
CHAPTER 1

			One year later

			IF JOAN MATTHEWS was outdoors, the crows were nearby.

			The sound of the wind was faint beneath the chatter and squawking. Dozens of them darted and danced in the evergreens and the thin, bare branches of trees left naked in the February chill. 

			Joan shoved their distraction aside to focus on the woman holding her hand. Despite the cold, Leigh Phan was clad in fewer layers than Joan, and strode along the composted path as if she had memorized every step.

			Joan glanced askance at Leigh then back to the overgrown trail. “You sure this is okay? Just the two of us, I mean?” 

			Leigh’s frown conveyed exasperation, but her eyes were alight with something akin to joy. Her straight black hair fell free past her shoulders instead of being twisted in her habitual messy bun, and her golden-brown skin was flushed with eagerness. The irises of her tiger stone-brown eyes twinkled gold, the sclera gleaming yellow without the glamour spell she often cast to hide her other-than-human nature. 

			When she was like this—alone with Joan and free in the outdoors—she was uninhibited, unashamed. Beautiful.

			“How many times do I have to tell you?” Leigh asked.

			So perhaps Joan had been a tad redundant, but only because she wanted Leigh to have no reservations. “Doesn’t make it any less official as far as I’m concerned.” 

			Most people would have chosen to have a few friends or family present. Neither of them had much beyond each other. Leigh’s only family, her grandmother, had passed years ago. 

			All of Joan’s family was dead. As both binder and war witch, Joan was the most powerful protector their hometown of Calvert had seen in generations. She knew plenty of people, but only one or two might have merited an invitation—not that they’d been invited.

			Leigh squeezed her hand. “Joan, I only care about you.”

			That was probably true. Leigh was a natural recluse—understandable after all she’d been through—and spent her time in the house or in the gardens. Lately, she’d been spending more time in the woods near the Matthews homestead—at least during daylight hours. 

			Leigh was always indoors by sunset, though a bloodling didn’t have much to fear in the dark. No one in Calvert knew she was more than human, and what keeping such a secret might mean in the long run was a problem for another day.

			Today was for the two of them.

			The first rays of morning sunlight painted the scattered clouds above them pink.

			“Ready?” Joan wasn’t nervous. A simple handfasting was an everyday event. Were her hands clammy?

			Leigh raised Joan’s trembling hand to her lips and kissed her chilled fingers. “Long past, lover.”

			Joan hoped her dark skin hid her blush.

			The trail through the pines, cedars, and firs ended in a clearing. Fog lingered in the shadows, and the ground rose to a knoll thick with overgrown grass, slick from the overnight rains. Joan treaded carefully up the rising earth—neither of them was likely to be hurt from a fall, but no one wanted wet jeans in winter. 

			When Joan reached the rounded peak, she turned to face Leigh. 

			Here was where Joan had surrendered the whole of herself to the land, claiming the responsibility of its protection, and here was where she wanted to give herself to Leigh. She felt more at home here than she did in her own house.

			Sunlight passed through the trees and shimmered in Leigh’s gaze before she looked down and kicked off her boots.

			Joan did the same and hissed as her warm feet touched the ice-cold grass. The moment her skin touched the earth, a vibration tingled through her toes toward her ankles, surging up her legs into her body.  

			She straightened her spine as she clasped Leigh’s hands. The ley lines hummed beneath the knoll. The earth’s power filled her, intertwining with capabilities she’d inherited from the long line of Matthews binder witches, all of it mingling with the joy of being here with Leigh.

			Joan breathed deeply, the crisp air burning in her nose and lungs.

			“In perfect love and perfect trust,” she said, her racing heart calming as she began the ritual. “I have come to bind myself to you, to bind my life and path to yours.”

			Leigh smiled as she spoke. “In perfect love and perfect trust, I have come to bind myself to you, to bind my life and path to yours.”

			They shared a deep breath. A few crows circled, one of them brushing against the back of Joan’s head. Too close for Joan’s comfort. 

			“Trying to get married here.”

			“Be nice,” Leigh said. “Maybe they’re happy for you.”

			This . . . affinity Joan had with the crows was irritating at best and a menace at worst. What good were they to her if she wasn’t fighting? Another distraction getting in the way of the moment. 

			“Yeah, yeah.” Joan slid one hand inside her coat to reach into a pocket. “Show me what colors you chose.”

