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Chapter One
 

“What do you mean she’s not here?” Margaurethe O’Toole glared at the Human woman who’d had the misfortune of answering the door. Around the two of them stood Margaurethe’s personal guard, a half dozen tense Sanguire in dark suits, bristling with potential danger.

The young security guard swallowed, the sound audible to the visitors’ advanced senses. “I’m sorry, ma’am. We weren’t informed of your arrival today, so she and her friends went out for the evening.”

Margaurethe had to give the woman credit. Despite the number of menacing Sanguire and the obvious anger directed at her, the hapless Human displayed no fear though the small foyer reeked of the scent. But a Human security company? Whatever is Dorst thinking? How can he possibly believe that a Human can protect the future Ninsumgal? “Where has she gone?”

Another swallow. “For security reasons I’m not allowed to say.”

Margaurethe loomed closer to the woman. “You very much can say,” she advised in a voice rich with threat. “And if you do not, I’ll see you terminated.” She left open for speculation whether she meant the security officer’s job or life.

They locked stares for a moment before the woman broke away. “Excuse me. I need to contact my supervisor.”

Smiling, Margaurethe became the epitome of grace. “Of course.” She watched the woman move into the living area, and pull a cell phone from her pocket. Turning slightly, Margaurethe ordered one of her guards to have her belongings brought in from the car. As he relayed the order via a discreet radio, she glanced around the foyer, finding nothing to attract her interest. When the Human returned, she gave the woman her polite attention.

“Father Castillo wishes to convey his regret that he wasn’t here to greet you, ma’am. He and Whiskey are at Club Express downtown. I’m to give you directions.”

Margaurethe dipped her head, refusing to display her distaste for the young woman’s use of Ms. Davis’s nickname. “Thank you.”

A commotion at the door distracted her. She turned to see her driver setting several pieces of luggage on the floor. “Give the directions to Phineas, and see that my things are taken to my room.” She left the woman no avenue to naysay her commands. Something Margaurethe had learned early in her days as Ki’an Gasan was how imperative it was to act like one expected all servants to follow one’s orders. Confidence was key to political power.

As proof, the woman opened her mouth, and then snapped it closed. No doubt, she had decided to call this Castillo person back once they were away. “Of course, ma’am. I’ll take care of it.”

While Phineas received instructions, Margaurethe pulled aside the captain of her guard. “I want you to remain here. See that my things are settled, and have a look around. Do you want anyone to remain with you?”

“I’ll keep one, Ki’an Gasan,” he said, indicating a burly guard. “Do you want me to call in reinforcements?”

“Not yet, I think. Let’s see the lay of the land first.”

He nodded, and stepped away to speak to his lieutenant.

Phineas, a lanky young man who looked barely seventeen, came to her side. “Begging your ladyship’s pardon,” he said, a puckish grin on his face. “If you’re ready to go, I’ve got the way to our destination.”

Despite her concern, Margaurethe grinned at him. “When are you going to move past your backcountry upbringing, and address me with my proper title?”

He held the door open for her, and two guards slipped out first. “Aw, cuz, what would be the fun in that? You’ll get airs, you will. This way you’ll forever be reminded of your lowborn roots.”

Margaurethe shook her head at his impertinent tone, and preceded him out of the house.

 

***

 

It had been four months since the secretive assassin, Reynhard Dorst, had shown up in Margaurethe’s private office with news of Elisibet’s return, four months of cautious logistical and financial planning on Margaurethe’s part. He’d reported that the traitorous Valmont had been sniffing around in Seattle, so the Agrun Nam must have heard rumors. This Jenna Davis needed to be protected at all costs until her position was secured. To that end, Margaurethe had demanded Dorst remove Ms. Davis to a safer location. Valmont had been the cause of Elisibet’s demise; history could not repeat itself. She’d been sorely disappointed. Rather than cart Davis across country, Dorst had settled her a mere four hours away in Portland, Oregon. Since then, he’d refused to answer Margaurethe’s missives demanding explanation, frustrating her no end.

Margaurethe had used her vexation to create several dummy corporations, and funneled money into their coffers. That money then created a trust fund for one Jenna Davis, the reins of which were in Margaurethe’s capable hands. After the distributing corporations had been dismantled, several limited liability companies had been created, each one “owning” various pieces of property—the house Margaurethe had just left, for one, and several vehicles of assorted makes and models. Those companies belonged to a single holding company under the control of the trust fund. Margaurethe felt certain that the convoluted business path would keep the Agrun Nam and their lackeys from discovering anything of vital importance for a long while yet.

