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          JOSIE

        

      

    

    
      Redemption. Was it just an illusion? My hope of it hinged on reclaiming our world from the ice age my father inflicted on the world a century ago. The months since I defeated him in the blood rite ticked by with minimal progress on any of the major tasks.

      I closed one eye and peered into the microscope. "Damn." I jerked my rubber gloves off and chunked them toward the trashcan.

      "You'll figure it out, Josie. We get closer every time," Natasha said, her tone sincere.

      "Thanks," I said. "Even when we get it right, we'll still have to figure out how to manufacture the synthetic blood."

      "The taste isn't that bad," Natasha sat the cup of fake blood down without tasting it. "It's going to happen"

      "It's the only thing that will keep both the humans and vampires around for a while," I said. Vampires, including myself, needed blood, and the humans donated. It wasn't enough though. There were too many of us and too few of them. A few vampires turned Rogue and were lost to animalistic madness when a vampire consumes enough vampire blood. And there would be more if I didn't figure out this fucking formula.

      "Maybe you just need more help." Natasha touched my arm.

      "Where?" I sounded as frustrated as I felt.

      "What about Agata? She passed the computer training with ease and would make a great assistant."

      Help was exactly what I needed, but I couldn’t ask Agata as much as I would love to see her and have another person I trusted implicitly here.

      "Her family wants to stay at the Southern Compound. I can't ask her to abandon them to be my assistant. Especially here in what feels like the actual place humans are referring to with the saying when Hell freezes over."

      The sympathy dropped from her tone. "Don't be so stubborn. She'd do it for you," Natasha said.

      "And I'd hate myself for asking her," I said. "But you're right. I do need some help."

      Most of the scientists disappeared when we took over the Southern Compound, and I assumed they were with my father. Wherever he is. He'd disappeared after I revived him when the blood rite ended his existence. The longer he stayed away, the more I feared what nightmare he'd bring when he returned. And would our people be ready for another battle?

      "I'm going to my office," I said.

      Natasha patted my arm. "I should check on Em anyway."

      Two guards flanked me as I left the lab for the walk to my office. They were an ever presence since the victory. Fewer people made eye contact or smiled with them at my side. I suffocated from the constant sentries, even when they were outside the door of my office.

      I entered the newly remodeled, well upcycled, space and closed the door. A present from the wonderful vampires and humans for our victory against my father. Their show of gratitude and faith spurred me on each day to look for answers.

      Vin's scent mixed with mine in the air, and I ran my hand over the edge of the desk. Something about the desks. I smiled, remembering the events of the day before on this one. He knew every inch of my body and showed me often. A sigh slipped from my lips at the thought of his touch. I let go of the thought and dropped into the chair to comb through more of Mother's old books.

      One drew me over and over again, almost like when Mother tapped me on the shoulder to read when I was little. I flipped through the pages of the book as if new words would appear.

      The door to my office flew open. Vin peered into the room. His eyes wide and his dark hair uncharacteristically tousled. "We found him, Josie."

      I jumped up from the desk chair. "My father?"

      "Yes." He closed the door behind him and came closer.

      Tears sprung to my eyes. He would finally pay for his crimes. I’d make sure of it.

      "And Livia's daughter?" Gods, please let Luna be okay. When Father kidnapped her daughter, he thought he had some claim to her because of his experiments on Livia. Luna was one of only three vampire children born in the last hundred years. As a mother to one of those three, it crushed me inside to think what Livia must be feeling.

      He shook his head.

      "No sign of her?" My heart beat faster. Panic at what my father might have done to her. Experiments he could have done to her. No, we’re not going down that path. We don’t know anything.

      "No reports have included her, but he could have her hidden," Vin said, his tone solemn.

      "Let's go get him." I walked towards the door. "I'll let Livia know."

      "She'll want to go." Vin's voice lowered.

      Livia wasn’t in any shape to fight. She barely existed. I wouldn’t deny her a chance to be there if we found Luna. "It's her daughter and her choice. I’d do the same."

      Vin thrust his hand out in front of me. "Her strength hasn't returned. She'll be a liability."

      I took his hand between mine and pressed it to my cheek. "If it were me and our child, I'd rip anyone's head off that stood in my way."

      "You've been spending too much time with Natasha." Vin kissed my temple and opened the door for me. "See you soon."