			Leigh rocked back on her heels, her visible excitement keeping her from standing still. “You first.”

			“You’re just scared we chose the same colors.”

			“Quit stalling, Matthews.”

			After pulling them free from her coat, Joan hid her strands of leather laces where Leigh couldn’t see, then selected one and raised it in the space between them.

			“Black. For protection and purity.” Above all else, Joan would keep Leigh safe. 

			Leigh tugged a matching length of leather from one of her front pockets. “White. For peace, truth, and devotion.” 

			All true heralds of Leigh’s personality, and not surprising in the least. Joan hummed in agreement before lifting another strand. 

			“Blue,” Joan said. “For unity, harmony, and fidelity.” Each based on honesty, something Joan was determined to share with Leigh.

			“Brown,” Leigh said. “For grounding, home and hearth. For the earth.”

			The Matthews homestead was the heart of Calvert, and the heart of their relationship. Joan had once walked away from her home, from Leigh, and her soul had been crushed by the loss. No way would she ever let that happen again. 

			She dangled the last strand with a grin.

			“Red. For strength.” Joan lowered her voice an octave. “And passion.”

			Leigh pulled a matching red strand from her back pocket, and bit into her lower lip, which was sexy as hell. Joan would bite that lip back later.

			The wind shifted as they took turns weaving the strands together before binding them around each other’s wrists in a loose knot, tugging each other closer. 

			Joan summoned a burst of wind, thinning the streams of air, bending and tightening them until they were snug against the ends of the loose knots, and pulled them taut—a blatant demonstration of the power she possessed as binder of the land beneath her. 

			When the knots were secure, Joan winked at Leigh. What was the point of being a powerful witch if she couldn’t show off once in awhile?

			Leigh leaned forward and rested her forehead against Joan’s before pulling back, nodding for Joan to begin the next stage of their handfasting.

			Joan closed her eyes and took a deep breath, pulling more energy from the ley lines and the earth into herself, fueling her words. This was a time for her highest truths, spoken without reservation. 

			“For as long as I breathe, I will be your constant friend and partner,” Joan said. 

			So much might have been different for them all those years ago if she had stayed in Calvert instead of running away. If she had chosen back then to put their friendship above all else, they might have worked out their problems instead of being torn apart by them. They were stronger now for overcoming the challenge.

			“As will I,” Leigh said. “For as long as I breathe, I will shoulder your burdens.”

			“As will I,” Joan said. “I will comfort you in sickness and grief, and share your health and joy.”

			And offered acceptance of Leigh as she was—not only a giving, compassionate, beautiful woman, but also a bloodling who hid her true self from the world. A human half-breed, turned by vampires into someone more than she’d been, though not yet vampire.

			Never a vampire if Joan had anything to say about it. 

			“As will I,” Leigh whispered. “I offer you kindness and compassion.”

			They still fought. Not the way they once had, and Leigh was always the one to fight fair. Joan didn’t, and the words she wished she could take back were many. 

			“As do I,” Joan whispered back, clutching tighter to emphasize her promise. “I will share your pain and seek to ease it.”

			“As will I. And I will love and cherish you always.” Leigh squeezed back, though Joan already believed her.

			“I will love and cherish you always.”

			Joan reached into her front jeans pocket and pulled out two matching rings crafted from filigreed gold and blessed with protection charms. She handed one to Leigh, who slid it onto Joan’s ring finger before Joan did the same for Leigh with the other.

			The wind died down, the sun streamed warmth on Joan’s face, and for a heartbeat even the crows were quiet. 

			“So mote it be,” Joan said, and the earth beneath them trembled and stilled as she settled herself, melding her power once again with the magic below as the wind rose again. With a sweeping, cacophonous swell, the crows rose from the trees and swirled overhead. 

			Electrifying energy pulled at her, the binder in her wanting to feed the magic back to the earth, the war witch itching to shape the flows into spellcraft. She pushed both urges aside, focusing instead on the bond she was strengthening between her and Leigh.

			The magic in the knoll receded, the tingling in her limbs replaced by the force of the energy swelling between their bodies as Joan reached for Leigh.

			Leigh cradled Joan’s face in her hands, her kiss tasting as it always did—of light, and warmth and home, of smoke and honey, of need and want and all the things making Joan ache for her, even through the years they’d been apart.