Margaurethe stared out the water-streaked window of the Town Car as Phineas traversed the rainy Portland streets. A lump of nerves churned her stomach, almost making her regret the kizarus she had refused to feed from on board the private jet. She had been too agitated then, she recalled ruefully. Had she partaken of a little fresh blood, she would not be out of sorts now.

In an attempt to keep her mind off the pending meeting, she ticked off the tasks that needed doing over the coming days. The first was to sack the security company Dorst had hired. She had brought enough of her personal guard to take over that particular duty, and more personnel would be arriving from Europe within the week. Once she had the chance to assess the household staff here, she would know who else to bring over the pond. Additionally, she wanted to begin scouring the city for a likely building. The Pacific Northwest of the United States was as good an area as any to set up a permanent base for the fledgling ninsumgal, despite the dangers, international politics be damned.

In that instant, Margaurethe saw Elisibet in her mind. The sight brought her a mixture of emotion that threatened to drown her—love and adoration, deep regret, and the long familiar sorrow that had colored her world for almost four centuries. 

They had been together for over two hundred years when Elisibet had been murdered by her closest friend and confidant, Valmont. Two hundred tumultuous years of bloody war with those Humans who had tried to stamp the Sanguire race out of existence, two hundred years of barbarisms on both sides. Elisibet had been known as a tyrant by her own people, her merciless rule equaling that of Vlad Dracule, and lasting five times as long.

Most could not fathom the root of Margaurethe’s love for Elisibet. It was assumed Margaurethe’s naiveté was the sole cause. She had been a mere twenty years old to Elisibet’s two centuries when they had met. Perhaps naiveté had been the initial case. Sanguire rarely left the confines of their homes until they were in their fifties. Margaurethe had pestered her parents incessantly to be brought to court for the Harvest Ball to celebrate her newfound adulthood. They eventually succumbed to her wheedling, suffering eternal horror when their supreme ruler debauched their daughter. The O’Tooles had demanded satisfaction for Elisibet’s scurrilous actions, possibly assuming they would receive lands or monetary value in return for ruining the poor girl. No one was more surprised than Margaurethe when Elisibet offered her a place in court, lands, and the title Ki’an Gasan.

Naiveté could not explain the deepening emotion Margaurethe had held for her lover. She had been drawn to Elisibet from the beginning, yes. Beautiful, cold, powerful—the woman was the epitome of magnetism, appearing casual and calm even as she ordered others to their deaths. Once past the first blush of romance, Elisibet had shown a vulnerable side of herself to Margaurethe that she had revealed to no one else. In conversations with others who had graced the tyrant’s bed over the years, Margaurethe discovered she had been the only one who had experienced such trust. It was an astounding gift that Margaurethe vowed never to abuse, even if it meant turning her back on a multitude of reprehensible activities in which Elisibet was involved. With the clarity of hindsight four centuries past, Margaurethe knew that this had been her fatal error.

One she was not going to repeat.



Chapter Two
 

Margaurethe took Phineas’s hand as he helped her out of the vehicle. The rain had stopped, leaving a clean scent in the air. The seedy street held few cars, testament to the fact that it was a Sunday night. Apparently the club in question did not do much business on a day when one’s soul gained precedence over one’s baser instincts. A large oval of etched steel held the street number but no name, and every window was blacked out. The only indication she was in the correct location was the throbbing bass music rumbling under her feet.

“Doesn’t look like much, cuz, does it?”

Scanning up and down the street, Margaurethe noted two vagrants sleeping in a doorway across the way. The business next door had shoved two rolling bins of trash and recycling onto the curb, some of which had spilled over. A rat darted down the gutter, the presence of people interrupting its late night foraging. “No, it doesn’t.” She avoided a puddle on her way to the entrance, and Phineas opened the door for her.

A beefy Human filled the small alcove inside, low overhead lights reflecting dimly against his bald pate. His voice suited his size as he rumbled, “This is a private party.”

Margaurethe raised an eyebrow. “We’re invited. Please check with—” She slightly turned to Phineas, feigning ignorance. “What did that woman say his name was?”

“Father Castillo,” he supplied.

“Of course.” She returned her attention to the giant. “Father Castillo.”

The bouncer observed them with suspicion as he stepped back to the inner door. When he poked his head inside, the music swelled louder, the seductive beat rattling Margaurethe’s heart. He had to yell to be heard by whomever he spoke with, but she did not catch the words. The door widened, and a small, swarthy priest bustled toward them.