      I sped down the hallway and scented the air for Livia. Her aroma led me to the same chair by the same window she eventually ended up in every day since she was released from the doctor's care six months ago. I held a hand out toward the guard for them to remain at a distance. Livia’s hair needed brushing, and she was thin, even by vampire standards. All our strength didn’t come from blood, but it helped. Livia hadn’t consumed much at all over the last few months, and it showed in how her cheekbones protruded out. She rarely spoke to anyone except me or Natasha.

      "Livia?" I called her name, but she didn't move. I rested my hand on her shoulder.

      She jerked away. My father had done a number on her when he kidnapped her. I’d ceased to carry the hate for her I once had when I saw how broken she was. I didn’t trust her, but I didn’t hate her either.

      "Sorry, Josie. I mean Empress."

      "No need to apologize or call me Empress."

      I sat on the wide wood window seal and clasped my hands, looking up at her face.

      Livia wiped the pink trail of tears away.

      "We found him, Liv," I said, my voice low. "We found Ezra."

      Her eyes widened, and she sat up straight in the chair. "And Luna?"

      I wished I could tell her, yes, but that wasn’t the case. Guilt dug into my gut worse than any thirst I’d ever had. "No sign of her, but he's probably hiding her."

      She recoiled back into the chair.

      "We're going after him, Livia.” I propped myself up on the window ledge in front of her and waited for it to register with her.

      Her face hardened. Her gaze, trained out the window, never wavered. "I'm going with you."

      Good. She has fight left in her. She’ll need it for this journey.

      "I suspected you would." If it were me, even old magic couldn't keep me away.

      Livia's grief was palpable wherever she went. My wish was that we could give her a happy answer. Either way, we would give her closure.

      "We'll leave soon, so go see Killian for preparations."

      "He won't want me there." Livia squeezed her eyes together.

      "It's not his decision." I rested my hand on her knee.

      She opened her eyes, fresh pools of pink gathered in them. "Thank you."

      "No thanks needed. Go prep," I said. "I'll meet you soon."

      My next stop took me to the wing of secure apartments we occupied. The guards took up their stance at the end of the hallway with the ones posted there. I found Natasha in her and Killian's suite.

      She opened the door with one hand and held Emilia's hand with the other. Em took her first steps months ago. While her growth rate was still fast, it was slowing. We hoped the genetic engineering my father did wasn't a death sentence for this sweet girl.

      “Hey,” Natasha said. “Come in.”

      "She is walking so good now."

      "A year ago, I didn't even consider a child, and now, I can't imagine not having one."

      "Are you thinking more are in the cards?"

      "I'd love to have more. Killian would too, but I'm not sure it can happen without Ezra's engineering." She handed Emilia to the nanny.

      "We found him," I said.

      "I heard. Killian told me." Natasha sighed. "I'm in, Josie. If he had Emilia, I..." Her mouth twisted to the side.

      "I know. I feel the same way."

      "We can't let him get away this time," Natasha said.

      "We won't," I said.

      "So what's the plan?"

      "Just the four of us plus Livia. In and out. We secure Luna and terminate Ezra. He's lived enough lifetimes and destroyed even more."

      Before the doomed mission my father sent me on last year, the thought of anyone killing him seemed impossible. Shouldn’t I feel sad? I only feel numb. Maybe I’d subconsciously chosen to not process it. I blocked out my relationship with him as much as I could. I let a little bit in, and an ache of loss nested in my chest. My loss needed to wait, and I wanted to do what most vampires did when they didn’t want to deal with pain or human-like feelings and turn off the emotions around them. I didn’t want to know the pain of losing another parent, and the guilt of it ate at me in a way I’d never experienced. Would Mother agree with my decision?

      Natasha’s voice drew me out of my thoughts. "You couldn't do it during the blood rite. Are you sure you can now?"

      The old magic lived in fables for me until that moment. It followed me around as a failure even though no one else said it was but me.

      "No, ancient magic saved me from the decision. That's why I wanted to talk to you, Natasha." I paused.

      Even through all his treachery, I dreaded this outcome. A small piece of me was sad it came to this. He did it though. There was no going back from what I asked of her, and it wasn’t the first time I’d asked her to do something dangerous. Many former subjects of my father wanted the opportunity, but I needed it to be someone who would do it swiftly. It wasn’t fair of me to ask, but fair and vampires rarely occupied the same space. "If I'm unable to end my father, will you step in and finish him in my place?"

      "Gladly," she said, without hesitation.

      And no doubts existed in my mind that she would keep her word. Relief flowed over me and then shame at the plan. Shame for what I’d asked of my friend. Shame for the way I conspired to end my only living parent.

