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      Despite what she's been told, Luceam has never believed that her parents are dead. Raised as a ward by the secretive Zackery, she's spent the last twenty years hidden away, preparing to succeed his position as leader of their Immortal kind. But when Luceam discovers he plans to present her at a gala for their kind's most elite just weeks away, she knows she can't play by his rules any longer. She'll risk her life to find her parents, but when escaping from the mansion puts her in grave danger, Luceam fears Zackery discovering her betrayal might be the least of her worries—until an enigmatic stranger intercedes.

      

      On paper, Cyvin is a success story: a young prodigy and business owner by twenty-one. But Luceam quickly learns that Cyvin is plagued by horrific nightmares the moment he falls asleep, and has tried everything legal—and illegal—to stay awake. The attraction between him and the curious Luceam is instantaneous, but when he begins to suspect she's in trouble, he makes her a deal: he'll take her anywhere she wants to go—so long as she agrees not to travel alone within the city again. Over weeks as Luceam's unofficial guide, their connection deepens, drawing Cyvin to inspect how his secrets feed the nightmares that keep him awake, and how Luceam's love might just be the lullaby that could end his suffering—if telling the truth doesn't drive her away first.

      

      As Luceam struggles to mesh the future she wants with Cyvin and her rightful place as the heir to Zackery's throne, the decades-old evil that separated her from her parents lurks closer, waiting to sever her last ties to her past, and the delicate new threads of her future with Cyvin. With the gala as a backdrop, Luceam's double life is revealed, Zackery's lies unfurl, and Cyvin is caught in the crosshairs of an assassination plot twenty years in the making. To keep everyone she loves, take Zackery's place, and forge a future of her own design with Cyvin by her side, Luceam must embrace her blood born darkness so she can destroy the evil who dares stand in her way.
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      To the eternal teenage angst that lives inside us all, well into adulthood. Reader, don't let that fire die. If you nourish it with your hard earned wisdom, it will guide you to true passion and help you build the life you've always wanted. 
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            Prologue

          

          Zackery

        

      

    

    
      It wasn’t every day Zackery sentenced a young couple to death.

      It was the last thing he wanted to do—and the only thing he could think of to stop the insanity of the last six months. Beat-less heart in his throat and empty stomach at his feet, he drew a long, unnecessary inhale, followed by a drawn-out exhale he hoped would never end. Because once it did, he had to do it. He had to tap that green icon.

      The screen wasn’t hot under his momentary touch, but he could have sworn it scalded his fingertip.

      “Thank you for calling the United States Department of Mythological Affairs.” The voice was polite, as neutral in gender as it was in tone, and accompanied by the Department of Mythological Affairs crest on the screen—a featureless eagle with an image of four interlocked hands in a circle on its chest. The crest was a farce from all angles—wild eagles no longer resided anywhere within the United States borders, and if the support Mythological Affairs provided was anything reminiscent of the cooperation those clasped hands purported, Zackery wouldn’t have been making this call.

      “If you belong to a mythological group and need to report your whereabouts in compliance with Mythological Ordinance 194.4.32, please hang up and call the Mythological Registration Offices at…”

      Zackery sincerely wished there was a way to bypass this menu. Normally, he had a direct line to the individuals at Mythological Affairs he needed to speak with (being the leader of the Immortals had its perks, such that they were) but this wasn’t a normal call. No, he needed to speak to the officer who interviewed him in that alley, back in Seattle. The one who’d given him his card and asked him to reach out if Zackery had new information as to the location of Christopher Topher-son (now Christopher Matricia-mate) and his new bride, Matra Cressida-daughter (now Matricia Christopher-mate, the former surname being a complete fabrication that had taken no small amount of finagling and favor-asking to secure, since Matricia had had no known last name prior to arriving on Zackery’s proverbial doorstep).

      So much wasted effort.

      Finally, after making his way through the phone tree from hell, the call reached its destination and the Mythological Affairs crest was replaced by the face of one Jeff Sellers, officer in the Ordinance Enforcement Office of the Department of Mythological Affairs.

      “Zackery, this is a surprise.” The man was young middle-aged, in other words the hardest kind of officer to snow. No longer naive, like his fresh-out-of-university counterparts, but not yet burned-out and longing for retirement like his older colleagues, Jeff Sellers had proven a worthy adversary in Zackery’s attempts to have the whole unpleasantness of Matricia’s past and the events in that godforsaken Seattle alley forgotten.

      The real obstacle to all of that had been the once-dead man who reanimated before their very eyes. Had the man stayed dead, this all would have been over and done with months ago. But no, he’d come back to life, half his skull missing, and as much as the human authorities had grilled Zackery about why and how it had happened, he’d been as flummoxed as they were.

      It was a rare occasion when Zackery had as few answers as the humans did, but this was one of them. Which did him no favors in their eyes and cast doubt upon his completely reasonable version of events (which under any other circumstance would have easily put an end to this whole affair before it had truly begun).

      But no, the man had come back to life, and had relayed a story as fabricated as it was damning. Human as he was, the authorities hadn’t dismissed the man’s ramblings, though he was clearly crazed. Crazed, but human. And though Zackery was of sound mind, he was Immortal. His words carried less weight.

      Which led him to today. To this call.

      Zackery’s somber expression when he spoke wasn’t manufactured—he didn’t think he could have smiled if someone had told him to—but it was with effort he kept his voice steady. “I have some unfortunatenews to relay, regarding the case we have found ourselves ensnared into.” That might have been said with too formal of diction, Zackery realized as the words left his lips. He would try to soften his formality with the next sentences.

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” the officer replied, brisk and clearly not sorry.

      “Yes, well. The young couple who were due back to Beta some weeks ago—Christopher and Matricia. They…” Zackery sighed as though trying to find words when really he just didn’t want to say them.

      Across his desk, his dearest friend and advisor sat, staring at him. Zackery had asked Gabriel here so there was a witness to this effort—and possibly so Zackery could put it off no longer. Now he wished Gabriel was not there. His golden-amber eyes were unnerving in their honesty.