“Ki’an Gasan Margaurethe!” He bowed deeply, tilting his head to one side to expose his neck in the proper manner. He was young, maybe half Margaurethe’s age, with no lines gracing his face. “I’m so sorry I wasn’t at the house to receive you.”

She waved away his apology, urging him to rise. “Hardly necessary, Father. We did descend upon you without warning.” She gestured toward the now closed inner door. “Shall we?”

Castillo appeared taken aback at her abruptness, but nodded. “Of course. You must be anxious to meet Whiskey. Please come in.”

The bouncer held the door open for them, and they walked into a sea of sound. All told there were about two dozen guests and security here. A bar stood along one wall, and a number of people filled the dance floor and tables beyond. The establishment was small with stairs leading to a second level above. Halfway up the steps, a Sanguire man with a blue mohawk was partaking of a kizarus, the copper smell spiking over the aroma of alcohol and musk as he drew fresh blood from his Human’s throat. Margaurethe wrinkled her nose, and looked away. It was considered rude in modern society to feed in public, but that didn’t seem to be a problem here. She scanned the area with both eyes and mind, noting the sprinkling of both Sanguire and Humans, searching for light blond hair. A large sign at the top of the stairs discussed the rules for the “Mattress Room,” rules that included nudity as a requirement. On a hunch, she turned to Castillo. “What sort of club is this?”

He had the sense to blush. “During normal business hours, it’s an adult sex club, Ki’an Gasan.”

She did not quite grind her teeth. Leave it to Elisibet’s heir to find the most scandalous place in the city to have her little soiree. “And you could find no other place for your charge to enjoy herself? Exactly what religion do you profess to follow?”

Castillo raised his chin, a gesture of capitulation in Sanguire society. “It’s one of the few places that will allow private rentals that also include bartender and DJ services, Ki’an Gasan.” He glanced around the room at the servers. “And considering the nature of our people, it seemed best to be somewhere that the staff doesn’t ask questions.”

He had Margaurethe there, so she didn’t pursue the subject. She clicked her tongue at the number of Sanguire younglings in evidence. So much for discretion; it looked like half the youngsters in the Colonies had found their way here. She even noted what looked like a native Indian among the crowd. I’ll have to attempt contact with the We Wacipi Wakan sooner than planned it seems. “Have you informed her of my arrival?”

“Not yet. I wasn’t sure if you were coming here, or awaiting our return.”

Her next sound was a forcibly expelled grunt of surprise as the crowd on the dance floor parted.

Elisibet came into view, an Elisibet she had never before seen—young, vivacious, smiling as she danced enticingly with another young blond woman. She wore leather pants and a tight tank top, and was writhing against her partner, the slow beat a counterpoint to her seduction, oblivious to her spectator. The same height, the same build, the same light blond hair, the same mannerisms—the only visible differences were the burgundy dye coloring the last six inches of her hair, and the black dragon tattoo snaking up one arm. The song ended, melding into another with a faster beat. Elisibet initiated a searing kiss that ended the dance, an obvious familiarity burning between the two participants. Margaurethe felt a sharp pang of jealousy, the well-worn stab breaking through her reverie.

Without thought, she reached out with her mind. She easily dominated the young woman in Elisibet’s arms, blocking the cheeky girl from retaliating. Extending herself to Elisibet, her heart physically ached as the familiar essence washed over her. The scent of roses wafting through her soul after so long an absence made her swoon. She barely felt the firm grip of the priest at her elbow when she faltered, or heard his questioning voice.

Whiskey turned, startled black eyes meeting Margaurethe’s. The shock of not seeing Elisibet’s ice-blue gaze confused Margaurethe, the catalyst allowing her to examine the young woman’s mental touch. Margaurethe noted the scent of blood beneath the roses, the taste of water, neither of which Elisibet had ever held. She’s not Elisibet! She’s not! The impostor attempted to strengthen the connection, physically setting her dance partner aside and stepping closer. Margaurethe fought it off, turning away and into Phineas’s arms. My gods! She’s so powerful!

“Get me out of here!”

Without a question, Phineas wrapped his arms around her, bustling her back out the door. In mere seconds she was hunched over in the backseat of the car, fingers at her temples as she fought off the joining of souls that she had begun. Phineas pulled away with some speed, and distance finally accomplished what she could not. Panting, she slumped in the backseat, staring at the ceiling.

“Are you all right, cuz?”

Margaurethe lifted her head, seeing Phineas’s worried scrutiny in the rearview mirror. “I’ll be…fine.”