			The kiss changed, too—also predictable, because Joan couldn’t help herself. Leigh slid her hands from Joan’s face to her shoulders to the back of her neck. Her grip was tight enough to bruise, her bloodling strength uncontainable as she gave herself over to Joan’s desire. Leigh’s lips parted and Joan deepened their kiss, clutching at Leigh’s hips to pull her closer.

			Leigh’s hand on the back of her head tightened, her palm hotter than fever, her kiss passionate enough to keep Joan from minding the burn.

			




CHAPTER 10

			LEIGH’S HEART POUNDED so hard in her chest she couldn’t hear anything else. She felt lightheaded. Whatever was about to happen, she wasn’t ready. It was too late to flee. If she did, could she leave Joan to face it alone?

			This vampire was tall—taller than Bartholomew, taller than Joan—and her skin was so pale it glowed. She wore the dated attire of a statesman or a businessman, with creased pants and an open-collared dress shirt under a double-breasted waistcoat. A watch chain hung from one pocket.

			She wore no jewelry besides a ruby glinting from one ear, and her dark hair was pulled back into some kind of twisted bun behind her head. 

			None of this captured Leigh’s attention as much as one final detail. Her shirtsleeves were rolled to her elbows, and her hands were covered. 

			She studied Leigh while tugging her gloves more tightly against her fingers. 

			Did this vampire have a power like Leigh’s?

			Leigh didn’t feel the cold the way she had before she’d been changed into a bloodling, but the knowledge she had something in common with this—this predator chilled her.

			Bartholomew raised an open palm in the new vampire’s direction.

			“Leigh Phan, allow me to introduce Elizaveta, First vampire of the Ruby Court guild of Black Rose City.”

			A First. Leigh didn’t know much about vampire politics, but everyone had heard of vampire Firsts. They were immensely powerful—enough to keep other vampires in line. 

			“Ah, yes,” Elizaveta said with something akin to delight. “The bloodling who brought the legendary war witch to heel. I must say I’m impressed.”

			What? How did this—how did she know anything about Leigh?

			Joan leaned forward, her anger leaching into the air.

			“This isn’t what we agreed.” Joan stepped further in front of Leigh. “Since you didn’t come to this parley in good faith, we are leaving, and you’re not stopping us.”

			If they did, Joan would have to take on two vampires by herself. Leigh would be of little help in that department, judging by Elizaveta’s gloves. 

			Elizaveta rolled her eyes in impatience. “Bartholomew’s terms didn’t specify he would come alone, only that he would meet with you on neutral ground. And you’re one to talk, as armed as you are, so let’s not quibble over minutiae.” 

			Joan took a step backward. “I’ll be sure to mention your deception when I report this to the High Coven.”

			“A poor feint, warbinder,” Elizaveta said, not unkindly but not mincing words either. “We both know you aren’t on the best of terms with that coven. You are also outnumbered, and you won’t do a thing to put your beloved in danger.”

			In the dark of the nearby woods, the rustle of birds broke the natural quiet. A few squawks edged nearer.

			“Oh, your devoted crows.” Elizaveta arched one eyebrow, then let it fall. “Do keep them in check.”

			“Well,” Joan said. “Stop pissing me off.” 

			Leigh prayed these vampires didn’t push past that bluff since Joan had no control over the birds.

			“Enough.” Elizaveta’s tone was more serious. “Your attempts to derail the conversation won’t make the need for it disappear. We’re wasting time.”

			“Not anymore.” Joan turned half toward Leigh to beckon her away.

			Could they leave?

			“We can’t allow that,” Bartholomew interjected. “Not until we’ve had this discussion.”

			“There’s nothing to talk about,” Joan said, taking another step. Leigh got the hint and stepped backward as well.

			Elizaveta frowned, her expression like that of an impatient teacher. “Belay your nonsense for five minutes, Matthews. And let’s stop this interminable prancing around the issue.”

			Her gaze was back on Leigh. “You killed a man in combat with the power of flame. As no one has seen you participate in a single altercation before that, not even in Victor’s little fiefdom, I presume this is the only time this has happened.”

			So they didn’t know about Nathaniel, about how Leigh had killed him. About how this hadn’t been the first time.

			“You wield this power,” Elizaveta continued, “but are untrained, which makes you dangerous. Unchecked, these abilities manifest themselves unconsciously, doing untold damage by accident.” 