      “They appear to have been killed.” The lie burned Zackery’s lips on the way out of his mouth so he kept talking to soothe the sting. “I just received news overnight.”

      Officer Sellers didn’t even look directly at the camera, instead appearing to look at something to the left of the center, likely another screen. “If I look them up, will I find death certificates?”

      “I assume so, yes.” In fact, Zackery knew the certificates had been filed. Maintaining a relationship with the more influential shifters had proven beneficial for much more than walks down memory lane over the hundred or so years since both their kinds had been revealed.

      It was hard to believe so many years had passed since then, and simultaneously difficult not to tally the years at double that.

      “What happened?” Officer Sellers asked, the interest in his voice thick and false.

      “The details weren’t clear, but it appears they were assaulted.” Yes, Zackery was using the Alpha sector’s hatred to his advantage. Mythological Affairs would not dig where there was a possibility of involvement from criminal groups who organized against Mythologicals. It was a Pandora’s box they were loath to open and complicit in tending.

      Officer Sellers’s expression turned troubled while he nodded and this time he did glance at the screen. “Must have been one hell of an assault.”

      “Pardon?” Zackery didn’t need the man to repeat it—he just wanted to make him say it again, in part to see if he would.

      He didn’t disappoint. “Must have been one hell of a beating to take down two Immortals.”

      Zackery wasn’t sure what he’d expected the man to say, but something as crass as that in the face of news that two young people—vampire or not—had been murdered wouldn’t have graced the long list if he’d stopped to make one. “You know as well as I, the term is a misnomer.” Zackery matched brisk with brisk and didn’t let off as he continued. “Regardless, Christopher was Born, and Matricia was not Immortal—they were not immune from harm and you had half the city looking for them—I’m surprised it didn’t happen sooner, if I’m being honest.”

      The officer now gave Zackery his full attention, turning and looking squarely into the camera. Zackery did not look away. “What are you implying?”

      “I am stating a fact. Your department chose to call attention to two of my citizens’ presence in the Alpha sector—”

      “You just said Matricia was not an Immortal—”

      “Matricia Christopher-Mate was an Immortal by marriage, if not by blood. Do not play coy. She fell squarely under my jurisdiction the moment their marriage was recognized by me. Your department called the dogs on two children—”

      “They were over eighteen—”

      “They were under twenty-one which is the age—”

      “—of adulthood under Mythological Ordinance 2.0.22. Yeah, yeah.”

      “I’m glad you’re familiar with the statutes you’ve been charged to uphold.” Zackery had to work to keep his voice steady. “Which means you’re also aware that the Department of Mythological Affairs became in breach of the Ordinances the moment they failed to protect a member of a Mythological group.”

      “Those two were under investigation for the attempted murder of a human!”

      “They weren’t even there!” Zackery lost the battle to control the volume of his voice. “And even if they had been, their trial and sentencing falls under my jurisdiction as leader of Immortal kind. Correct me if I’m wrong, Officer, but even under human law, you don’t condone vigilante killings of suspected criminals, correct?”

      A vein pulsed across the forehead of Officer Jeffery Sellers as he attempted to stare Zackery down through the screen. This isn’t how Zackery had wanted the conversation to go—generally speaking, he preferred civilized discourse over intimidation, but needs must. He was not one to shy away from a fight, especially with a man so clearly inferior to him. What the officer had no way of knowing was that Zackery had been intimidated by truly terrifying people very early on in his very long life—and long ago had decided he would never allow himself to be intimidated again.

      The decision had served him well.

      The truth was, while everything Zackery had said was true—officially—if Matricia and Christopher were found by human authorities, he would be unable to save them. They would be put to death and he would be all but powerless to stop it. Killing them on paper was the only way to keep them alive.

      “You are a busy man, I am certain,” he said calmly now, into the silence of Officer Sellers’s scramble to decide how to proceed. “I have relayed the information I called you to relay. Now I leave you to deal with the man who started this whole mess. Good day.”

      After tapping the red icon to end the call, Zackery sat back into the soft, worn leather of the chair behind his desk for a moment before lifting his gaze to Gabriel, still sitting across from him, still staring at him with those guileless, see-everything eyes of his. Sometimes Zackery truly hated his role as Heir. “It was the only tenable way forward.”

      “I fear we won’t know the truth or falsehood of that statement for years.” Gabriel’s golden brown hair was long, beginning to curl at the ends. It made him look like a surfer in a bespoke suit. No matter that he was some four centuries old, he didn’t look a day over a human forty. “We won’t know if this was the right decision until Luceam is much older, a grown woman, and her parents suddenly reappear. What then?”

      What then? Zackery stood and paced the room, passing shelves laden with three lifetimes of books on his way to the tall, mullioned windows that looked out onto the forest behind the manse, Forest Noir. “They’ll have a jolly fun reunion, I suppose.”

      “You can’t even make that sound like the truth.”

      “Because it’s not,” Zackery agreed, “but I didn’t have a choice. Mythological Affairs has been down my throat from the moment we returned to Beta, asking to meet with Christopher, to see proof of Matricia’s parentage—proof, I might add, that I forged to protect them both. They were convinced the two of them had something to do with that mad man’s death and reanimation, and...” He stopped, a sigh escaping his lungs as though he’d been holding his breath for hours. It wouldn’t be the first time. “I was quickly running out of ways to keep the authorities away.”

      “Where are they now?” Gabriel asked. “Christopher and the girl—his mate.”

      “They are with Joaquin King—Cressida’s brother.” Another instance of his relationship with the shifters being more than slightly beneficial. “I need to send word to them that their absence must be extended.” Indefinitely.

      “And what of Topher?”

      “What of Topher?” Zackery parroted.

      “Topher is close with the Kings. Are you expecting Cressida and her brother to lie to him about the fate of his own son?” Gabriel challenged.