He nodded, but did not appear convinced. “It was her, wasn’t it?”

Her throat tightened, and she clamped down on the sob that wanted to express itself. “Yes.” She laid her head back on the seat, turning it to stare out the window. “Yes, it was.”

 

***

 

Cora hissed in Whiskey’s arms, sagging.

Alarmed, Whiskey tightened her grip. “What’s wrong?” She ducked her head to look at Cora, seeing the not-quite-beautiful face twisted in pain. “What is it?”

The answer came from elsewhere before Cora could speak. A sensation of heat washed over Whiskey, the faint smell of woodsmoke and mulled wine made her breathe deep though she knew the aroma was in her mind. An acute pain stabbed once within her chest. She recognized it as the yearning she’d had all her life finally meeting what it had been missing. Mouth dropping open, she spun around.

Margaurethe O’Toole. She stood near the door with Castillo. She’s real.

Cora was forgotten. Whiskey’s stare locked with Margaurethe’s as she reveled in the remembered sensations. Elisibet’s memories did them no justice, the reality so much more satisfying than the secondhand versions to which Whiskey had had access. All the flashes of memory, the sudden insights into Elisibet’s thoughts and the nightmare of Elisibet’s death that had plagued Whiskey for months were nothing compared to the smell of woodsmoke and mulled wine that now filled Whiskey’s soul. Accepting the connection, she extended her own senses in an effort to strengthen it. Margaurethe sagged into a man’s arms. She said something to him, and he turned and escorted her out of the club.

“Wait!” Whiskey moved forward with mind and body. “Don’t leave!” The crowd ebbed around her as she pushed through them, swearing in frustration. By the time she made it to the outer door, Margaurethe was in a car rapidly speeding away, the connection fading with the growing distance. “Wait!”

Curious bystanders spilled onto the street behind her— Castillo, her current crowd of sycophants, and the ever-present security guards hired by Dorst. Those not there in an official capacity whispered among themselves, their words easy to overhear with her heightened senses. It reminded her of her memory of Elisibet sitting in the throne room, and the buzzing gossips of court discussing her latest activities. She felt a petulant anger race quicksilver through her blood, a reminder that Elisibet was always close by in her head and heart.

“Where is she going, Padre?”

Castillo held up his hands in a placating gesture. “Calm down. She’s probably going back to the house.”

Of course. Whiskey shook her head, looking around at the people gathered out in the cold. Cora had remained inside. The rain had begun again, sprinkles of chill ice bringing her to her senses. Get a grip, Whiskey. She ran a hand through her hair, turning back toward the club.

“Show’s over, folks,” Castillo called. “The party’s not finished yet, so let’s get back to it, shall we?” 

The crowd accepted the priest’s words, and began to migrate back inside. When only the security guards remained with them, he turned to her. “Are you okay?”

Whiskey swallowed and nodded, once more running her hand through her hair. “Yeah. I just—I wasn’t expecting—”

Castillo chuckled. “I don’t think she was, either.”

It eased her mind knowing she wasn’t the only one surprised. “It was her, wasn’t it, Padre? She was here, right?” she asked in a small voice.

“It was her, Whiskey.” He put an arm around her shoulder, and squeezed. “That was Margaurethe O’Toole.”

With confirmation that she was not going crazy, she glanced down the now empty street. “What happened?”

“I don’t know. You tell me.”

Whiskey rolled her eyes at his non answer. “She forged a connection with me.” She bit her lower lip, holding the memory of Margaurethe’s essence to her as she stared down the empty street. “It was—It was just like I remembered, like she remembered,” she added, not saying Elisibet’s name. Despite having a firm grasp on what had driven the former ninsumgal’s actions, Whiskey was disgusted by the atrocities her predecessor had instigated. She rarely spoke the name.

“I recall you telling me that Sañur Gasum Dorst had felt the same when you first met him, as well.”

“Yeah.” She took a deep breath, wanting to re-experience the woodsmoke and mulled wine that had so quickly fled her mind. Turning to him, she gave him a self-deprecating smile. “I guess it was to be expected, huh?”

He mirrored her grin, bowing once. “Maybe. But neither of you were prepared for what you’d meet.”

“No,” she whispered.

Castillo moved away, and held the club’s door open. “Let’s get back inside.”

Whiskey frowned, the urge to get out and have a good time no longer imperative. “I think I’ll go back to the house.”

