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​Chapter 1: The Drums of Acre
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Seven hundred years before he ever balanced a ledger, broke a hedge fund's worth of curses, or fell in love with a woman who wouldn't be born for seven centuries, Baldwin de Valette was just a man standing on a wall, waiting to find out which kind of death he was going to get.

1291

The drums did not ask permission. They started an hour before dawn, low and relentless, and they simply kept going — the way a debt keeps accruing whether or not you're awake to watch it.

Baldwin de Valette — forty-two years old, twenty of them spent at one siege or another, and entirely convinced that a man ought to have run out of new ways to be afraid of a war-drum by now — stood at the third rampart of the Accursed Tower and refused, on principle, to let his hand shake on his own sword hilt.

"They are not even attacking," muttered the man beside him, a Templar sergeant with a scar that folded his left eyebrow in half and a good decade less experience than Baldwin had. "This is a courtesy. They are letting us listen to our own deaths arrive."

"That is not a comfort, Étienne."

"It was not meant as one."

Beyond the walls, the plain of Acre had gone the color of old iron in the half-light, and across it — close enough now that Baldwin could see individual banners snapping in the hot wind — the army of the Sultan al-Ashraf Khalil stretched from the sea to the hills, patient as a tide that had already decided it was coming in.

The drums were the worst part. Baldwin had been told, by men who claimed to know, that a man's own heartbeat would eventually find the rhythm of the war-drums and match it, whether he willed it or not, and that this was how you knew a soldier was afraid — not by his face, which could be trained into stillness, but by the treacherous thud of his own blood keeping time with the enemy's war song.

His heart had been keeping time for the better part of an hour. He hated it with the specific, controlled fury of a man who hated very few things but hated them completely, and had never once forgiven his own body for disagreeing with him.

"Steady, sir." This was Aldric, seventeen years old and assigned to Baldwin's service only a fortnight past, holding the spare lance like it might bite him, pale under a layer of dust that had already settled onto every man on the wall like a shroud fitted early. "My uncle says they always wait for the sun to be fully up. For the— the shadows. So we can see them coming and it — it does something to a man, seeing it coming."

"Your uncle is correct," Baldwin said, "and you are not to repeat that observation to anyone else on this wall."

"Yes, sir."

Baldwin looked down at his own hands, steady around the haft of his sword by long, deliberate habit rather than any absence of fear, and made a private, irritated observation about himself: he was the son of a lesser lord from a cold, unremarkable stretch of Norman coastline, he had spent two decades and three sieges convincing himself that competence eventually crowded out fear — and he had somehow arrived, at forty-two, at this particular dawn, still discovering that it had not. It had only ever gone quiet. It had never once left.

That, he thought, watching Étienne calmly check the edge of his blade against his thumb as though sharpening a kitchen knife before supper, was probably the most useless thing a man could learn this late, on a wall he wasn't at all certain he was walking away from. He filed the thought away with faint, bitter amusement — a habit he'd never once managed to break, cataloguing his own flaws even as they were actively about to get him killed — and said nothing further.

A shadow crossed the crenellation above him, and then another.

Baldwin glanced up. Two gulls — inland gulls, which made no sense, there was nothing here for them, no fish market, no refuse heap large enough to draw them from the harbor — wheeled once over the rampart and settled, absurdly, on the stone six feet from his head. They did not fly off when the nearest trebuchet loosed with a groan of timber and rope. They did not fly off when the answering war-drums surged into something faster, sharper, a rhythm with intent behind it now instead of patience.

They simply watched him. One of them tilted its head in a way that struck Baldwin, even through the roaring in his ears, as unaccountably deliberate.

"Get off my wall," he muttered at it, and did not know, could not possibly have known, that he had just spoken — cross, exhausted, seven centuries too early — to the first of a great many birds who would spend the rest of his very long life refusing to leave him alone.

The gull did not move.

Étienne finally looked up from his blade, followed Baldwin's glare to the birds, and let out a short, humorless laugh. "Bad omen, that. Sitting so calm with the drums going."

"Or," Baldwin said, "they simply have better sense than we do, and are waiting to see if any of us are foolish enough to die somewhere convenient for scavenging."

