanted to tell you. I really did.”

      “What about you?” she asked.

      “Me?” I put a finger on my chest.

      “Where were you for all this time? Scott kept giving me all sorts of excuses, and he kept telling me Jonah was keeping you safe, but he wouldn’t give me any concrete information. I’ve been going crazy, worrying about you.”

      “I’m sorry. You didn’t have to. I turned out all right.”

      I decided to fill her in as best I could—glossing over the worst moments, of course, and choosing exactly what I did and didn’t have the right to talk about. I didn’t bring up Sorrowswatch at all, and I never mentioned anything involving Fane. It wasn’t my place to announce he was really Jonah’s father, Dommik Bourke.

      “Who is this Jonah you keep mentioning?” Mom asked.

      “He’s the head of the Bourke clan.”  Used to be the head. But that was a technically that didn’t seem worth mentioning at the moemtn. I was careful to keep from looking her in the eye.

      “A Bourke?”

      “They’ve been protecting us,” Sara explained. “We didn’t have any place to go once we left the mansion.”

      “Right. We knew Marcus would want us back, so we had to hide somewhere. And Jonah… Jonah and I…”

      “The Bourkes started the Great Fire,” Mom said.

      “No, they didn’t. It wasn’t them. Not everybody knows this—in fact, almost nobody does.” I felt a sudden desperation to get Mom to understand the Bourkes weren’t the clan she thought they were back when she was a Carver and they were the enemy. “It was someone else who started the Fire, but he blamed it on the Bourkes.”

      “Who?”

      “Lucian,” I whispered.

      I tried to explain it the best I could, leaving out all the parts about Fane and making it sound like Gage overheard the story at headquarters when he was hiding out there.

      It wasn’t easy to edit myself as I went along. I wondered if there would ever be a time when we could let go of all the old secrets and live freely.

      I couldn’t remember a time when there weren’t secrets between me and almost everybody I knew. I also hoped I remembered the lies I was telling, in case I needed to, in the future.

      I turned to Sara. “What about Scott? Does he know about your new powers?”

      She shook her head, staring down at her lap. “I couldn’t tell him about it. I was too ashamed and scared. At first, I thought it was neat.” She shook her head again, laughing a little. “It sounds so stupid, saying that now.”

      “It isn’t stupid,” Mom said, rubbing Sara’s back. “You discovered something new about yourself and you were excited by it. That’s natural.”

      “Excited, yes. I felt special. More confident. Like I could take on anything or anybody.” She looked at me from under her lowered lashes. “After everything that happened before, it meant a lot for me to feel powerful.”

      “I bet it did.” I patted her knee.

      “But after a little while—just a few days, maybe a little more—I started losing control. The power got stronger and stronger, and I couldn’t make it stop. I thought it would kill me, or I would kill somebody else by accident. I don’t think Scott ever noticed a difference in me. Nothing negative, anyway. He might have liked my confidence, but he didn’t know the reason for it.”

      “He must be worried about you,” I said, trying to be gentle. “Do you want me to get in contact with him, to at least let him know you’re all right?”

      “Oh, no. No.” She shook her head so hard I was afraid she’d hurt herself.

      “Why not?”

      “I’m ashamed of myself. I even turned off my phone, so I wouldn’t have to see when he was calling,” she whispered.

      “There’s nothing to be ashamed of,” Mom reminded her. “And Anissa wouldn’t tell him the reason you went away. She only wants to assure him you’re not in trouble.”

      “I don’t think so. I mean, I’ll think about it. I don’t know. I don’t know about anything.” The crackling started again. Mom and I exchanged glances.

      “All right. We won’t talk about it now.” I took a few deep breaths, and she followed along until the crackling was down to a minimum.

      When she was calm again, with a cup of tea clasped in her hands, Sara asked, “What am I supposed to do about this? If I can’t stop it and I don’t know how to harness it, I have no future. None with any vampires, anyway.”

      “Don’t talk like that,” I said.

      I didn’t want to think it. Bad enough we couldn’t go back to the Carver mansion, but never being able to live around vampires again?

      “I can’t help it. This is what has been on my mind ever since I started losing control. I know they’ll shun me. Maybe even kill me. I didn’t mean for this to happen.”