He allowed the door to close. Stepping closer, he lowered his voice so the Human spectators would not catch his words. “She’s had a frightful shock, Whiskey. She fled because she needs time alone. I’m not a gambling man, but I’d wager she wasn’t expecting you to be so much like the Elisibet she remembers. Let’s give her a little time to collect herself.”

She considered his words, not wanting to concede. The yearning for Margaurethe superseded everything. What if she leaves before I get there?

Sensing she was on the edge of acceptance, Castillo added, “She came at your summons. She won’t leave now with so much undone. She’ll be there when we return.”

Whiskey grimaced as he named her fear. Reluctant, she looked at the doors of the club, feeling the music beneath her feet. Whether she liked it or not, she had guests. It would not be polite to bail on them. As she took the first grudging step back inside, she realized she had not once thought of Cora. A wash of distaste flowed through her for being so callous. I’m not her.



Chapter Three
 

Lights splashed across the windows, heralding the return of the partygoers. Margaurethe rose from the desk, and braced herself. She stepped out of the room that Americans called a “den,” and waited in the entryway, hands clasped before her to control their shaking.

The sound of them approached, garrulous voices discussing music and fights and something called Mass Effect. Then the door flew open, spilling the chatterers into the house. Young Human and Sanguire together rolled like the incoming tide into the living room across the entryway from Margaurethe. A television came on, and a gaming console started as they bickered over who would kick whose ass. Two others separated from them, heading for the kitchen at the back of the house, taking orders for beer and chips from their comrades. Not a one paid Margaurethe any mind, their arrogance both amusing and annoying her.

Last to enter were the two girls she had seen on the dance floor. They held each other’s hands. Keeping a tight rein on
her emotions, Margaurethe quashed the spike of jealousy. She appraised the stranger; a too heavy facial bone structure, tilted eyes, and streaked blond hair made her more handsome than pretty. The youngling refused to look her in the eye. Margaurethe did not recognize the features, and so could not place the woman though her coloring made her European heritage evident. Still, it was possible she had been American-born; one never knew these days.

Castillo and one of the security guards came in behind them, closing the front door. A small circle of quiet developed in the hall, an odd counterpoint to the catcalls and jeers and simulated gunfire from the other room. Castillo dismissed the guard.

Margaurethe addressed him. “Father Castillo, if you’d be so kind.”

“Of course.” The priest indicated the young women. “Cora Kalnenieks and Jenna Davis.”

Margaurethe caught a faint movement from Whiskey at the use of her given name rather than the ludicrous nickname for which she was known, and smiled. The smile faltered as Cora gave a slight curtsy. Trained in courtly manners. Kalnenieks… Perhaps not American. I’ll have Dorst do a little research on her family.

Castillo gestured toward her. “This is Ki’an Gasan Margaurethe O’Toole.”

She closed the gap between them, reaching out to shake Whiskey’s hand. That it forced the younglings to release their grip on one another only sweetened the situation. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Gasan.”

Whiskey swallowed, hesitant as she took the offered hand. “You, too.”

Margaurethe felt a tendril of roses caress her mental barriers, and blocked it with an iron will. She was glad when Whiskey did not force the issue; she didn’t think she could emotionally survive a joining, not after the way it had affected her at the club. “I’d like to speak with you a moment, if I may.”

“Uh—” Whiskey shifted awkwardly. “Sure. I guess.”

Seeing the mirror image of her cool and calculating lover full of adolescent uncertainty sparked a wash of affection. Margaurethe pushed it away; now was not the time. Should the time ever come at all. She had spent the last hour coming to terms with the fact that though the holder of her heart was prophesied to return, the gods had been cruel in their follow-through. This replicant was not her Elisibet, not the woman she’d loved so deeply, not the woman she’d mourned for decades. After centuries of waiting for their reunion, Margaurethe found only the reflection of her past staring back at her.

She turned, gesturing toward the den. “If you please.”

Whiskey nibbled her lower lip, glancing once at the priest before leading the way into the next room.

“I’ll wish to speak with you, Father Castillo, when we’re finished.”

The priest gave her a deep bow. “Of course, Ki’an Gasan. I await your pleasure.”

Following Whiskey, Margaurethe felt the flow of the connection between her new charge and the clergyman. She made note to separate the two as soon as possible. This Castillo fellow had done an adequate job of keeping Whiskey safe, but he was young, inexperienced and had made more than enough mistakes. According to Dorst, Castillo was responsible for alerting the Agrun Nam to Whiskey’s existence to begin with. While that may have been the catalyst to bringing Margaurethe to this time and place, she couldn’t forgive the man’s misguided attempt at “doing the right thing.” The threat of Valmont was a direct result of Castillo’s foolishness. His choice of establishments for Whiskey’s entertainment didn’t help his cause.