      “No. I will deliver the news to Topher. As Christopher was my assistant and was killed on my watch—”

      “He wasn’t killed—”

      “I will be the one to tell Topher of his son’s fate.” Not that Zackery was looking forward to the task. He turned, abandoning his view of the forest—the only real greenery for miles. “He can ask me all the questions he like.”

      Gabriel just stared, for so long that Zackery began to feel discomforted—which was saying something.

      “You cannot deny it is a sound plan,” Zackery insisted.

      “I cannot deny it is a regrettable one. And a plan I fear will come back to haunt us both,” came Gabriel’s reply. “Why are you risking so much for this family? Not just their safety, but your very role as Heir is at stake if your fabrication is discovered. Or have you not stopped to consider this?”

      Zackery sat for a moment while he calculated his next words very carefully. The calculation wasn’t due to any need to obfuscate the truth. On the contrary, his pause was because he wanted to make very sure that what he said was enough to underscore the importance.

      “The girl—Luceam,” he began. “She was not born of her parents’ coupling, but of their very blood.”

      Gabriel understood—but didn’t yet believe it. Zackery could see it in his furrowed brow and the way he pulled his chin back, and he couldn’t blame him for his disbelief. It was hard for Zackery to comprehend, and he was the one saying it.

      “Are you insinuating…”

      “Christopher told me the story while we were in Alpha,” Zackery explained. “He and the girl’s mother, Matricia. They shared blood when they were barely more than children.”

      “Shared blood.” Gabriel’s eyes were wide. “Were they blood bonded?”

      “Completely. They drank from one another—full blood bond.” It was unheard of, especially since the laws forbidding ingestion of blood by any Immortal were passed in the early twenty-first century. Most wouldn’t risk the penalty of death. But even before that, it was widely considered taboo among their kind to allow a human to drink from the Born Immortal vein. To do them both, one to the other, and back again, was tantamount to inextricably tying their lives together. A bond as powerful as that shared between a Turned Immortal and the fledging they sired, but unyielding so long as the bond was maintained. And that wasn’t the half of this story.

      He forged ahead. “Shortly thereafter, they were parted with the relocation of our kind. They had not seen one another since—yet Luceam is Christopher’s daughter.”

      “It can’t be,” Gabriel argued, his face slack with shock, but there was no passion behind it. “The only account of a blood born child is scant mention in a journal hundreds of years old.”

      “True. But you commented on her likeness to Christopher the first time you saw Luceam,” Zackery reminded him. “You weren’t mistaken.” Their visage was alarmingly similar.

      Gabriel shook his head slowly, clearly thinking deep about what this all meant. “You said he saved his love’s life in the alley—healed her wounds—”

      “It was more than that,” Zackery confessed, knowing where Gabriel was going. Blood bonded, siring a blood born child—what came next was the natural conclusion, but this part of the story was complicated and dangerous if it fell into the wrong hands. “He reversed death itself, Gabriel.”

      Though how he’d known to do it still had Zackery flummoxed. It had been the strangest thing to watch, like witnessing Christopher possessed. He had gone very still, like he was listening when there was nothing for him to hear. Then he’d moved with precision, tearing open the cuff of his shirt with his teeth, scoring his skin and lowering his bleeding flesh to Matrica’s slack lips. Zackery had been so shocked even his attempts to stop him were halfhearted at best, more a reflex than anything purposeful.

      “Holy heaven and hell. That’s why you can’t let authorities gain custody of Christopher or Matricia.” Gabriel’s voice and fine features still held his shock. “It would be 2008 all over again.”

      2008. The year a vampire and a shifter killed a reporter on live television, dropping a proverbial bomb onto humankind. To call the following months a nightmare would be an understatement. “Similar drama, but this time the humans would be hunting down a single Born Immortal with the ability to cure death,” Zackery replied. “And his blood born daughter. They wouldn’t leave their punishment in our hands—they’d kill Christopher outright, and Matricia too.”

      “After they ran countless experiments and attempted to profit from their blood,” Gabriel agreed. “If Mythological Affairs finds out about this, it could ruin everything—uproot our very existence.”

      That was certainly part of it—the part that had led him to make the call today, for certain. But there was more to it, and Gabriel could see it.

      “Good god, what else is there to tell, Zackery?”

      This was where things got even more complicated and nuanced. The issue of Matricia and Christopher, while dire, was black-and-white—if their actions were discovered, they would be killed, no questions asked. This last bit, however, muddied everything surrounding their fate—including Zackery’s own responsibility to them—into shades of gray. “The prophecies state that the one to succeed me in my role will be born of blood,” he said slowly, meeting Gabriel’s ochre gaze with his own before going on. “All these years since receiving the seer’s vision, I’ve assumed the term to mean one Turned.”

      “Blood is taken and venom given by the sire to their fledgling,” Gabriel said, leaning forward in his seat to brace his forearms across his knees. “It is a rebirth from blood. A reasonable assumption for you to make.”

      “Reasonable, but wrong,” Zackery countered. “I now believe beyond any doubt that the prophesy is not referring to a Turned Immortal but to one who is Blood Born.”

      “Christopher’s daughter.” Gabriel was appropriately gobsmacked, which at least helped vindicate Zackery’s initial shock when he’d first come to the profound realization that the girl’s parentage, her creation, all the complications attached to it led to one inexorable conclusion.

      “She is the future Heiress, Gabriel. One day Luceam will take my place as leader of Immortal kind.”
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          Luceam

        

      

    

    
      Luceam cared for few people less than she cared for her instructor in comportment and etiquette.

      “How would you begin a conversation when you’re seated next to someone you have yet to meet at a dinner party? Best to be the one to start it, if you can. It is a conversation you shall have to endure, after all.”

      The Turned Immortal woman sitting across the coffee table from Luceam was as thin as a rail, and strung as tightly as a violin. Even her hair was unforgiving, pulled back so severely one wouldn’t have known the woman had hair except for the bun visible on the back of her head. While her skin was unlined and smooth—like all Turned Immortals—she must have been one thousand years old, if her manner of speaking and strict adherence to antiquated customs were any indicator.