      Mom shot me a look to quiet me down before speaking. “No one is going to kill you, sweetheart.”

      “But what are we going to do? What can we do about this?” She stared at all of us, including Allonic.

      I wished I knew what to say. Judging from the heavy silence in the chamber, none of us had any idea.
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      I had to get outside. It was all too much. But not to the roof because Scott would probably follow me out there to start a fight with me, or maybe to ask me how we could all be so unfair to him.

      I loved him, I really did, but he was getting on my last nerve.

      Why didn’t we tell him about Dad? Why didn’t we tell him about Mom? Why wasn’t he good enough to go with us to Sorrowswatch?

      On and on, sometimes he asked the same questions over and over again because he didn’t like the answer the first time.

      I had already broken up more than one near-fight between him and Gage, and my patience was almost paper thin.

      Why did we exclude him?

      I thought the answer was obvious. He’d been so far up Sara’s butt for so long we couldn’t count on him to keep clan business inside the clan. He hadn’t even been around half the time.

      How were we supposed to share huge, game-changing secrets with him, then? Forget taking him to Sorrowswatch. He’d have wanted to take Little Miss Mopey with him, and she’d probably have shot lightning bolts at us the way she did at me.

      Freak.

      I still shivered every time I remembered that night. If Scott knew anything about his girlfriend’s powers, he hadn’t said.

      I took the elevator straight down to the basement and went out through the side door, where I used to meet Vance.

      Just thinking about him and remembering all the times we had met up out there made my chest ache.

      Where was Vance? Or rather, where was his body? That was the real question.

      Vance, my Vance, was in the vault. Locked inside an ancient body. No way out. Or maybe he was in his own body kept prisoner by Valerius who had left the ancient body and taken over Vance’s. Or did he go back and forth?

      I wondered why they didn’t teach us about things like this, all the different spells and things. Maybe because they didn’t want us knowing things like that existed. But wouldn’t it be better to know how to counter a curse than to not know the curse existed at all? Just my opinion.

      I leaned against the wall with my arms folded over my chest, gazing up at the little strip of the sky I could see between the buildings. It was a clear night, chilly. If I were out in the country, I’d be able to see the stars.

      That was one thing I missed about the old days, back when we were human. I missed living out in the country and staring up at the stars at night. Sure, having clubs and bars and parties and stuff was a bonus—but when I was in a mood, like I was now, I wanted something simple. I wanted the stars. In New York, there was no such thing.

      There were places like Times Square that were bright as day even in the middle of the night. No chance a star could fight its way through that kind of light pollution.

      A noise startled me, and I straightened in time to see two tall figures approaching me.

      One of my hands fumbled around behind me as I searched for the handle to open the door.

      “Don’t worry, Miss Bourke.” They both flashed credentials in my face, but I couldn’t make out what they said or what the badges meant.

      “Who are you?”

      “Is there a place we can talk privately?” one of them asked, while the other guy looked up and down the alley.

      “This is pretty private, right here. Nobody ever comes out here.”

      “Just the same, Miss, we’re on your clan’s property. It would make us feel better if we went to a neutral location.” He let a glimpse of his fangs appear.

      A neutral location? Who were these guys? And what was up with the fangs—thinking they could intimidate me?

      “Um, sure. There’s a coffee shop at the corner.”

      “Great. Let’s go.”

      They didn’t even offer to let me go inside to get my purse.

      Not like I would have. I’d be too afraid they were going to follow me.

      I walked with them to the sidewalk and pointed out the shop. We were there in a minute, and I took a table by the window while one of them sat with me and the other got a cup of something to make it appear like we were regular customers.

      The shop was busy, but then again, it was always busy. I never understood the human obsession with caffeine.

      When we were settled, they both stared at me.

      One of them was taller than the other one, with black hair he combed high off his forehead. I asked to see his badge again. His name was Drake.

      Will, the other one, was shorter and a little on the heavy side, with blond hair and thick glasses. He was cute in an offbeat kind of way.

      I didn’t care if either of them were cute or if they had faces at all. I was used to sizing guys up like this when I first met them.

      “Miss Bourke—may I call you Philippa?” Drake asked.

      “Sure,” I shrugged.

      “Philippa, we’re from the League’s Special Investigations Unit.”