Whiskey needed elders, influential Sanguire who could protect her from the political arena within which she was destined to compete. Whiskey was rumored to be mentally powerful, something Margaurethe had already received a glimpse of at their first meeting, but it would behoove everyone involved to have a number of stronger personalities in house to contain her. The priest didn’t have a position of strength so much as a confidant and peer to an uneducated youngling who needed extensive lessons in order to take her place in the world. Dorst had reported that Castillo was also a Human-lover—an obvious conclusion considering his line of work in the Human religious sector. While Margaurethe did not hold with the racist Sanguire view of Humans as cattle, it was preferable that their kind mixed as little as possible with Humans. Mistakes in the distant past had caused too much violence between the races.

Margaurethe closed the door, passing silently by Whiskey to sit behind the desk. “Please, be seated.”

After a moment’s hesitation, Whiskey perched on the edge of a chair.

Giving the young woman a smile, Margaurethe leaned back in her chair. “How have you been holding up?”

Whiskey blinked. “I’m—I’m okay.” She leaned closer. “What about you? Are you all right? You left so quickly.”

“I’m fine. It was a bit of a surprise.” Margaurethe raised a placating hand. “As I’m sure you know.”

“Yeah. It was that.” Whiskey squirmed a bit. “I’m sorry I pushed myself on you.”

It was Margaurethe’s turn to feel astonishment, though she chastised herself immediately. Elisibet had never been one for apologies, even when she knew she was in the wrong. Hearing the words come from the same honeyed voice that had sent thousands to their grisly deaths startled her. “I should be the one to apologize,” she finally said. “It was the ultimate in bad manners to interrupt your…you.”

The admission apparently eased Whiskey’s nerves. She scooted back a bit on the chair, and her shoulders relaxed. “It’s good to see you.” Her fair skin reddened, and she looked away.

Margaurethe’s mouth quirked, though sadness smothered her heart. The eye color wasn’t the only difference between Elisibet and Whiskey. With each passing moment, she saw the divergence that she hadn’t had time to discover at the club. Dorst had said Whiskey remembered things from Elisibet’s point of view. At least you’re not the only one finding this strange, lass. She refused to echo the sentiment. “Thank you.”

She busied herself with the paperwork she had arranged on the desk, segueing away from the personal and into business. “I’d like to meet with you tomorrow regarding some papers that need signatures. I’ve set up everything you need at the moment, but it’s time to move on.”

“Move on?” Whiskey frowned.

“Yes. I’ve created a private corporation called The Davis Group that will be under your primary control.” Margaurethe scanned the room. “This residence is fine for the interim, but we need to find a secure building from which to do business as well as keep you protected.”

“Wouldn’t that bring me to the attention of the Agrun Nam?”

“One would hope so.” Seeing Whiskey’s raised eyebrow, she leaned toward her, her elbows on the desk. “If they were to find you now, they could have you murdered, and no one would be the wiser. The sooner we get you into a fortified environment, and announce your return, the sooner we can begin the process of putting you into power.”

Whiskey’s eyes widened, and she pushed back in her chair. “I don’t want to be in power.”

Puzzled, Margaurethe frowned. Yet another difference between them. “Unfortunately, what you want may not be what you receive, Jenna. The fact is that you’re the Ninsumgal reborn, and there are a lot of people who wish you harm. This is the best way I can see to protect you.”

“My name’s Whiskey.”

Margaurethe scrutinized the jutting jaw and narrowed eyes. That, at least, is the same. Why couldn’t she have returned without the stubborn streak? “Your name is Jenna Davis. Your nickname is Whiskey.”

She received a blank stare in answer.

Nettled, Margaurethe cocked her head. “Wherever did you receive such a crude moniker?”

The direct question unsettled Whiskey. She answered reluctantly with vague surprise on her face, as if the information was startled out of her. “My initials, J.D. Jack Daniels is a brand of whiskey.”

“Ah.” Covering the awkward atmosphere, Margaurethe returned to her paperwork. “I think it best that you remain in seclusion until we’ve completed this stage of our plan.”

“Seclusion?”