      “Two sugars in my tea, please, if you would be so kind,” the woman said when Luceam began to reach for the pot of tea on the low table between them, uninterested in the fact that Luceam had been reaching for the tea so she could pour a cup for herself—her instructor had already had a cup.

      Luceam tried to make her smile not quite so tight, but the bottom edge of her corset dug into her hips as she leaned and poured, which made a graceful smile even harder to muster.

      “My lady?”

      Luceam lifted her eyes, careful not to spill the tea.

      “You’ve yet to answer to my question?”

      Ah yes, what was the question again? That’s right. How best to start a conversation when seated next to someone she’s yet to meet at a dinner party. Never mind that Luceam had never, in all her twenty some-odd years, attended a dinner party with people whom she had yet to meet. And if Zackery had any say in the matter—which, he most certainly and most unfortunately did—she never would. “Indeed. May I ask, is the person I’m sitting beside of a particular gender?”

      “They haven’t yet been introduced,” came her instructor’s reply.

      Luceam counted it as a small miracle. Normally, etiquette was so terribly gendered it made her want to scream. Which she had done. More than once. “Lovely. Then I shall begin the conversation by complementing and inquiring about something of effect on their person. A broach, perhaps.” Everyone liked to be complimented, and discussion of dress and fashion was one of the few dinner-appropriate conversations Luceam could stomach.

      The woman took the tea Luceam handed her, though she didn’t sip it. “And what if they are wearing nothing of note?”

      Then why am I at dinner with them? But Luceam kept that to herself. It was snobby, and not how she truly felt in any case. “Then I shall comment upon the weather.”

      Zackery entered the room then, a long-striding rain cloud of charcoal gray suit, oil-black hair, and skin so fair it made white collars appear dingy—which was why he never wore them. Normally, Zackery’s entrance ticked Lueam’s blood pressure up a notch with low-key apprehension. This appearance however? Full relief made her head light.

      Or maybe that was the tightly laced corset.

      In any case, Zackery’s arrival marked the end of the etiquette lesson, and at that moment Luceam wasn’t sure she’d ever been more grateful for Zackery’s entrance into any room.

      “Luceam, love, Jaque will have dinner on the table in thirty minutes. Is that enough time for you to change for supper?”

      “It is.” Luceam stood from where she had been perched on the edge of the sofa, gave a customary curtsey to her comportment instructor, then left the room on feet she had to focus on keeping appropriately slow and steady. She’d never hear the end of it if she darted from the room.

      Hand on the carved wooden banister, Luceam took the wide, curving flight of stairs up to her wing of Forest Noir, counting her steps to keep the ascent steady and her eyes off her feet—which she couldn’t see anyway, beneath the hem of her day gown.

      Twenty-six, twenty-seven, twenty-eight…

      Twenty-nine was the last step, thirty made the landing, then a left turn, and she was free.

      As soon as she turned the corner and was out of sight, Luceam picked up her heavy skirts and walked with purpose down the hall, relishing the breeze against her ankles and the freedom to move her legs.

      Mary was waiting by the door to Luceam’s bedroom, smiling indulgently at the very unladylike behavior. Her wavy yellow-blond hair was pinned onto the back of her head. Her face, as usual, held no make-up or adornment, but the girl was very pretty.

      She wasn’t a girl, exactly. She’d been turned when she was very young—late teens, by Luceam’s estimation, though she’d never been able to bring herself to ask Mary about the story of her turning. What few, sparse comments she’d heard on the matter from Zackery and Gabriel did not lend themselves to assumptions of whirlwind romances or happily ever afters. Though, Luceam thought, Mary did seem happy. So maybe her ending was happy after all, even if it wasn’t what she’d originally planned.

      “Don’t let Zackery see you with your skirts around your knees,” Mary whispered with a laugh so quiet none but the two of them were liable to hear it—a feat in Forest Noir. It was echoey and Zackery had sharp ears, even for an Immortal.

      “I assume the secret is safe with you,” Luceam replied, ducking into her room when Mary held the door open for her. It was an insensitive thing to say, but Luceam realized it too late, the words having already left her mouth. “I know it is, by your choice and desire,” she rushed to say.

      Mary just shook her head and changed the subject, stepping toward the armoire that sat opposite Luceam’s wide, four-poster bed. “I thought the green dress this evening, the one with the black sash.”

      Luceam had to bite the inside of her cheek. For all her training in diction and etiquette, she had a very precise skill for saying just the wrong thing. But it did no good to dwell when Mary clearly didn’t want to broach the subject of her sire bond to Zackery and Gabriel—and her inability to lie to them if either or both chose to invoke it. That was another part of the story she had only sliver-sized insight into—the fact that Zackery and Gabriel together had turned her, without the involvement of a loved one or a friend.

      Luceam had read back through the records as part of her studies. Fledglings were required to register and fill out paperwork with a Turned Immortal as their sponsor, usually a close friend or even a lover. A second sire was also chosen to guide and mentor the Fledgling through the first years of their new life. The two of them—Zackery and Gabriel—had sired together only once before Mary, none of them in recent history. But then, perhaps the reason was as simple as Gabriel and Zackery being the only friends Mary had when she was turned.

      What a depressing thought. Luceam cast it aside.

      “I would very much like to be free of this corset, if you don’t mind, Mary.” The green dress Mary recommended would require Luceam to stay tightly laced and that, tonight, was just not going to do. “Perhaps the crimson gown, with the boned bodice?” No corset required.

      “Of course.” Mary opened the third door of the armoire and retrieved the dress in question without a moment of searching, as though she knew the order and location of every gown in Luceam’s wardrobe.

      Who was Luceam kidding, Mary probably did.

      A quick fifteen minutes later, Luceam quietly and methodically made her way back down the stairs to where Zackery was waiting for her in the circular entry hall.

      “Good evening, love.” Zackery greeted her in his usual manner for dinner and held out his elbow for her to take. “How fare thee?”