      "Vin has an aversion to killing anything, and Killian's loyalty was to my father for so long--"

      "You don't have to explain, Josie. I don't have the history, and I hate what he has done to the world. The decision is easy for me." Her resolution stronger than mine raised my confidence in our success.

      I hugged her. "Thank you, Natasha." I let go. "We've come a long way in a short time. I never thought we'd be friends when Calidora introduced you as Vin's fiancée."

      Natasha's lips curled. "It's hard to believe she is his mother, but I didn't see anyone after I saw Killian. Don't get me wrong. I would have gone through with it to save my neck, but I never wanted him."

      She and I had more in common than I’d been willing to see when we first met. Leaders manipulated us into situations for their gain. My father with me, and Vin’s mother with her. The blood I’d had for breakfast worked its way up my throat. I swallowed hard against it. I’d be a better leader than my father and Vin’s mother to all our people.

      "You were a pawn like so many in the game Calidora and my father created."

      "How close are you to completing your mother's formula for reversing their damage to the climate?" Natasha changed subjects to something more neutral or more important as she’d argued with me several times.

      "Close, but not close enough. I'm much closer to that than figuring out the growth rate for Emilia but not as close as we are with the synthetic blood."

      "I meant it earlier when I said you're spreading yourself too thin again."

      "You sound like Vin." We need answers to all three, and I didn’t want to let anyone down. If I didn’t figure out the growth rate for Emilia, Natasha could lose her daughter. If I didn’t develop synthetic blood, more vampires would turn Rogue. If I didn’t solve the equation to reverse the ice age, we’d all perish, and it would be bad.

      "Well, we both care about you." She shrugged and tilted her head to the side. "He might care a little bit more."

      I laughed and rolled my eyes. "He better."

      "When are you going to let him put a ring on it? I know he's been driving Killian nuts about it."

      "The timing seems off, and weddings are really more a human thing."

      "But it's important to him, Josie."

      I nodded. "It is, and I'll talk to him after we take care of my father." When I told Vin I'd marry him, we'd been facing death by Rogues. The worst possible death a vampire could face. With so much to do, I'd felt selfish even considering a wedding.

      "Fair," Natasha said. "When are we leaving?"

      "In the morning. I'd rather travel by day so we can avoid Rogues."

      "Those red-eyed vampire-eating bastards creep me out."

      "Me, too." I glanced at Natasha's daughter. She played with the nanny, oblivious to our discussion. "Are you sure you want to leave Emilia?"

      "I never want to leave her, but Luna deserves to be with her mom too." Pink tears welled in her eyes.

      My eyes burned, and I imagined they looked the same as Natasha's.

      I walked towards the door. "Pack light. We're traveling on foot."

      "No tundras?"

      "They make too much noise. We can travel faster than they move anyway."

      "True." Natasha sighed. "I guess I won't wear those cute boots I found in the building we dug out of the ice and snow."

      "Probably a wise decision. See you at sunrise."

      "Ugh." She glanced at the window. "See you in a couple of hours."

      I covered the short distance to mine and Vin's suites and opened the door to our main apartment. Adam ran to me and hugged my leg. He looked so much like Vin with his thick dark hair, but Vin said he looked like me. I picked him up and snuggled him. Gratitude gripped my heart. I hated the thought of being any distance from Adam, but Livia couldn’t hold Luna like this. Adam would understand when he was older. "Hey, little man."

      "Mama," he said.

      My sweet boy. His first words. My useless heart swelled. "Did you just say--"

      "Mama," he said, his confidence increasing.

      Tears pricked the corner of my eyes and down my face. "Yes, I'm Mama."

      He bounced in my arms. "Dada," he said.

      I giggled. "No, he's not here. I'm Mama."

      "Dada." Adam flopped over to the side.

      "You're distracted, Josephine."

      I turned towards the sound of his voice. Vin leaned against the doorframe, a broad smile on his face. His fingers ran through the dark mass of hair. He needed a haircut.

      "You are just jealous he said Mama first, Vincent." I dragged out his name.

      "Dada." Adam stretched his hands out to him.

      Vin took him and Adam patted his face. "Dada."

      "He clearly has a favorite, and it's not me." I wrapped an arm around Vin and cradled Adam's little cheek in my hand.

      "Mama," he said and reached out for me.

      "His favorite is whoever is feeding him. Our son has quite the appetite."

      I laughed. "It's true. He does like to eat."