Margaurethe looked up. “Yes, seclusion. Valmont,” she said, referring to their common enemy, “is no longer in Seattle. He remained for a time after you moved to Portland, but has been seen in British Columbia for a time, and then in northern California. We assume he received information from some of your former Human companions of possible locations and was scouting those areas. He hasn’t been observed in two weeks, however. There’s a good chance he’s finally received intelligence that you’re here. At the very least, you need to remain in the house until we can ascertain his location.” Seeing the youngling balk, Margaurethe lowered her chin. “It’s for your own safety.”

Whiskey jerked her thumb over her shoulder at the door. “What about my friends?”

“Ah, your friends.” Margaurethe braced herself for a battle. “I’ll have my people begin thorough background checks on all of them. Once they’ve received clearance, they can return. Until then, I have to ask that they leave.”

“No!” Whiskey shot to her feet. “Some of them don’t have anyplace to go. They’re here because of me, and I’m not going to toss them into the streets.”

Standing as well, Margaurethe spoke in a calm voice. “I’m not asking you to throw them into the streets, Jenna. I’ll have an apartment set up for those that are indigent—”

“The name’s Whiskey! Don’t forget it.”

Margaurethe ignored the finger waving under her nose, drawing herself up to her full height. “And I’ll ask you not to forget with whom you’re speaking.” She fought for control of her temper. “I’ll make certain that those without a home be given someplace to stay in the interim, but this is necessary for your—”

“Bullshit! If these people wanted to have me killed, I’d already be dead.” Whiskey turned and strode toward the door. “You do your security checks, Margaurethe, but you’re not getting rid of the people who were here before you.” 

She pushed the door open with such force that it slammed against the wall. Entering the foyer, she marched up the stairs, towing Cora by the hand.

With exquisite control, Margaurethe ignored the multiple stares from the living room. She crossed the den, and carefully closed the door. Leaning against it, her hands balled into fists, she stared up at the ceiling. Through the wood, she heard the younglings begin talking again, and she tuned them out. Hearing their speculations about the row accomplished nothing. Moving to the desk, she paused at the chair Whiskey had occupied. She sat in it, perched on the edge as Whiskey had been. The position offered her little insight.

She had considered many things over the past months as she set up Whiskey’s power base—methods to finance the new regime, security measures to implement to ensure her safety, locations for her headquarters and place of residence, the proper way to introduce her to the world at large. She had even had the occasional adolescent daydream of reuniting with her lover, though the cruel light of reality reared up to smash those fantasies. After centuries of waiting, it had been a pleasure to actually be doing something. She had spent the majority of the last four hundred years in true Limbo, neither here nor there. For a change Margaurethe felt alive.

She was not prepared for a Ninsumgal who refused the position.

Margaurethe pushed up from the chair, and drifted behind the desk to look out the window.

What am I going to do?



Chapter Four
 

Margaurethe opened the door to find the priest leaning in the living room doorway, watching the antics of his charges. “Father Castillo?”

He quickly turned. “Yes, Ki’an Gasan. Are you ready to see me?”

“Yes, please.” She moved back into the room, leaving him to enter behind her and close the door. “I’m assuming this is your office?” she asked, waving him to the chair that Whiskey had so recently fled.

Castillo sat down, adjusting his cassock. “Yes, it was. It’s yours now, of course.”

Happy there would be no territorial spat for resources, she gave him a nod of acceptance. “Thank you. It will only be temporary until we can find somewhere more accommodating.” She pulled a legal pad toward her, and leaned back in her chair. “Tell me about the people here.”

If he was put off by her direct manner, he did not show it. He had to have heard the explosive squabble between her and Whiskey. One hand went to his trimmed beard, stroking as he thought a moment. “What would you like to know?”

Margaurethe smiled. “You have a collection of youngling misfits in the other room, Father. I’m sure it hasn’t been easy to ‘ride herd’ upon them. Our charge is in significant danger, and I want to know who they are and why they’re here.”

He gave a slight lift of his chin. “A handful of them are with us from Seattle. Four in total. The pack leader they ran with attempted to interfere with Whiskey, hoping to use her likeness to gain power, and was killed in a legal duel.”

She frowned, shuffling through her files. “I wasn’t told of that.” Admittedly, Dorst hadn’t informed her of much, just that Margaurethe had been summoned. It was her desire to create the backbone of the new Ninsumgal’s base that had kept her from coming with any haste. That and pure terror at what she would find upon her arrival. As a result, she would have to spend the next few days playing a game of catch-up. “Who was their leader?”

“Fiona Bodwrda.”

Startled, Margaurethe looked up. “Bodwrda? I know her family. They were firm supporters of Elisibet. You say she’s dead? Who did she duel with?”

“Whiskey.”