      Soft laughter bubbled up Luceam’s throat. Zackery didn’t use words like thee or thou with any seriousness—he was as old fashioned as they came, but even that was beyond his love of all things antiquated—so the appearance of words like that in his language before dinner lent themselves to a jovial mood on his part. And a jovial mood lent itself to pleasant dinner conversation, so at least Luceam had that to look forward to this evening.

      “I’m quite fine, thank you.” Luceam let him guide them through the sitting room she’d served tea in just minutes ago, to the dining table where Jaque, their chef, was lighting the candles that graced the black, wrought iron candelabra that took up the middle of the long table.

      “My lady.” Jaque bowed his head as Zackery pulled her chair out for her and Luceam took a seat. “Tonight’s dinner will consist of humanely-raised filet mignon, with roasted, sustainably-farmed parsnips and a brown butter sauce. First course will be a wilted spinach salad with raspberry-bacon reduction. The raspberries and the spinach were cultivated in the Beta Sector.”

      It happened with less and less frequency as years passed, but sometimes, when Jaque rattled off the night’s meal, Luceam’s memory would cast back to the days when she was very young and knew (without knowing how she knew, exactly) that her mother did not have enough to eat. She would remember days in darkness, eating tiny bites out of cans, aware that every bite she took was one the others didn’t get to enjoy. Aware that there were other ways for her to survive—to thrive—and feeling strange for taking the others’ only sustenance.

      Sometimes, while Jaque discussed the origin of the food she was about to eat, she would remember the first fresh food she ever saw. The apple she coveted above all things, in that basement apartment. She’d still never had an apple as sweet or as crisp as that one had been.

      How could her life now have come from the life she’d begun with, so—

      “Luceam, love?”

      She came out of her memories and back into the here-and-now like focusing a pair of binoculars so the image went from blurry to crystal clear. “I apologize.” Zackery would expect her to acknowledge that he was the one who said her name, so she gave him a soft smile before looking to the chef who still stood beside her chair. “That sounds incredible. Thank you.”

      Jaque gave a quick bow, seemingly nonplussed by Luceam’s distraction, then left the room only to push back through the doors from the kitchen a moment later with a salad plate in one hand—which he sat before Luceam—and a pewter goblet in the other—which he sat in front of Zackery.

      Zackery didn’t say a word but Luceam knew that wouldn’t last because the way he was looking at her was full of question. And, as expected, as soon as Jaque left the room, he leaned forward slightly in his chair.

      “Love, are nightmares plaguing you again? I can call Gabriel. I know his presence soothes you.”

      She nearly said no—it would have been the truth—but then how would she have explained her previous lapse in manners? “That won’t be necessary, the nightmares only bother me a little. I didn’t sleep well last night, that’s all.” She’d slept like the dead, actually, but it was an easy way to explain away her behavior.

      Still, Zackery’s face took on concern. “I am having a meeting in my office tonight, but I can reschedule it if you’re unwell.”

      “Do you require my presence at this meeting?” She knew the answer to that—an emphatic no—because she knew exactly what his weekly after dinner “meetings within my office” consisted of. Well, perhaps not exactly—thank the universe for that—but she didn’t want Zackery to know she knew even the gist in any case.

      As she expected, Zackery nearly choked on the contents of his goblet in his rush to respond. “No. No, that won’t be necessary.”

      Luceam had to fight to keep her expression smooth. “Then have no concern for holding your meeting. I shall turn in early tonight.”

      “Marvelous,” Zackery replied, lifting his glass. “Then let’s not dally with supper and keep you from your bed.”

      Or you from yours, but she kept that to herself. In fact, she’d known Zackery’s weekly visitors were due tonight. She’d very much been counting on it. Thursday nights were the only night Luceam looked forward to.
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        * * *

      

      Twenty years, Luceam reflected after dinner, back in her room as she undressed and unwound her hair, was not near as long as she would have thought it was when she'd been but a girl. She had expected, twenty years ago, that by now she would have found a mate. Or, if not her forever-companion, at least she would have found temporary satisfaction with someone—perhaps more than one someone—over the last few years. She had thought, those years ago, that by now she would not still feel the loss of her parents with as acute a sting as she had at first. That perhaps she would have grown to accept their deaths.

      But none of those things had happened. She had neither a mate, nor anyone she cared for, even fleetingly. No one had ever waited to see her each day with baited anticipation, no one's breath caught when she looked her most beautiful. And that was fine, she supposed. Those were all things she'd read in books, anyhow. Read in books and witnessed, in real time, during those few short days, the happiest she could remember. It would all have been less painful if she had no memory of them, of their love, their patience and passion. Because, as much as she sometimes wished, shallowly, that there was someone who loved her that way, that desire paled when held against the white hot light of grieving the death of her parents—and simultaneously not truly believing they were dead. It was that discordance that kept her pain over the loss of them so intense. Because whether they were deceased or not, they were not with her.

      Mary knocked gently on Luceam’s bedroom door before stepping into the room. “Zackery said you will be retiring early tonight.”

      “I will, yes. And I’d like some privacy, please.” She said it short, and again, Luceam wanted to shove her finely shoed foot into her mouth. “After you complete your tasks, of course. No rush.”

      “I understood,” Mary assured her. “I’ll only be a moment.”

      The woman was so kind and compassionate, Luceam often didn’t know what to do with her.

      The day Mary arrived at Forest Noir, Luceam had just woken up from a post-tantrum stupor. She couldn’t remember any more what the tantrum had been about, but at less than a year old it very well may have been something as simple as a misplaced sock. Nevertheless, Mary had been introduced by Gabriel, who explained that she was there to be a companion, of sorts. And that, Mary was. Luceam supposed Mary had become more than that—a friend, even—in the years since her arrival. Still, their interactions couldn’t be the kind of easy trust Luceam could remember her mother having with her best friend, Callee, mostly because Mary was beholden to Zackery and Gabriel alike. It made for awkward conversation the few times Luceam had expressed true disdain for Forest Noir or her life within it.