"You are a deeply unpleasant man before battle, de Valette."

"I am told I am a deeply unpleasant man generally, Étienne. War has not changed me. It has simply given me an audience."

Aldric made a sound that might have been a laugh, if laughing hadn't currently been the single most dangerous thing a man on that wall could do with the breath in his lungs.

Below them, along the full grinding length of the plain, the drums changed again — dropped low, then doubled, then dropped low once more, a rhythm Baldwin would not understand until years he did not yet know he'd have, watching a very different kind of ledger close on a very different kind of floor: this is the four-minute warning. This is the market opening. This is the moment before the bell.

The sun cleared the ridge behind the Sultan's army.

And the whole dark line of it — the tents, the horses, the banners, the sound that had been waiting patiently in the dark to become a sight — began, all at once, to move.

Étienne crossed himself. Aldric gripped the spare lance so hard his knuckles went the color of the wall stone.

Baldwin de Valette, forty-two years old, deeply unpleasant, and entirely unaware that he would spend the next seven hundred years running from what was about to happen to him on this wall, drew his sword, glanced once more — irritated, almost fond, though he would never have admitted to the second part — at the two gulls refusing to abandon their post beside him, and said the only prayer he had left the nerve for.

Lord, if I am not to survive the day, let me at least not disgrace it.

The drums broke into a full, roaring charge.

The siege of Acre had begun.
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​Chapter 2: The Merger
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Becca

There is a specific kind of silence that only exists in a kitchen owned by a seven-hundred-year-old man who has recently discovered the concept of "date night," and I was drowning in it.

"You put the candle in the wrong spot," Baldwin said, from across the obsidian island, in the same voice he used to inform hedge fund analysts that their quarterly projections were, in his words, aspirational fiction.

"There is no wrong spot for a candle, Baldwin. It's a candle. It makes light. That is the entire job description."

"It is currently between us and the wine, which means neither of us can see the other's face without leaning around an open flame. That is a fire hazard and, more relevantly, poor sightline management." He reached over, without asking, and relocated my very correctly placed candle four inches to the left with the same clipped precision he used to sign eight-figure wire transfers. "There. Now we have a clear line of sight and a controlled burn radius."

"You're doing the thing again."

"What thing."

"The thing where you treat a romantic dinner like a hostile takeover with candlelight." I picked my fork back up. "I married a man who negotiates centerpieces."

"I married a woman who once threatened to delete the Swiss tax files rather than deal with feelings for five consecutive minutes. I believe we are, as a couple, deeply well matched."

I opened my mouth to argue that this was, unfortunately, extremely fair, when a sharp knock — three raps, unmistakably smug — hit the conservatory glass.

Gary.

Evening, lovebirds, came the voice, gravelly and entirely too pleased with itself, sliding directly into my skull the way it always did. He was perched on the windowsill with his one remaining toe hooked around the frame, head cocked at an angle that somehow conveyed both judgment and hunger. Didn't want to interrupt the Fortune 500 seduction, but there's a car idling out front that smells like old money and worse decisions.

I froze mid-bite. "Define worse decisions."

Cologne strong enough to strip paint. Rings on every finger. Walks like he's never once been told no. Gary ruffled his feathers with theatrical disgust. He's got Council energy, if you catch my meaning.

Baldwin's fork went down against the plate with a small, precise click that I had come to understand, in eleven months of marriage, was the sound of a man doing math he did not like.

"Describe the car," he said.

Black. Long. The kind that costs more than your building. Gary tilted his head at me. Also, for the record, he's got a courier bag. Wax seal. The old kind.

I felt my stomach do the specific drop it always did whenever anyone in this marriage produced the words wax seal in a sentence, because in my experience, wax seals were never attached to birthday cards.

"Baldwin."

"I heard him."

"Should I be worried?"

"You are always allowed to be worried," Baldwin said, standing, buttoning his suit jacket with the same unhurried, irritating calm he'd used the night a vampire duke tried to have me killed in a parking garage. "I simply prefer you save the worry for things that have earned it."

"And has this earned it?"