      My heart took off racing. “Is that the same as Special Ops?”

      They glanced at each other, raised an eyebrow each, then looked at me.

      Oh, shoot.

      I should learn to shut up before I talked myself into trouble.

      “How do you know about Special Ops?” Will asked.

      “And what exactly do you know?” Drake added.

      Did I give Vance away?

      I wasn’t supposed to know Special Ops existed at all, right?

      “Oh, I don’t know. I heard the name once. I didn’t think about it until just now.” I shrugged again, but I made sure I stared them both in the eye when I could. I didn’t want to seem guilty.

      “Even so, that seems like a fairly strange thing to overhear,” Drake murmured, tapping one of his long fingers on the tabletop. He was sharp.

      It wasn’t going to be easy, getting around him.

      I giggled. “I think I was out one night, at the club. You know our club, the one we Bourkes own? I was in the ladies’ room with the stall door closed, so I couldn’t see who was talking. One of the girls was bragging about how she was sleeping with a guy from Special Ops. She acted like it was the greatest thing in the world or something. I don’t know.” I rolled my eyes. “I think she was lying, anyway. Who randomly walks into a bathroom and announces something like that? Even when they’ve been partying?”

      I saw confusion cross both their faces and smiled to myself. It was working.

      Okay, Philippa, keep playing it up.

      There was an advantage to being known as the party girl in the family.

      “Do you know where Vance is?” Will asked. “We understand you two were close at one point.”

      “Vance.” I frowned, like that was the last name I expected to hear. “Gosh, we broke up ages ago. Believe me, I don’t miss him. It wasn’t easy, but it was the best decision for me. I needed somebody I could trust, you know? He’s always been such a player.”

      “Yes, well, we understand there might have been contact with you before he went missing.”

      They were trying to trick me. There was no reason I should’ve known he went missing at all.

      “Missing?” I blinked hard, rapidly. “He’s missing?”

      “You weren’t aware of that?” Will frowned.

      “Do I look like I was aware of that?” I asked. “No, of course not. How long has he been missing?”

      “That’s unimportant,” Drake said, cutting Will off. “When was the last time you saw him?”

      Okay. I shouldn’t lie about this.

      There was always a chance somebody had seen him here, or he might have told somebody he was going to see me.

      “I don’t know. A couple of weeks ago? Maybe a little more? We saw each other at the League meeting, I remember that. And then he came down here a little while after.”

      “What business did he have here?” Will asked, while Drake took notes.

      I wished I could get away with reading his notepad.

      “It wasn’t business,” I said with a wink and a giggle. “I shouldn’t be laughing about it, especially since he’s missing and all now, but he was coming around to make a pass at me.” I rolled my eyes. “I can’t get through to him. I tell him over and over there’s nothing left between us, but he doesn’t want to hear it. It’s like his charm is just that great, you know? As though it doesn’t matter he was probably fooling around with anything that moved when we were together.”

      “All right. We don’t need to know about the private details of your life.” Will was blushing. So he bought it—well, it wasn’t totally a lie.

      That was one part of my history with Vance I could be honest about.

      “Anyway, that’s all it was. One more shot at getting back together. Telling me how sparks flew between us when we saw each other again, that sort of thing. Same old, same old.”

      “That was it?” Drake didn’t look convinced.

      “Yeah, that was it.”

      “He didn’t say anything else about why he might be in town?”

      “Are you kidding? He made it sound as though he came down just for me. If there was another reason, I wouldn’t be surprised.” I shook my head, smiling. “What’s his other reason’s name? Blonde or brunette?”

      Will shifted in his chair like he was uncomfortable.

      That made two of us. I was sweating bullets and trying my hardest to make sure they didn’t know it.

      “Did he, ah, mention anything about an assignment?”

      I blinked. And blinked again. “An assignment?” I asked with a frown.

      “Yes,” Drake answered.

      “Like… a homework assignment? I mean, what kind of assignment are we talking about?”

      “Miss Bourke,” Drake said, and his jaw tightened as though he was trying to keep himself in check.

      I was pushing him a little too far. I had to step back, but if I did, I might give Vance away. Even Will appeared suspicious, and he wasn’t the smart one. That much was obvious.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m sorry.” I frowned then started chewing the corner of my mouth like I was worried.