			It was as if Elizaveta could hear Leigh’s thoughts. Could she? How terrifying that would be.

			“How many times have you inadvertently set something on fire, hmm?” Elizaveta’s tone turned dark, painful . . . seductive. “How many times have you burned someone?”

			She lowered her head, emphasizing her thick, brooding brows. “How many times have you burned Joan?”

			How did she know?

			Joan exploded. “That’s none of your business!” 

			The echoes of Joan’s scream rang in the glade, her response only proving Elizaveta’s point. Leigh shrank in on herself, the shame warring with the fear.

			Elizaveta didn’t so much as twitch at the interruption. “The answers you seek exist, as do the ways to keep those incidents from occurring.”

			By ignoring Joan’s outburst, Elizaveta had stripped her of power, of influence, of importance. Joan’s shoulders trembled, her fingers beginning a slow pattern that would no doubt summon a spell.

			Bartholomew tilted his head. One of his hands twitched.

			What powers was he hiding?

			Leigh rested her hand at the base of Joan’s back in an effort to stop her, to keep her from getting them killed, but she didn’t take her eyes off Elizaveta.

			Elizaveta’s gaze was more piercing when she spoke again.

			“You can learn to control it, but not in Calvert, and not from the witches.”

			Joan scoffed. “She’s not going anywhere with you.”

			“That is precisely what I’m offering. Accompany us to Black Rose City, and learn what you need to know.”

			Ice formed along Leigh’s spine. Black Rose City was infinitely worse than Victor’s manor house had been. Hundreds of vampires, countless bloodlings, human donors everywhere—not a small enclosed environment, but an entire city and all of it vampire territory. Not a single witch or coven was allowed on guild land without invitation, or so Joan had said, and no one could protect Leigh from vampire influence, their desires, their whims. 

			Every horror she’d endured under Victor’s rule flashed across her mind, terrifying her anew. Chained below ground in spaces more like dungeons than basements. Barely able to stand while detoxing from the drugs she’d consumed in an effort to make herself less palatable. The vampires hadn’t cared. They fed her only enough to keep her alive between blood draws. Tossed into dark rooms with young vampires who’d tormented her as they sank their teeth into her skin—

			Joan cast a cantrip, one making the wind rise and swirl through the trees and grasses.

			Bartholomew raised a fist and then spread his fingers. 

			The wind died in the space of a breath. 

			“This is not a fight you can win,” Bartholomew said to Joan. “Do not make it into one.”

			Joan recovered before Leigh did.

			“You’re just gonna turn her,” she began, but Elizaveta cut her off.

			“I shall swear to you both on whatever you require that I will not harm you, Leigh Phan, or allow harm to come to you in any way. I will not change you without your consent. Once I’m assured you can control your abilities, I will take you wherever you want to go, even if it’s back to that hovel you call a home.”

			Leigh bristled despite her fear. When Elizaveta’s lips curled into a faint grin, she realized she’d been baited.

			“There’s some fire,” Elizaveta said with dark amusement.

			Had that been a pun?

			“Who are you to say what she has to do?” Joan asked.

			“You harbor a bloodling of unknown power near my guild. Were this another time, many in my position would kill her where she stands, a barbaric practice I am glad to see has fallen from favor. I offer safe passage—”

			“You’re not offering for free, Elizaveta.” 

			Joan’s courage would have been admirable under any other circumstances. Right now, Leigh thought it might get them killed.

			“You want something,” Joan said. “What is it?”

			Elizaveta didn’t answer immediately, and when she did, she offered her response to Leigh instead of Joan. “Answers, a desire I’m sure you share.”

			“You don’t know a thing about what she wants,” Joan countered.

			That wasn’t true. Leigh wanted—needed answers, and these last few months of searching had yielded only new questions. 

			Joan spoke over one shoulder at Leigh, her eyes still on the vampires. “You don’t have to do this. They can’t make you.”

			It was a lie. They could take her whether she wanted to go or not. They could subdue Joan or kill her outright and take Leigh captive in a heartbeat.

			Instead, they had requested a parley, met Leigh and Joan on neutral ground, and offered her an invitation. Elizaveta’s presence made it clear they wouldn’t take no for an answer. They had, however, extended the illusion of consent and were persistent in it.

			Why? Why did she matter to them? What weren’t they saying?