      With Mary safely away, and Zackery thoroughly engaged in his activities for the evening, Luceam pulled on the pair of close fitting, black trousers she kept stashed under the false bottom she’d created in one of the drawers of her armoire. She often feared Zackery would find them, though he never tarried into her room more than a step. She followed the trousers with a soft, loose, black tee that was as comfortable as it was unremarkable. Mary had gifted her the slacks and the tee some years ago after Luceam bemoaned having nothing to wear that was truly comfortable. Even her nightgowns were cumbersome, and Luceam knew no one dressed in stays and petticoats, or in long billowing nightgowns outside of Forest Noir. After saying as much to Mary one night while in a particularly toxic mood, the black slacks and black tee had been folded on Luceam’s bed, a tidy package. She had tried to thank Mary that night, but Mary had acted as though she didn’t know what Luceam was talking about and Luceam hadn’t pushed the issue. “Thank you” hadn’t come close to conveying the depth of Luceam’s gratitude anyway. Every time she wore the trousers, the feeling of freedom nearly brought tears to her eyes. The soft tee was just the same. How simple and wonderful a pleasure it was to move without restriction. Next came the simple, black ballet flats Luceam regularly wore with day dresses around Forest Noir. They felt better on her feet below the trousers’ hem than they did hidden beneath layer upon layer of silk and tulle. Finally, she gathered her long, auburn hair over her shoulder and braided the length—which was always the longest (and most risky) of the processes on these nights. Mary had never seen Luceam wearing the clothes she’d been gifted, and Mary certainly had no clue of how Luceam used the outfit now (for so much more than its gifted purpose of lounging in her rooms.) Universe forbid, if Zackery were to walk into her room now, he’d find her dressed in strange clothes Luceam could not explain the source of without damning the woman who’d given them to her, clearly about to leave the mansion.

      And that—leaving the mansion of her own accord—would be, in Zackery’s eyes, the greatest betrayal she could commit.

      Which was why she did so in secret every week.
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        * * *

      

      Matra

      Matra smiled, relief suffusing her when she saw her daughter emerge from the dense forest that surrounded the mansion where Luceam had lived with the leader of the Immortals for the last twenty years, ten months, and twenty-nine days.

      She could still remember the first time she’d seen Luceam emerge from those trees. On day 6,301 of her separation from her daughter, a sort of instinct had come over Matra, a need to be outside, to go to the roof of the building she and Christopher lived within. The only time she’d felt anything like it was the day she’d found Christopher on a street in Seattle—one of the best days of her life. So, naturally, she followed the instinct.

      As soon as she saw Luceam from her perch on the roof that night, everything had changed. Now Matra measured time in the days until she saw Luceam again.

      It was clear Luceam was sneaking away from Forest Noir each and every time she pushed her way through the edge of the trees, and every time Matra saw her—all one hundred forty-eight, now forty-nine times—it took every single ounce of strength she had not to call her daughter’s name. Not to jump down from the roof where she waited every week, land on the sidewalk and throw her arms around her Luceam.

      But then, Luceam was no longer a child. It was hard to know if she would want the affection now, after so many years apart, even if Matra could have turned her fantasy real.

      As Matra watched Luceam walk across the barren strip between the edge of the forest and the edge of the city tonight, she peered through her binoculars and cataloged Luceam’s every feature, checking for changes in her face, checking for signs she was happy.

      For tell-tale indicators she was not.

      Her face was all angles now, flawless skin over flared cheekbones, a gently angled jaw, and a long neck that disappeared into that same oversized t-shirt she wore every single time she came into the city. All the cherubic roundness Matra remembered had left her cheeks, and the mischief that had once lit her eyes had gone, her expression now one of determination and an edge of entitlement Matra at once worried over and was proud of. Because Luceam did deserve the entire world—and Matra was the reason she couldn’t have it, as well as the very reason she owned it already.

      Luceam would one day be the leader of all Immortal kind—and she must never know that every week, her mother and her father watched her walk into the city to search for them.

      “She looks good.” Matra handed the binoculars to Christopher, who didn’t need them, but used them nevertheless.

      “She looks pissed.”

      Matra elbowed him gently in the ribs. “She looks determined.”

      “Determined, fine,” Christopher relented, all for show, a smile warm in his voice.

      These sightings of their daughter were what Matra lived for—and they tore her apart just the same. Christopher knew it, in part because it was the same for him—he suffered just as Matra did—and partially because the blood they shared every time they made love kept them connected through more than devotion. Because of the blood bond, Matra had not aged a day in twenty years. Christopher knew just how hard and how joyous these weekly sightings were for her. And she knew just how painful and how wonderful they were for him as well. She knew, also, that he felt neither the grief nor the joy as deeply as she did. Not because he didn’t love Luceam with all his heart, but because he had full faith that one day they would be reunited.

      Matra longed for that reunion with every cell in her body. She wanted it more than anything. Yet, the idea that it would happen felt as far away as the tunnels back in Seattle did, or the life she’d had in the compound before that. She didn’t let herself sink into those memories, just like she didn’t let herself sink into hoping for the reunion Christopher was so confident would come to pass. Becoming hopeful only led to despair with each passing day as she watched Luceam from rooftops, unable to be part of her life. Instead, Matra chose to be grateful for these sightings.

      At least, that’s what she told herself. Gratitude was sometimes hard to muster.

      Luceam glanced upward and Matra ducked behind the pillar she and Christopher were perched next to.

      When they first started watching Luceam venture into the city each week, the reason was unclear. Why, Matra had wondered, would Luceam leave such a grand and beautiful home so she could traipse through the dirty, desolate streets of Beta West? It had taken time to figure out what she was doing—time, and a carefully orchestrated visit to the one establishment Luceam ducked into on every trip. It was a bar—a quiet, gritty, unassuming bar that catered to the citizens of Beta West who lived and worked between the fringe and the downtown core of the city. Matra slipped into the bar one night, right on the heels of Luceam’s exit. It had been so hard not to go in while she was there, but she never stayed long and so the torture was short lived. While Christopher kept watch, and with Matra’s blood-red hair tucked into a hat to avoid being recognized, she’d asked the bartender:

      “Hey, I’ve seen that woman around before. What’d she want?”