      “Are you all right?” Will asked.

      “It’s just… I’m trying to be strong here, you guys, but it’s not working. You’re telling me Vance is missing, and now I wish I had been nicer to him when he came to see me. I was so mean.” I looked at Drake, straight in the eye. “You never know if the last time you see somebody is going to be the very last time, do you?”

      “No. I guess you don’t.”

      “I was so mad he wouldn’t leave me alone.” This was coming from a real place. It even sounded more real than anything I’d said before. “He was the one who hurt me. He was the reason we broke up. And then what’s he do? He acts as though I can simply forget all that and take him back, like he was just being himself and I should know better than to expect him to respect me. I was furious. Totally furious.”

      “We’re sorry if we’re bringing up painful memories for you right now.” Will appeared more uncomfortable than ever—Drake was starting to seem the same way.

      “How long has he been gone?” I asked. “I’m really concerned, though he doesn’t deserve it.”

      Drake smiled a little bit then got serious again. “I’m afraid we can’t share that information with you. It’s classified.”

      “Classified? What was he doing?” I glanced back and forth between them, over and over, with my eyes practically bulging out of my head.

      “Again, Miss…”

      “I can’t imagine Vance would ever do anything important like that,” I said. “He’s smart and everything, but I wouldn’t call him trustworthy.”

      “Yes, well, we’re starting to have concerns of our own about that,” Drake muttered as he scrawled a note in his book.

      I wondered how much longer this was going to last. I wouldn’t be able to keep going without contradicting myself or forgetting what I wasn’t supposed to know. I had already slipped up with the whole Special Ops thing.

      Was it Valerius? What was he making Vance’s body do? Of course, everybody would think it was Vance. Why wouldn’t they? He looked like Vance and probably talked like Vance. If something bad happened, they would blame him. I knew this was the kind of thing Valerius was planning. What if something happened to him? What if Vance was killed while Valerius controlled him?

      My palms went clammy. I wiped them on my pants.

      They glanced at each other one more time.

      I could feel myself just about wriggling off the hook. Almost, but not quite.

      “Contact us if there’s anything you remember. Or if you hear from him.”

      “Of course.” I took Drake’s card. “This sounds really serious. I’m scared for him.”

      “I don’t think you have anything to be afraid of,” Will said.

      I could tell he was trying to be generous. He was the nice one. Drake didn’t appear convinced I was as clueless as I sounded.

      “Thank you,” I said. “Is that all you needed from me?”

      “For now,” Drake said.

      I wanted to remind him he might have been the league’s idea of a cop, but he wasn’t a cop. I didn’t have to answer questions. I didn’t owe them anything.

      “All right.” I hesitated.

      “You can go.” He didn’t bother to hide his irritation, either.

      I smiled at them both and slid off the tall stool, then forced myself not to run out the door and down the street to the high-rise.

      I had to walk like a normal person, at a normal speed, as though there was nothing wrong. I even had to keep from pushing people out of my way when they didn’t walk fast enough.

      I had to act like I wasn’t going straight to the vault that held Valerius’s body.
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      It wasn’t easy, getting my hands to stop shaking long enough to enter the code on the vault’s electronic lock. When it flashed green, I turned the handle but didn’t go inside until I took one more look up and down the hallway, to be sure nobody was watching.

      I was still paranoid about somebody finding out what—who—we were hiding in here. I was paranoid about a lot of things lately.

      The dark hallway was empty except for me, the way it always was.

      I stepped into the cool, total silence of the vault and closed the door behind me. My eyes adjusted to the darkness, and there he was.

      Right where I’d left him.

      I let out a deep sigh and went to him the way I always did whenever I went in to check on him.

      I had left a few cushions on the floor to make it more comfortable—there was nothing like sitting on concrete for hours to make my butt fall asleep.

      “I was worried about you,” I whispered.

      I sat next to him as always, folding my legs under me. I took his hand—it was old, wrinkled, and the skin was paper thin.

      Sometimes, it was hard to remember it might have been Valerius’s hand, but it wasn’t really Valerius. It was Vance, or it might as well have been. Because if anything happened to this body, Valerius would never leave Vance’s body. So basically, he was as precious to me as Vance was.