			Two options, both awful. Agree to the interview, and be dragged back into a world that still ruled her nightmares. Decline, and they might kill Joan.

			Joan’s stance shifted, and Leigh saw the hairsbreadth of a moment standing between where they were now, and how they would die in seconds when Joan attacked.

			Leigh grabbed Joan’s arms. “No, love. Don’t . . . you can’t stop them, Joan. Not both of them. They’ll kill you.” 

			She thought she heard Elizaveta mutter something about the ridiculousness of their response, of not taking her at her word. 

			Leigh ignored it for now. The word of a vampire meant nothing to her.

			“I won’t let you—” Joan growled around a sob.

			Only one path would keep Joan from harm.

			“No.” Leigh’s voice trembled as she spoke. “This is my choice, Joan. You can’t help me with this.”

			The heartbreak in Joan’s eyes was hard to bear, but Leigh would have to carry it. This wasn’t the first or even the hundredth difficult choice she’d made in her life. 

			She’d left Joan once before to save her. 

			“If anything happens to her,” Joan said. “Nothing will stop me from finding you, and I will end you, however long it takes.”

			A dangerous threat to make at two aged vampires. Joan was nothing if not courageous to a fault. Leigh tried not to think about how much that was one of the reasons to love her.

			“Consider your favor repaid, Joan Matthews.” Elizaveta spun on her heel and walked back the way she’d come, as if the matter was resolved.

			Bartholomew waited as Leigh turned to Joan, who was glaring daggers at Elizaveta.

			“What favor, Joan?” What could Joan owe a First? And why hadn’t she told Leigh about it?

			“It doesn’t matter now,” Joan said.

			Another secret between them they didn’t have time to discuss, and if Leigh was going to do this, best to do it now. 

			She kept her words, her embrace, her kisses to herself. Nothing about her relationship with Joan was any of their business. Instead, she tried to convey everything she felt for Joan with one final look because she couldn’t pretend she’d be back, either.

			Joan didn’t respond in kind. She glared at Bartholomew like she was plotting war.

			Leigh took a step toward the unknown before she lost her nerve.

			Bartholomew gave her a wide berth as he escorted her to the helicopter. Leigh’s knees shook as she stepped past Elizaveta to climb through the open door, relieved when the vampires took the front seats. She pressed herself into the compact seat in the back. 

			As the helicopter rose from the ground, Leigh allowed herself one last glance at Joan, who stood alone below them, eyes wet with tears, fists clenched in rage.

			




CHAPTER 11

			WARBINDER.

			The word echoed in Joan’s head as she raced along the back roads, swerving into the oncoming lane on the curves so she didn’t have to lower her speed. If she did, if she slowed down enough to acknowledge the hole in her chest, she’d lose her mind.

			Kind of like she was losing it now over a word she’d never heard but that described her perfectly. How had the vampires known it but not any of the witches she’d ever met?

			A blur of brown and white leapt across the road in front of her and she slammed on the brakes, her body crashing forward into the steering wheel. The deer disappeared into the trees while Joan caught her breath. Too close, but the interruption snapped her from her spiraling frustration.

			Focus.

			She had to get Leigh away from them. Elizaveta had sworn she wouldn’t turn Leigh into a vampire, but there’d be ice in hell before Joan trusted a First.

			The most advantageous location for Elizaveta to take Leigh would be her home. Joan had been in Black Rose City once, and few details of that visit would be helpful now. Bartholomew had escorted her from the riverfront to Elizaveta’s manor, but it had been dark, and Joan had had no time to recon any of the layout. 

			Joan had no reinforcements she could rely on for a rescue attempt from the heart of vampire territory. None of the war witches Joan knew and had fought with before she’d come home to Calvert would be likely to join the effort. Dayton was still pissed at finding out Leigh was a bloodling. No way in hell would he accompany Joan into the lion’s den—again, since he’d gone with her the first time—for someone he wouldn’t think was worth saving. 

			No matter who Joan thought of, the overarching problem was that they would view Leigh as one of the enemy, not a captive.

			Joan was on her own and couldn’t just walk through the gates—she was too recognizable. Lately, she was damned near notorious. She’d have to be more circumspect, and she suspected they’d be on the lookout for her.

			Luther was a liability. Though the fortified vehicle offered a range of protections, from bulletproof glass to enchanted tires, it was the only one of its kind and everyone who’d ever seen it knew it was hers. 