      The bartender had looked at her like she was a roach—or rather, not a regular, which was true—but he answered. “She comes looking for a woman and a man, asking if I’ve seen them.”

      Matra’s breath had gone shallow. “A man and a woman? Did she say their names?”

      “Yeah, something with an M… And the other name is old fashioned. Honestly, I forget ’em as soon as she asks.”

      “Matra.” It was somebody else at the bar who remembered—though how they did was unclear, considering the way their eyes swam when they met hers. “The name was Matra and… Christopher. That was it.”

      “Yeah, that’s right,” the bartender replied, nodding. “I swear I’ve heard those names before—but probably just because that girl comes in here every damn week asking about ’em.”

      “Nah, they’re familiar, I was thinking the same thing,” the drunk patron slurred in agreement. “But I can’t put my finger on it.”

      Which was Matra’s queue to leave. Choking on her heart, she’d slipped out of the bar before they could connect the dots.

      The sneaking away from Forest Noir, the risks Luceam took to do it—it was so she could find them. She didn’t believe they were dead, though Matra knew Zackery had told her as much. Luceam knew they were alive. The knowledge had bolstered and dragged Matra down in turns, elated to know Luceam had not forgotten them—devastated to know she still longed for them enough to search.

      She’d cried for days.

      Out of her thoughts and back on the roof, when Matra dared steal a look over the edge of the building again, Luceam was halfway down the block—and a man was halfway down the block behind her.

      This part of the city consisted mostly of warehouses that employed humans and, save the crusty bar blocks away, the streets were all but abandoned after business hours.

      “Christo—” But Matra didn’t even need to finish saying his name.

      “I see him. Be back.” Christopher quickly made his way to the back of the building and disappeared over the side of the roofline. It had taken years for Matra to get used to that—his ability to jump from the top of a three-story building and land unharmed. It had taken longer than that for her to get used to the ability to do it herself. There was something very basic about the instinct not to jump off a building, as it turned out.

      He appeared in the alley just below her and glanced up from the shadows. When the man was mere steps away from the alley’s mouth, Christopher stepped into his path, staying mostly hidden in the dimness. He was taller than Luceam’s stalker by more than a few inches—Matra could even see that from above—and he was broader chested too. But he didn’t lay a hand on the guy who’d been following their daughter.

      A quick glance confirmed Luceam was unaware, continuing down the sidewalk at an efficient clip.

      Eyes back on Christopher, Matra didn’t hear what was said—she never did—but after a moment, the man gave a single nod, turned and walked away. Just like they did every time Christopher confronted someone on Luceam’s heels.

      She stuck out like fine china in a gravel pit, that was the problem. Luceam was beautiful—and not just because Matra was biased, which she was. Luceam’s skin, even in the dingy light of the streetlamps, damn near glowed it was so luminous. Her hair, the color of black cherries, sparked red when the lights hit it. Her light blue eyes, even from a distance, were piercingly clear. Matra had a feeling Luceam thought she was blending in wearing that oversized black shirt and pencil pants, but Luceam could be wearing a paper sack and she’d still draw attention. Her features were otherworldly—nobody could see her and not take notice.

      At least, that was the theory they were working with. But it didn’t explain why men seemed to follow her every time she came into the city—like they were watching for her as much as Matra and Christopher were.

      “Done and dusted,” Christopher said, crouching at Matra’s side once more up on the roof.

      “I still don’t know how you do that.”

      “Do what?”

      Matra rolled her eyes. “Get the goons who follow her to just up and leave. What do you say to them?”

      “I tell them they’ll leave her alone unless they want the full rage of vampire kind leveled against them,” he replied with a shrug. “Works every time.”

      Huh. Yes, she supposed that would do it. But… would it? It was hard to imagine the kind of man who stalked a woman down a street backing down simply because somebody told them to.

      Then again, it was hard to imagine why anybody would follow her to begin with. Yes, on the streets of Beta West, Luceam stuck out, impossible not to notice. But that didn’t account for random men stalking her every step—at least, Matra hoped the male-identifying part of the population wasn’t so deranged as that.

      The alternative, however—the fear that pinged around in Matra’s skull in the quiet, wee hours of the morning—was worse. Fear that the men weren’t random, that they’d been hired by someone who was unable to follow her from behind bars.

      “Not that she deserves to be followed, but if she’d stay in Forest Noir like I’m sure she’s supposed to, it wouldn’t be an issue,” Christopher remarked.

      Matra’s already edgy blood pressure ticked up a notch, despite knowing Christopher hadn’t meant anything truly ugly by it. “Stay at Forest Noir like she’s supposed to? Like how I was supposed to stay in the compound, obedient in the face of what I knew was wrong?”

      His eyes were full of regret when they snapped to hers. “Shit, no. You know I didn’t mean it that way.”

      No, he hadn’t meant it that way, but that didn’t make him right to say it to begin with. “And you know that if Luceam was happy, she wouldn’t be sneaking out of that monstrosity of a mansion.” Forest Noir was gigantic. Matra had seen it only once, when she and Christopher snuck onto the property to meet with Zackery for the final time.

      “I know she’s twenty years old,” Christopher countered, all calm in the face of Matra’s ire. “She’s stretching her legs and pushing her independence.”

      “She wouldn’t have to stretch her legs if she was with us.”

      Christopher worked very hard not to smile—and failed. “Love, I snuck out of my mom’s apartment from the time I was seventeen until… well, until I saw you again, to be honest. This is normal.”

      “This is not normal, Christopher!” They’d had this conversation a hundred times, and here she was, about to say it all again because she couldn’t stop herself. “You snuck out of your mother’s home. She was your safety net. Who will be that for Luceam if something happens?”