He paused at the doorway to the foyer, and for one half of one second — so brief I almost decided I'd imagined it — something flickered behind his eyes that wasn't calm at all.

"I don't know yet," he said. "Finish your wine."

I did not finish my wine. I followed him, because eleven months of marriage to a seven-hundred-year-old banking dynasty had taught me exactly one universal truth: whenever Baldwin de Valette told me to stay somewhere and relax, it was because he already suspected the ceiling was about to be involved.

The front door was already open by the time I reached the hall, moonlight and expensive cologne pooling on the marble in equal measure. The courier standing on our step was young — human, thank God, or at least human enough that Gary hadn't specified otherwise — dressed in a slate-gray uniform with a crest stitched over the breast pocket that I didn't recognize but which made every hair on my arms stand up anyway, the way your body sometimes knows things your brain hasn't caught up to yet.

"Sir Baldwin de Valette," the courier said, with a small, correct bow that belonged in a different century entirely. "By order of the High Council, Convocation of the West, I am to deliver this into your hand and no other's."

He held out a heavy cream envelope, sealed in dark red wax with a symbol pressed into it that looked, at a glance, uncomfortably close to a signature I had once spent three sleepless nights researching on a genealogy forum in my old apartment — back when I still thought "vampire" was a metaphor for a bad boss and not a Tuesday.

Baldwin took it without a word. His face did the thing it always did when he was about to be extremely calm about something that deserved to be screamed at — jaw set, shoulders squared, seven hundred years of composure sliding on like armor he'd stopped noticing the weight of.

"Thank you," he said. "You may go."

The courier bowed again and was gone before I'd fully processed that a stranger had just materialized on our doorstep at nine at night holding what appeared to be a legal document from an organization that, to my understanding, mostly communicated via ancient blood oath and the occasional building collapse.

Baldwin closed the door. He did not open the envelope.

"Baldwin."

"Becca."

"What is that."

He looked down at the seal for a long moment, turning it once in his hands the way I'd seen him turn over a bad balance sheet — checking, I realized, not what it said, but whether he already knew what it said before he'd read a single word.

"It's the Council seal," he said finally, quiet in a way that had nothing to do with volume. "Convocation business. Formal notice, by the weight of it — this isn't a courtesy letter." He exhaled slowly through his nose, and for just a moment, standing in our own front hall in his shirtsleeves with a wax-sealed envelope in his hand, he looked less like a seven-hundred-year-old hedge fund titan and more like a man who had just heard a very old debt come due.

"Baldwin. You're scaring me a little."

"Good," he said. "That means you're paying attention."

He broke the seal.

Gary, I thought, with the specific, resigned clarity of a woman who had learned to trust a pigeon's read on a situation more than most humans she'd ever met, I really wish you'd been wrong about the Council energy.

Gary, still perched outside the glass, did not offer comfort. He just watched, silent for once, as Baldwin unfolded seven hundred years of consequences onto our kitchen counter.
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​Chapter 3: Acceptable Losses
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Baldwin

The letter said what I already knew it was going to say, which did not make reading it any easier.

By order of the Convocation of the West, and pursuant to the ancient rights of review vested in the High Council of the Blood, notice is hereby given that a Petition for Nullification has been formally lodged against the Concordat of Acre, Anno Domini 1291, on grounds that the mortal witnessing clause contained therein has, by the Council's determination, been rendered void by the subsequent and material change in status of the original signatory, Baldwin Étienne de Valette.

Seven hundred years of careful, deliberate work, reduced to a single sentence with my full Christian name in it. Even now, dead nearly as long as I'd lived, my mother's naming of me — after a saint she'd hoped might redeem whatever the rest of me turned out to be — could still find a way to embarrass me in front of my wife.

"Material change in status," Becca read over my shoulder, arms crossed, in the tone she used for contracts she suspected were designed to be misunderstood. "That's you being human for six weeks in the spring, isn't it."

"It appears the Council keeps better records of my honeymoon than I do."

"Baldwin."

"I wrote a clause seven centuries ago that required the witness to be bound to the hunger unto the horizon," I said, and heard, distantly, how absurd the sentence sounded delivered in my own kitchen, next to a bowl of untouched risotto. "At the time it seemed appropriately solemn. In hindsight it was the medieval equivalent of forgetting to read what I was signing."