      "Are you hungry, little man?" I asked.

      "Mama!" Adam yelled and dove into my arms.

      "Once again, I am right," Vin said.

      "Whatever."

      We walked toward the kitchen together. The ever-present guards were a few steps behind us.

      "He'll probably be making complete sentences by the time we get back."

      "Maybe he'll solve the formula for reversing the ice age."

      "Our little Einstein just might," I said.

      "Dada." Adam leaned back and looked at Vin upside down.

      "Any progress today?" Vin took Adam.

      I poured a blood bag into Adam's sippy cup and handed it to him. He tilted it up and drank.

      "A little. I wish Mother was here to explain her notes." No matter how deep in research she was on a topic, she always made time to talk to me or help me like when I struggled with calculus. She told me the importance of math in science and spent hours making sure I comprehended the theories.

      "She'd be proud of you, Josie."

      Would she? She wanted to see an end to the division between created and born vampires, and we had made strides here at the compound in Dallas. Lots of little factions who supported keeping them separated had cropped up while staying in the shadows. I wasn't sure we had the numbers for another battle since I ousted my father.

      "Down." Adam pushed against Vin's chest.

      Adam ran around the kitchen at baby vampire speed. It would be some time before he could keep up with Vin and me. Speed was the only way Vin and I kept Adam from getting into things he shouldn’t. And Adam maximized every opportunity to explore. It was both joyous and terrifying.

      "We should power up for the trip." Vin handed me a blood bag and a glass.

      "Thanks." I sat the glass on the counter and squished on the bag. I stared at the red liquid.

      "Do you want me to warm it up for you?"

      I smiled. "No, I was thinking about the synthetic blood formula," I said. "Trying to figure out what we are missing there. I feel like we are so close and at the same time so far away from figuring the ice age out, the right formula for synthetic blood, Emilia's rapid aging, and everything else. If Mother was here, she'd already have it solved."

      Mother epitomized grace and patience. If she was here, she would tell me to do the same. Except, the clock ticked against us for survival.

      Vin wrapped his arms around me and pulled me into an embrace. I rested my head in the crook of his neck. He laid his head against the top of mine.

      "Who's to say? You have limited tools, and it's remarkable how far you've come working on all of this at the same time. I'm not sure anyone could have done it better."

      "I love you, even when you are consoling my ego."

      He chuckled. "I'm not. I'm just reassuring my lover and mother of my child how amazing she is."

      I giggled into his chest. "Mission accomplished."

      "Speaking of missions --"

      "We should get our gear together." I finished, my tone somber in recognition of our next tasks.

      "I was actually thinking we need to get little man to bed, so we can have some alone time." Vin kissed the top of my head.

      On cue, Adam put one hand on Vin's and one on mine. He pushed, trying to pry us apart. "No!"
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          VIN

        

      

    

    
      I scooped Adam up. "Time for bed." I ruffled his hair.

      "No." He head-butted me and connected with my nose

      I rubbed the bridge. Fucking hell that hurt. His solid connection was like a sparring partner versus a toddler.

      "That's not nice, Adam." I gave him a stern look.

      His lower lip jutted out and pale pink tears pooled in the corners of his eyes.

      "You didn't mean to hurt Daddy. Did you, Adam?" Josie leaned over and kissed his forehead.

      "Mama!" He reached for her.

      "No, Mommy has to go put her pajamas on too." I wagged my eyebrows at her.

      She laughed. "I don't have pajamas unless Adam is letting me borrow some."

      "No," Adam said.

      "Mommy is going to take a shower," she said. "It might be the last one I get for a few days."

      "I'll join you after I get our little man in bed," I said, wagging my eyebrows at her.

      Josie kissed Adam on the cheek. "Night night." She winked and leaned up to kiss me.

      I pressed my lips to hers. We were luckier than most. Love. A child. If I could just get her to the altar, it'd be perfect.

      "Sing Itsy Bitsy Spider to him. It works like a charm," she said and left Adam and me in the kitchen.

      I watched the guards take up their positions behind her. It should bring me comfort for them to be with her, but it made her unhappy. My happiness was tied to hers.

      Adam bounced his sippy cup off my cheek.

      "Done?"

      He chunked the cup toward the sink. It landed with precision.

      "Nice shot," I said. "But don't tell your Mommy."