Her mouth dropped open of its own accord. I knew she was powerful, but…“Fiona had to be close to sixty or seventy years of age, Father. You must be mistaken.”

He grimaced in commiseration. “No, I’m not mistaken. Whiskey challenged her to a duel in order to gain the release of Cora, Daniel, Alphonse and Zebediah.” He sighed. “I’m told she ripped Fiona’s throat out. Sañur Gasum Dorst was her second.”

Margaurethe snapped her mouth closed, and sat back in her chair to consider. She had assumed that Whiskey’s apparent mental power in the club had been more Margaurethe’s own unpreparedness than actual strength. “Elisibet was formidable in her time, more so than most. It was thought that the decision to send her through the Ñíri Kurám at such a young age was the cause.” The Ñíri Kurám—a series of meditations all young Sanguire participated in to awaken their Sanguire natures and talents—had also been reproached as the cause of her tyrannical spirit.

“It seems that Whiskey has inherited that gift. Whiskey’s held me to a standstill. Perhaps had Ninsumgal Elisibet waited until her majority, she’d have been just as powerful, just as quickly.”

His soft voice reminded her she was with someone she didn’t know. Blathering her thoughts to a stranger was not her wont. She pushed away the speculation for later perusal. “And the four you mentioned…those are the ones who have nowhere to go?”

“Yes, Ki’an Gasan.”

She could see how Whiskey would develop a sense of responsibility if she had braved an adult Sanguire to save them. It did not make her job any easier. “Tell me about them.”

He pursed his lips. “Daniel is our physician. He monitored Whiskey during her Ñíri Kurám. His family is European, but not well-to-do. I believe they suffered during the Purge, and were driven underground. Alphonse and Zebediah are mere children—not yet in their thirties.” He nodded at her scowl. “Yes, it’s criminal that they’re on their own. They don’t talk much about their past, so I’m not sure whether they’ve run away or their parents were killed prematurely. From their speech, I’m certain they’re American-bred. Chances are good that they grew up like Whiskey.”

“Meaning they had no idea they were Sanguire until someone came to them with the Book of meditations?”

“Exactly. They have little knowledge of our ways except for what they picked up in Fiona’s care. Sañur Gasum Dorst is impressed with their technological expertise, and has been working with them.”

Margaurethe raised an eyebrow. “Training his new cadre?”

A faint grin crossed Castillo’s handsome face. “I believe so, yes.”

Bracing herself, she attempted a casual tone as she asked, “And this Cora?”

He answered in kind. “Again, born here in America, though she’s had a proper upbringing.”

She did not ask what Cora’s strengths were; that had been obvious at the club. She warmed her ninsumgal’s bed, nothing more. “I noticed that she at least made an attempt at the proper courtesies.”

“She’s fairly smitten with Whiskey, though I don’t believe the feelings are returned.”

Margaurethe shot him a stern look. “Jenna’s romantic entanglements are not my concern unless they threaten her welfare, Father.”

Chastised, he bared his throat, wisely keeping his own counsel.

She cursed inwardly at her waspishness. “And the others?”

“Four Humans. Rufus Barrett is an aspiring artist of the Gothic persuasion. He and his friends have been hanging out here for two or three weeks. There are about fifteen kizarusi that are in and out depending on the day.”

That made sense considering the number of Sanguire on the premises. Yet another item on Margaurethe’s ever-growing checklist was to secure enough kizarusi to keep all the Sanguire in fresh blood. They might eventually need to open a blood bank if their population increased overmuch. “Do we know why Mr. Barrett is here? Is he aware of us?”

Castillo shifted in his chair. “You know, I’m not sure. He’s never been told outright what we are, so I think he’s under the assumption that we’re…vampires.” He grinned as she rolled her eyes. “I know. I imagine the others have fostered his belief, spinning yarns about the curse of the ‘living dead.’” He used air quotes.

“Really,” she murmured under her breath, shaking her head as she jotted down a note. “The gullibility of some Humans simply amazes me.”

“He’s been trying to get Whiskey to sit for him. He has in mind a life-sized portrait of her.”

Margaurethe nodded, writing more. “I’ll have a look at his work. If he passes a security check and is good enough, perhaps we’ll hire him for that.” Movement brought her gaze up from the pad, and she raised an eyebrow at the priest’s apparent amusement.

“I’m sorry, Ki’an Gasan.” Castillo muffled a chuckle, shifting in his chair. “I’ve seen Rufus’s work. He’s photorealistic, but tends toward the dark fantastical in his
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