			No, home first to switch vehicles and arm herself before finding a way into Black Rose City. 

			The tears on her cheeks itched until she wiped them away.

			 

			 

			 

			Half a mile from the southeastern gate into Portland, Joan rode her motorcycle into a fueling station. The day had dawned bright and clear considering the season. After filling the tank, she pulled around back and locked herself in the single-occupant bathroom. 

			She hung her pack on one side of the two-prong hook on the back of the door and shed her unnecessary outer rain protection layers. She dug out a small case from inside her pack. 

			The glamour kit was basic and familiar, though Joan hadn’t used one since she was a teenager. Back then, she’d heard warnings from her father and her teacher, Gretchen Wilson, about the dangers of glamours. Making and using one were part of her lessons and not to be repeated outside those conditions. Glamours were addictive, they’d said, tantalizing misrepresentations that led to untold damage when people grew attached to what they’d imagined and lost touch with what was real. 

			Joan had convinced herself Leigh’s case was different, that Leigh’s choice to hide her true self was the only way to keep her safe. 

			How safe was Leigh now?

			The herbs and salt were already mixed, and she’d waited until now to add a pinch of iron filings. She gave the ingredients a quick shake in a thumb-sized vial before she added the concentrated rosewater from another bottle. 

			She couldn’t take a bath in here, so she settled for a wipe-down with hand towels and gritty soap. She drew a knife and pricked a fingertip, adding a few drops of her blood to the solution. 

			When Joan applied the compound to her wrists, the backs of her knees, the junctions of her thighs and both sides of her neck, the ointment burned her skin. Pain was no hardship to her, not with the kinds of wounds she’d withstood in her many fights over the years. This was different, like someone had found a way to mute the feeling of rubbing alcohol across an abrasion. 

			Leigh did this every day? Her respect for her lover—her wife, damn it—grew as she considered what Leigh endured all the time to keep herself hidden. 

			Joan closed her eyes and visualized how she wanted to appear and, to be sure, held the image in her mind for longer than the thirty seconds she’d been taught.

			When she opened her eyes, her jaw slacked in surprise, though she shouldn’t have been shocked.

			In the scratched and cracked mirror, her cheeks hollowed, her pupils lightened to a flat brown, her nose narrowed, and a jagged scar ran from one brow to her ear. 

			A good disguise, but it wasn’t enough. 

			She drew a knife and tested its sharpness with her thumb. 

			Forty minutes later, Joan climbed onto her bike and slid her helmet over her newly shorn scalp.

			By late morning, she’d backtracked twice on her way to Portland. Chances were slim anyone was following her, but the twists and turns made her feel safer, more invisible on her journey to a familiar three-story brick building in the no-man’s land outside the Portland city gates. 

			Though old and worn-down, Loufield’s way station was more formidable than it appeared. All kinds of local powers were represented here: gangs parleying on neutral territory, war witches adding grist to the rumor mill as they passed through. Even the Ruby Court kept a permanent room here.

			Lodging was available at an inflated price, and a hungry traveler could grab some sustenance in the pub, though few would visit a place that vampires and war witches frequented. 

			Joan had visited several times over the years she’d spent as a roaming war witch. She couldn’t say she’d enjoyed any of those visits, yet this way station had its uses. She parked her bike in the lot, and chained it to a grid-lined metal frame welded to the side of the building. 

			Joan banged on the entrance, shaking the midday rain from her pants and jacket as she did, and tucked her helmet under one arm. Loufield, the neck-bearded proprietor who owned and managed the joint, wouldn’t man the door until dark though he wouldn’t recognize her through her glamour. 

			A brawny man with thin, patchy black hair, deep-set eyes, and a gravelly voice hollered through the grated cutout in the door. “Who are you here to see?”

			“No one. Just passing through,” she lied. Most folks came here to meet someone. Joan didn’t know who she was looking for yet.

			He bought it and opened the door to let her pass, though he did glower at her and issue a warning. 

			“No bullshit, no fights, no spellcraft on these premises.”

			She grunted her acknowledgment, and walked the long dark hall to the pub. 

			At first, Joan spoke little to the other customers, not wanting to draw attention to herself by being too eager or invested in any answers. She needed to get into the city and approach Elizaveta’s manor without detection, and intel came at a cost. Trading in cash was too visible, attracting attention and more questions, which left only information in trade or personal favors.