      I carried him to our apartments and into his bedroom. He cooperated as I dressed him for bedtime like he knew we had a heavy day coming and cut us some slack. Josie had many difficult duties since we came to the Northern Compound, but this mission would be the most challenging of them all. She’d been raised by her father, and I remembered her tears at the end of the Blood Rite when she thought his existence had ended by her hands. Regardless of her anger towards him, she would feel the loss. I would support her and lift her up in every way possible to see her through it.

      Adam held his hands out for the stuffed dog. I handed the little brown and white plush toy to him. He tucked it under his arm and reached for me.

      "I love you, son," I said. This little guy made the decades of waiting for Josie worth it. I didn’t think children would be in my future or a family like this, and there was no price too high to protect their future. Regardless of the ice covering the planet, Josie and Adam were my world.

      Adam curled up on his side, and I kissed the top of his head. His eyes closed.

      I turned the light out and shut his door. The little vampire could sleep better than most humans.

      Steam billowed out of the bathroom. We didn't need hot water, but the haze it cast over Josie's body looked like a dream. I'm a damn lucky vampire. Fang Shui agreed, and I slipped in behind her.

      She leaned back against me. The decades I’d waited to hold her and show her how much I loved her rolled away with the water drops. When she was near, my world felt whole, like she and I had never been apart. My body, my mind, my heart, and my immortality belonged to her.

      I wrapped my hands around her and rested them on her stomach, letting the water run over us. We'd come a long way since I'd almost died in the tundra at the start of our mission. She'd taken control, and once we learned the truth, she became the leader the world needed. Her body bore the weight of our parents' treachery and climbed a mountain to make it right. There was only one thing that could break the pervasive tension she carried.

      I tilted my head down and pressed my lips against her neck. A soft moan escaped her lips. My hand dipped down. Her head tilted back against me.

      "Don't be gentle this time," she said. "I need to feel everything."

      Fuck she was hot. Fang Shui liked when she expressed what she wanted and hardened against her back.

      I circled my fingers at her center and plunged two fingers deep inside her.

      "Gods," she said. One of her hands pressed against the wall of the shower. The other reached around and grasped my shaft.

      I growled in her ear and moved my hand to hardened nipples.

      "Now, Vin. I need it." Her voice raspy, she turned in my arms.

      My hands went to her hips and around to lift her up. She wrapped her legs around me, and I pressed her back into the wall.

      "I love you, Josephine,” I whispered in her ear.

      "Don't call me Josephine." She put her hands on either side of my face and forced me to look her in the eyes.

      "My Josie." I sunk deep into her.

      She moaned. "Always," she said in a breathy tone. That one word nearly sent me over the edge. I wanted every part of her. Needed her closer.

      I found my rhythm and pushed deeper.

      "Vin," she gasped out. She clenched around me, and I could tell she was close.

      My release close, I bit down on her shoulder.

      Her neck arched, and she met me at the pinnacle. Her muscles contracted.

      "Fuck..." I filled her with my warmth.

      She rested her forehead against my chin. "I love you." She found my lips.

      "How did we go decades without that?" I whispered against her cheek. Josie was unlike any woman or vampire, and she had no idea how special she was. I’d spend every second I had to show her.

      "Stupidity," she laughed. Her body completely relaxed, she rested against me.

      I kissed the top of her head. "Let's get dried off and go to bed."

      "It's not like we are going to sleep," she said.

      "You're right," I turned the water off. "I'm going to spend the rest of the night convincing you why should marry me."

      She laughed, but her shoulders stiffened. Each time I brought up the topic of marriage Josie redirected the conversation. She said it was a human tradition, and we had bigger problems. I wanted to show her it was more than that. It would be my pledge to her for our undead lives. I didn't want to add to the stress she had. I'd waited decades. I could wait a little longer.

      "We only have a few hours." She squeezed her hair with a towel. Her eyes met mine in the mirror, and she bit down on her lower lip. "Promise me one of us will come back."

      My heart splintered at her plea. She never shows her fear. Josie. I wrapped her up in my arms. "We're both coming back, Josie. Adam needs both of us."

      Gods, let me be right. Please let us both return to raise our son.
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      The sunrise bathed our path in pink and orange hues. Light glinted off the snow. The Rogues’ sensitivity to the sun would keep them in the shadows today. A good omen for the mission.

      "I guess that view was worth missing some beauty sleep." Natasha drudged past me, her black backpack slung over both shoulders. We each had one packed with blood, poison, and various tools.

      "Like you need beauty sleep," I said.

      "Maybe not, but they do." She tilted her head toward Vin and Killian.