      It was twisted logic, but it was the only thing I had to hang on to.

      “Things are starting to get scary,” I whispered as I held the cold hand.

      The body didn’t move. It never moved on its own. It sat there with its eyes closed, propped up against the wall like a puppet.

      “I don’t know where Vance is. What did you do with Vance? People are looking for him. They’re asking questions. What are you doing right now? What’s the plan? If he gets caught trying to hurt Lucian… I mean, if it was anybody else hurting Lucian, I would love it, but this is Vance. If he gets caught, they might kill him. What happens then? I don’t know what would happen to you if he got killed and you were still inside him. Did you ever think about that? Huh? No. Probably not. You don’t care about what happens to the body you inhabit, right? You only care about getting what you want.”

      I let go of the hand—I didn’t want to touch it anymore. It disgusted me as much as its owner.

      The Ancient.

      “It’s not like I don’t feel sorry for you,” I said. “I know how it feels when Lucian screws you over. He screwed my family over, big time. I never knew how big until a while ago. So yeah, I want him to pay for that. But not like this. Not when Vance could get hurt. That’s not fair.”

      I stood up and walked back and forth over the length of the vault.

      “I mean, I sort of get it. It’s poetic. He’s Lucian’s son. Wouldn’t that be a great twist, if Lucian’s own son killed him? But that doesn’t make it right for you to screw with Vance like this. He didn’t do anything wrong.”

      I turned back to the body in time to see something that set my hair on end.

      I bit back a gasp.

      Two tears trickled from Valerius’s closed eyes, one from each.

      Tears of blood.

      “Holy hell!” I screamed with my hands over my mouth.

      I watched, horrified, as the tears of blood slid down his cheeks. I held my breath as I waited for something else to happen, but nothing else did. Not like anything else needed to happen for me to be scared out of my mind.

      “Oh, no. What does this mean?”

      I held my head in my hands and didn’t know what to do. Should I tell one of the boys? They wouldn’t know what to do any more than I did. When it came to things like this, we were all as clueless as could be. I wondered again why we couldn’t have been taught about stuff of this nature.

      “I don’t know if I should tell anybody at all. I don’t know anything anymore. What if I tell the wrong person? What if I am the only one supposed to know about it? Oh, no. What if it means something happened to Vance? Is this some sort of sign? Are you trying to tell me something?”

      I scrubbed my face with my hands, shoving my hair back.

      “What am I supposed to do? What are you trying to tell me? Did something happen to Vance? Why won’t you talk, damn it?”

      I wanted to grab the body and shake it, but I didn’t want to take any chances. If I hurt it or destroyed it, Vance would never be free. And Valerius was old and hadn’t fed in ages. His body was fragile.

      My hands shook harder than ever. My entire body followed suit. I sat down and drew my knees to my chest, rocking back and forth.

      I wasn’t used to feeling this way. I was used to knowing what I was doing, being totally sure. I almost never gave anything I did a second thought.

      I had confidence in my decisions, except when it came to the clan. When I had been in charge when Jonah was gone, I hadn’t been so confident. But I did a good job, then, too.

      This was different. I never thought I would care about anybody the way I cared about Vance. It seemed every decision I made had life-or-death consequences for him.

      “I can’t wait,” I decided. “I know Fane is going after Mom, or Mom’s body. I don’t know what to think about that anymore. But there’s no way to know how long he will take—and when he’s finished, do I know he’ll help me save Vance? I don’t know that at all. He might decide not to. He might be too wrapped up with Sirene or something. It might be too late by then. I don’t want to think about it that way, but it might be the way it goes.”

      Why was I talking out loud? As if Valerius might suddenly offer me sage advice.

      I stared at the body again and those trails of blood down its cheeks. It was so horrible looking. But I wouldn’t drop my gaze. It was time to harden up a little. I used to think I was fairly tough and not much could hurt me, but I was starting to see I had a long way to go.

      I picked up the hem of the cloak the body wore and wiped the blood off its face. I was as careful as I could be—the skin was so thin, it was almost unreal.

      “I’m sorry to leave you like this,” I said as I wiped up the blood. “I don’t have a choice. I’m tired of having to accept the way things happen. I want to start
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