"So somewhere out there, a very old, very annoyed committee has decided that because you briefly stopped being a vampire to save my life, you also retroactively invalidated your own paperwork."

"Correct."

"And that paperwork happens to be the thing holding up the entire legal structure of vampire society."

"Also correct."

Becca set the letter down with the exaggerated care of a woman choosing not to put her fist through it. "I need you to understand that I have read a great many badly drafted contracts in my professional life, Baldwin, and this is, and I cannot stress this enough, an extremely stupid way to run a civilization."

"I did not design the vetting process. I was forty-two, freshly turned, and being handed a quill by a man who introduced himself by draining half my platoon. I did the best I could under the circumstances."

"I'm not blaming you for the circumstances. I'm blaming you for the semicolons."

I would have answered that — I had, in fact, already composed several extremely reasonable defenses of my thirteenth-century semicolon usage — when the window over the sink exploded inward in a hail of glass, feathers, and one extremely offended pigeon, followed a half-second later by Julian, vaulting through the opening with the fluid, unbothered grace of a man who had never once in four hundred years considered using a door.

"Don't panic," Julian said, upside down, having somehow landed in a crouch on my kitchen island directly beside the risotto. "It's fine. It's handled. I want to be very clear that it is handled."

Gary, still mid-air and deeply unhappy about it, landed on the curtain rod with a sound like a small, furious accordion. He came through the window, Baldwin. Your idiot brother came through a closed window at forty miles an hour and I was directly in the flight path.

"What," I said, with the specific, weary calm I reserved exclusively for Julian, "is handled."

"So." Julian straightened, adjusted his very expensive, now very ruined shirt, and gave Becca the particular smile he used when he already knew he was in trouble and had decided the correct response was charm rather than honesty. "There was a Council auditor. At the Lombardy holdings. Asking questions about the marriage covenant, and specifically about a photograph."

"What photograph."

"The one from the vineyard. The kissing one."

"There is no kissing one."

"There is now," Julian said. "Because there's a second one, of me, at the vineyard, in a jacket that is — and I want to stress this before you say anything — legally indistinguishable from yours at forty feet, and the auditor is under the impression that I am you, materially altered in status, dating your own wife in the same week you filed for the covenant, and I did not have time to explain seven hundred years of family resemblance before he started photographing everything for a file."

I closed my eyes. "You let a Council auditor believe you were impersonating me."

"I let a Council auditor believe I was cheating with your wife, Baldwin, which is worse for me reputationally, if you think about it, and I'd like some credit for taking that hit."

"That is not the point."

"It is a little bit the point."

He's not wrong, Gary put in, unhelpfully, from the curtain rod. Julian's the one who's going to have to live that down at the next Convocation dinner.

"Nobody asked you, Gary."

I live here. I get an opinion.

Becca, arms still crossed, was looking between the three of us — my brother dripping glass onto her risotto, a pigeon actively participating in a legal crisis, and me, holding a seven-hundred-year-old nullification notice in one hand — with an expression I had come to recognize, in eleven months of marriage, as the precise moment she was recalculating what a normal Tuesday evening was supposed to look like.

"Just to be clear," she said slowly, "in the last four minutes, we have received formal notice that our marriage might be legally erased by a medieval loophole, and also discovered that a Council auditor thinks Julian is having an affair with me while impersonating my husband."

"Yes," I said.

"Regrettably, yes," Julian said.

Also I have glass in my left wing, Gary added, if anyone cares.

"Okay." Becca picked her wine back up, drank the rest of it in one long, deliberate motion, and set the glass down with a click that carried more finality than the letter had. "I'm going to need everyone to sit down, because apparently we're doing this tonight."

Julian dropped into the chair across from her, entirely too pleased to have an excuse to stay for dinner. I remained standing, the letter still in my hand, because some part of me — the same part that had spent seven centuries reading every document twice before signing anything — already understood that whatever came next was not going to be solved by sitting down.

It was going to be solved, if it could be solved at all, seven hundred years in the past, in a place I had spent most of my long life trying very hard not to think about.
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