      They surveyed our route about twenty yards in front of us. The morning sun highlighted Vin’s dark hair in coppery tones and cast a warm glow over his pale skin. He looked like a god, and I imagined what the glow would look like over his entire body. I shook the thoughts from my head.

      "If you don't take that back, you will sleep alone," Killian said over his shoulder.

      "I doubt it. You can't keep your hands off me."

      "Too much, Natasha, too much," I said, through my giggles.

      Livia walked several steps behind us. I waited for her to catch up.

      "I'm good on my own," she said. "I worked like that for years."

      "But you don't have to anymore," I said. I hoped she could keep up when we went to full speed. The element of surprise could be our only advantage, and we’d lose that if we took a slower pace. Father would smell us coming if we moved too slowly. Vin and Killian did the last-minute checks on our path.

      "I don't know why you're helping me," Livia said, her voice too low for the others to hear.

      Help was something I struggled to ask for many times myself, but that wasn’t what she meant. "I'm not my father, Livia. He was wrong for what he did to you. He did things out of selfishness and power lust. I want to make that right."

      "But I did bad things too," she said.

      "As did I. As Natasha did. We were manipulated, but we have a chance to be more and do more. We have children who deserve a better place than what Ezra and Calidora created."

      "Do you really believe we can make a difference?"

      "I do." We already had. Not as much as I wanted to, but we made progress.

      "Then I need to tell you something."

      The blood I drank before we left gurgled in my stomach.

      "I overheard some of the born vampires talking," she said, her tone bitter.

      “About what?” I rolled my neck against the tightening.

      “There is a group of born that want to keep the division intact.”

      “Yes, we are aware. We’ve broken up a few pockets of them already,” I said.

      “Did you know the created vampires are planning to go after them?”

      Damn it. This can’t be happening now.

      "Without our support or the approval of the council?" I'd only formed the council the last few months, so everyone was still getting their bearings. We struggled every meeting to get born and created to agree on the simplest of proposals. Unification was the goal, and I believed in our ability to achieve it. If the born attacked the created, the humans would be next, and our society would go right back to what my father established.

      "They don't think the council is doing enough."

      No way am I letting this faction destroy what we worked so hard to build. My anger spiked hard, and I bit my lip to bring myself back to center. "It takes time, and that is something vampires have plenty of. Do you know when the born plan to attack them?"

      "In the next few days. They heard the leader of the dissenters will be near the compound, and they plan to take him out," she said in a worried tone.

      "Damn it. You could have mentioned that before we left." It was like the universe plotted against us.

      Livia’s hand shook and she wrapped them around her waist. "I --" Her voice was weak.

      "Sorry, Livia. I know it's been hard on you." She had been deep in the absence of Luna and trust wasn't going to come easy to her.

      I kicked the top layer of snow, and it rained down on us. "Stop," I called out to the rest of the group.

      Vin darted to my side and took a defensive stance. "Are you okay?"

      Natasha and Killian joined us.

      "No, I'm not. Livia, can you tell them what you told me?"

      She recapped the details as she had with me. I hated hearing it even more a second time.

      "The council hasn't been in place long enough to have the maturity to deal with this,” I said.

      "Do you want to go back?" Vin asked, his tone empathetic.

      "Yes, and no. We might never get another chance at Ezra like this, but everything we’ve built could collapse if I don’t return." I didn’t want to divide our team, but there wasn’t another viable option.

      "You want to split up,” Killian said, a statement, not a question.

      "I don't think that's a good idea," Vin said, his voice a mixture of concern and defiance.

      "I'm not sure we have a choice." I looked at Natasha. Her head tilted to the side in thought.

      "No time like the present for the council to figure shit out," Natasha said. "I say we stick together."

      The people at our compound and the surrounding area needed their leader. They needed the head of the government. This mission could carry on without me.

      "I think you four should keep moving forward. I'll go back and settle the disruption. Then I'll catch up."

      "It's not a good idea," Vin said. "You shouldn't travel alone."

      "I agree with Vin," Killian said.

      "I'm with the boys," Natasha said. "That's the majority."

      My only move left was to play the Empress card. "Unfortunately, this isn't a majority rules situation. I'm the leader, and I need to be there." The rank card wasn’t my first choice, and I wouldn’t have done it if there was an alternative. How could any of them argue with that? Except they will, and someone needs to press forward on the mission while I fix the dissension.

      "I'm against it," Vin said.

      "We'll all go back then," Killian said.