      “Zackery will.” Christopher’s hand was as warm and strong around hers as his voice had become.

      “And what if—” the name stuck in her throat before she could force it from between her lips. “What if Audil gets to her?”

      Shutters lowered over Christopher’s expression at the mention of the name they both hated to hear. “He can’t get to her from prison. And even if he could…” A pleading compassion filled his expression. “Matra, Luceam is safe with Zackery. I swear it to you on my life. She is safer with him than she would be with us for now.”

      For now.

      For now had begun as days, then weeks. For now had become months, that had stretched into years. Decades.

      And he was right. Their daughter was safer away from them than with them, as much as it tore Matra apart to admit. If they were recognized and turned into human authorities—which existed in Beta West, just like they did in Alpha—then it was likely even the Heir couldn’t rescue them. It wasn’t worth risking Luceam’s safety—not to mention her future as the Heiress—just to keep her with them when it wasn’t safe. Or even comfortable.

      “I’m sorry for saying what I did, before. I didn’t mean it the way it came out,” Christopher whispered. “It is my fault these years have been so hard. Don’t blame Zackery—blame me.”

      Tears threatened. She couldn’t blame him, not for a moment and no matter what he said. Christopher would never hurt her, or Luceam. He was exhausted, just like she was, a soul-deep weariness that had a way of making everything hair-trigger sensitive.

      “It’s just been so long.” She wished everyone in the media would forget about them. That had been the original plan—wait out the media storm surrounding Audil’s death and reanimation until something more interesting stole the public’s attention—but that’s not how it had turned out.

      Audil’s story had become the banner waved by the anti-mythological movement, the poster for why Immortals and humans shouldn’t mix.

      Every year the story was rehashed and reposted online. Every year, Audil posted a video from prison, telling his fabricated tale of woe. Nobody seemed to care that Luceam wasn’t his daughter by blood or by custom; it didn’t matter (and nobody knew) that in that alley that day he had tried to kill the woman he claimed to love. No, all people cared about was that a human man had been betrayed by a human woman who fell in love with a Born Immortal. Or had Matra been coerced? Was she alive, imprisoned by The Heir? Was she a delinquent mother? Everyone had a theory, but the one thing they all seemed to agree upon was that Matra and Christopher were somehow responsible for Audil’s near death—never mind that he had been the one to pull that trigger.

      That was where the theories got even worse. Christopher had made Audil do it somehow—that’s what they all thought, even though Christopher had not been in that alley. At least, according to the official documented account given by Zackery, he hadn’t been, neither had Matra. But Audil kept the public and the legal system questioning Zackery’s version of events, insisting Matra and Christopher were there that day, telling the media how he had no memory of pulling the trigger, only a memory of Christopher’s voice in his mind, damning him.

      And the truth was, Christopher might have damned him—but he hadn’t made Audil shoot himself.

      Nevertheless, it all had the effect of keeping Matra and Christopher in a living purgatory Christopher swore was temporary—and to which Matra could see no end.

      If they came out of hiding, they risked being arrested by the human authorities, tried, and convicted for Audil’s attempted murder, no matter what the evidence said. And that was assuming they didn’t find out Christopher had once saved her life with his blood.

      The fact was, they could do more for Luceam—and for themselves—in hiding than they would ever be able to do behind bars. And so here they were.

      Christopher’s expression showed the depths of Matra’s pain as he took her into his arms and cradled her against him, right there on the dirty roof of an abandoned building on the edge of the city where they had lived in hiding for twenty years. “Love, we have centuries ahead of us. In two hundred years, we will look back on these twenty, and they will be but a blip in our timeline. We will be with Luceam again, I know it with every cell of my body, down into the deepest, truest parts of my soul.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          Luceam

        

      

    

    
      The night had been a disappointment. They always were, so Luceam wasn’t entirely sure why she was disappointed as she soaked in the tub the next morning with her long hair piled on top of her head.

      She always showered immediately upon returning home from her sneaky adventures to wash away the scent of the city and the musty smell of the path she took to leave and return to the mansion. Then, the next morning, she always took a bath to double her efforts and renew the scent of fresh lilac soap.

      At some point, she reflected while gently scrubbing her arms, she would become accustomed to never finding what she was looking for on her trips into the city, wouldn’t she? At some point, the disappointment should melt into expectation, no longer sadness but equilibrium. It hadn’t happened yet.

      The long, dark corridor she used to enter and exit Forest Noir without detection each week was truly an emergency escape route that had been cut into the mansion’s foundation. Once, when she was very young, Zackery had shown her the secret door, which led from the bathroom where she was currently bathing to a set of steep stairs that landed in a dark, cellar-type room. He had no idea she used it to leave the mansion whenever she could be assured of his distraction, and she rather wanted to keep it that way. Hence all the bathing—Turned Immortal noses being what they were.

      At first, she’d snuck out once per month, afraid to press her luck with more frequent outings. Then twice per month she’d left without his knowledge. Once she’d been doing that for some weeks without detection—Zackery really was quite well distracted when his weekly visitors were present—she began her weekly sojourns into the city.

      It was all the definition of insanity, really, doing the same thing over and over again, hoping for a different outcome.

      For three long years, she’d been traveling into the city, visiting bars and convenience stores—the only places open overnight along the outskirts—searching for her parents. One bar, in particular, she visited on every trip.

      Once, early on, she’d found a long, fire engine red hair on the sidewalk outside of that bar. It had drifted on the air, right in front of her face before landing at her feet, smelling of vanilla and sweat—a scent Luceam remembered so vividly she could conjure it from thin air.

      Had she conjured the scent out of hope and desperation that this single strand of hair had come from her mother’s head?

      She’d spun in place, looked up at the buildings, down the block, into an alley. Nothing. She’d even breathed deep, scenting the air for that hopeful whiff of the person she longed most in the world to see. Nothing. She’d gone into the bar and asked for her parents. No one knew them.
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