      Livia shook next to me. Panic must have taken over for her. What mother wouldn’t be in this situation?

      "You two go with, Josie," Natasha said. "Livia and I will continue on. The three of you can meet us at a designated location. We'll scout out the area and be ready to move when you arrive."

      Natasha’s plan made sense. Good sense. Too good to disagree.

      Killian opened his mouth and closed it. He probably wanted to argue as I did.

      Vin’s eyes narrowed on Killian. "Are you good with that decision?"

      Killian's gaze locked on Livia. "Natasha can take care of herself. She's strong." The implication he didn't say out loud is what I was thinking. Livia's strength hadn't returned in full yet. Natasha was a badass, but she wouldn’t be able to defend them both against a hoard of Rogues. "Can I talk to you for a second?" Killian said to Natasha.

      She nodded, and they sped off out of earshot.

      "If this is a trick, Livia, you will be held accountable," Vin said.

      His concern was valid based on Livia’s past actions, but she was a shell of the spy she once was. A mother eaten away by the absent space her child should fill was what stood here with us.

      Livia shook harder, and I put my arm around her as a shield. "Livia just wants to bring Luna home, and we will make that happen." Her body steadied.

      "It's what she's willing to do that concerns me," Vin said, his voice bitter.

      "She's willing to do what any mother would do," I snapped back, but I centered myself. “I get it. I do, but she’s a citizen who needs our help today.” I didn’t like this adjustment to our plan any more than Vin did.

      He stayed silent, but his eyes softened on me.

      Killian and Natasha returned. "All set," Natasha said. "Let's go, Livia."

      "See you soon sexy." Killian kissed Natasha's cheek.

      "Count on handsome." Natasha grabbed his ass.

      Natasha and Livia marched on through the snow, and Killian, Vin, and I turned back to the compound. The uneasiness of the decision unsettled me. Either direction felt wrong to me.

      We hadn't ventured more than 20 or 30 miles when Livia shared what she had overheard, and made it to the compound in no time. Everything seemed normal. Most vampires were asleep while the human residents bustled about on their tasks.

      "Wake the council members and ask them to meet in the chamber in ten minutes," I said to one of my aids. The stillness in the compound almost made me think Livia’s intel was wrong or misleading.

      With Vin and Killian at my side, my confidence strengthened, but I missed Natasha. I'd come to value her input as an advisor. She played Devil's advocate and wasn't afraid to challenge me, but she offered passionate support when I needed a voice. We'd become friends and colleagues out of the worst circumstances. If we could do it, then this council can make it happen for the born and created, and they had to include humans too. That was an even tougher subject. I had to unify the vampires first. Then mix the humans in next. In the interim, I was the buffer between them, a responsibility I held at the top of my list.

      I entered the chamber, my head high and eyes fixed, portraying conviction for our cause. Inside, my nerves jittered around as to what the council would decide and whether I would have to intervene. The council members were seated at the table, and I took my seat at the head of the table. Vin sat on my right, and Killian stood behind me. Natasha's chair on my left sat empty. I shared with them the information Livia had imparted on us. My biggest fear was this would divide them and the people further instead of finding a way to cement our unification. At least half of them shifted uncomfortably in their chairs, and I wondered if they played a part or were concerned about the test at hand.

      "We need to deal with this swiftly," I said, with more poise and composure than I felt. "We can't allow our people to sacrifice themselves, but it is an opportunity to capture the leader we can't ignore."

      "Why not let them do it?" Julius, a created vampire, asked.

      Not the first reaction I wanted, but I expected it.

      "Would you support borns attacking created?" Darius, a born vampire, jumped from his seat.

      "Of course not," Julius answered.

      I slammed my hand on the table. "This is the exact problem we are trying to resolve. We cannot unify and provide equity to all our people if we are divided in here."

      Quiet disseminated over the room. Even for someone who grew up with attention constantly on her, it made me uncomfortable. I refused to let it show on the outside. What happened next would make or break our movement, and I chose my words carefully.

      "If you are not committed to making this work for a better future, to end the ice age, and restore our world and build a society where we are not dictated what we should be by how we entered this world, then you should resign yourself from the council now." My voice stayed calm, but I trembled on the inside. If everyone walked out, we would fail.

      "Empress, I support you and defer to your guidance," Darius said and took his seat. He had a hot-headed temper, but he made it around to reason... most of the time. It did me good to see his allegiance. He spent time among the people listening and understanding them, others would follow his lead.

      Vin remained silent. He often did in these meetings. He reserved his opinion for rare occasions except to vote.

      One by one the others chimed in agreement.

      Julius, the last to respond, sat like a statue for a long pause. "Empress, I'm not convinced we can achieve your vision with this group, but you have my respect and support."

      I'd take it. Julius was the first created vampire to express interest in joining the council and others looked up to him as a leader. I'd work on getting him to see we could be this change.

      "Thank you all. Now, let's go through intelligence and see how credible this threat is."

      "I don't think it's credible based on the latest information. My opinion is they wanted to distract us from something else." Darius read a report from our scouts. "I spoke directly to the office who drafted this, and he pointed out several suspicious inconsistencies... like information was being planted." Darius passed it down to me.

      I glanced through it, and I tended to agree with Darius.

      "May I?" Killian asked.

      I handed it to him.

      He flipped through the report, reading at vampire speed.

      "It does appear to be inconsistent." Killian stiffened and passed the information to Vin.

      "Interesting this information surfaced immediately after certain other intel came to us," Vin said.

      They were right. This information was planted.

      "My thoughts as well." Killian cut his eyes to me. "Someone wanted us distracted and confused."

      "Empress, what other information are they referring to?" Julius asked.

      "A high-priority mission that was kept to a need-to-know basis," I said. My stomach sank. Natasha and Livia were out there alone, and we didn't know what the hell was going on.

      "Are we not your trusted advisors?" Julius asked.

      "We were working on securing a high-value target," I said, fully aware of how personal it would seem if I mentioned my father's name. And it was deeply personal. I wanted him to pay. I fiddled with the papers. The time to keep secrets was over. My advisors deserved to know the truth whether my integrity came into question or not. "It was my father, Ezra."

      "And what would be the point of capturing him now?" Darius asked.

      I glanced at Vin and fought back tears. It was one thing to admit to my friends and Vin that I planned to kill my own father, but it was entirely different to admit it to the council. Vin took my hand and squeezed. I blinked back the tears and steadied my inner self.

      "It wasn't a mission to capture him," I said.

      "Then what were you going to do?" Julius asked, confusion in his tone.

      I looked him in the eyes. "We were going to end him."

      The air in the room became stale and heavy. No one spoke, and all eyes waited for me. What else do I say?

      "He might be the only chance for us to repopulate," Mara said. Her only child went Rogue a few years ago.

      "He's not, and we outnumber the humans now. That's not sustainable. I'm close to creating the synthetic blood and reversing the ice age." Their faith in my father disappointed me, but I expected some residual nostalgic loyalty to the past… and him.

      "I can't support you killing Ezra," Darius said. "We should bring him back to face his crimes."

      The council all spoke at once.

      I raised my voice above the buzz. "With all due respect to you, I will not allow my father to escape again."

      "I thought you wanted something different for us, Empress," Julius said. "Did you mean only when it suited you? Don't get me wrong. I want to see Ezra ended, but I want justice here for all to see. We should send the troops to collect him if you know where he is."

      "Ezra would never let a group of troops, even our best, sneak up on him," Killian said.

      "You are not part of this council," Darius said, his tone dismissive.

      "No, but he knows things about my father that most of the people in this room don't," I said. "And I trust him."

      "But not us?" Mara asked in a resentful tone.

      "No, I trust you too. Ezra will never come back to face retribution though, and there's no way anyone else will be able to get close enough except me."

      If they don’t agree, I’ll stand in direct opposition to the council I created. My hope of building an equal playing field for vampires and humans will die here. The people could end up seeing me in a similar light as Ezra.

      "You are right, Empress," Darius said.

      "I agree," Mara said.

      "Agreed," Julius said.

      The rest of the council agreed. Relief washed over me, and if I’d been human, I would have sighed. It didn't matter if they agreed or not, but it did give me hope that they saw reason.

      "So, can this council continue to function for a few days while I deal with my father? Can you all get along and push forward on our task? Can you protect our people? All of our people while I am gone?"

      "Yes, we can." Mara stood up.

      "Yes, Empress." Julius mirrored Mara's actions.

      Darius studied me. I met his gaze full-on. He stood up. "Yes, Empress."

      The remaining council members did the same.

      "Don't fail me," I said and left the room. My confidence was shaken in them and myself, but I still had faith we would succeed. Humans and vampires would survive.

      Vin and Killian kept pace with me down the hall. “Give me five minutes to change, and we can leave. We should catch up with Natasha
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