			Joan was in no mood for favors. Not since her most outstanding one had just been paid.

			Soon she bought a few drinks, traded innocuous chatter with the other patrons—news of treaties in exchange for the same about supply lines, of alliances forged or broken in recent months. Minute by minute, Joan settled into the old role of a traveling war witch, inviting idle conversation to hear how the world fared. 

			Much of it she already knew, thanks to all the folks holding her to task since her claiming. She pretended it was valuable in order to gain what she still needed to learn.

			After a few hours, she hired a room though she didn’t plan to sleep here. She talked with the bartender, the staff—or at least those willing to talk to her—and heard more murmurings and whispered fears about the rise of thrall attacks in the area. No vampire or bloodling support was mentioned, but small groups of humans had disrupted some of the supply lines and smaller towns throughout the coastal region. No pattern emerged other than the similarities between the attacking forces. 

			Problems for another day. Hours passed, and she was too wired from worry, anger, fear, and caffeine to give in to any urge to sleep. Customers rotated in and out, a few more arriving when the evening’s entertainment—a crooning songstress with a beat-up guitar—captured most of the room’s attention.

			Joan sat still for one song before she struck up her next conversation. Someone somewhere had eyes and ears inside Black Rose City and knew who the key players were, or where the double agents were working. Vampires weren’t immune to human nature, and Joan wasn’t the only fool willing to take immeasurable risk for personal gain. Her gain was a person, but still. 

			No matter how much a town or a coven or a city government thought they had everything locked down, people always found a way past barriers to spy, to share information, to trade in black market goods. 

			“Slim pickings around here.” The man beside her broke into her thoughts. They’d struck up a conversation in the pause between the performer’s sets. He was wiry with short blond hair and three days of unshaved beard on his face and let his guard down after Joan bought him a beer. 

			“Gonna head south,” he said. “Some folks in San Francisco are joining up to deal with some smaller band of monsters wanting to form their own guild.”

			Joan faked a laugh. “Didn’t you just say there were more thrall attacks? Sounds like more than enough work for everybody.”

			He wiped beer foam from his upper lip. “I mean vampire lords. People pay more if they’re hunting nearby, and since that Matthews witch claimed a bunch of land, most of the lords have moved on.”

			She let that pass without comment. 

			He eyed her like he was trying to figure out how to get a cut of her business. “Where you from? You on a job?” 

			“Tracking down a vamp who might be hiding in Black Rose City.” It was the best excuse she could imagine for why she was searching for intel. No one sane would want to offer to help, no matter what the bounty might be. “Gotta get in without pissing off the coven.”

			“You’re crazy, but I heard about someone even crazier than you.” He made a show of tapping his pockets for a wallet Joan got the sense would never appear.

			“You want Fiona,” the man said, nodding in thanks when Joan paid for another beer. “War witch from back east somewhere. Word is, she’s set up shop within Black Rose City itself. If you want to know what’s going on without involving those more invested in above-board communication, she’s your best bet.”

			He gave Joan a code phrase too banal to be made up and took another pull from his glass. “Fought with her once, down in Grants Pass. She’s a tough one, I’ll give her that.” 

			He drained the last third of his beer and leaned close enough for Joan to smell his stale breath. “Good luck. Hope you don’t get killed. I promise not to bet against you.”

			He winked and spun on his stool to get a better view of the singer, ending their conversation.

			Some of the tension bled from Joan’s shoulders since this Fiona might have the answers she needed.

			Now all Joan had to do was get to her.

			




CHAPTER 12

			WHEN THE PANIC came close to making her scream, Leigh drove her fingernails into the palm of her hand. She stopped shy of drawing blood for fear of how the vampires might react. 

			Yet Elizaveta and Bartholomew said nothing to her the entire trip. Maybe now that she’d surrendered to them, she was beneath their notice. Unlikely, but . . . so was this tense limbo where they barely acknowledged her presence. 

			The blur of the trees below them as they traveled overland was not enough to capture Leigh’s attention as she stared at the backs of her captors’ heads until lights drew her gaze outside.

			Portland lay ahead of them, brightening the night.

			Once, years ago, Leigh had visited, and she’d spent most of the trip high. Back then, it had been winter, too, and the short, rain-soaked days had been broken only by the lengthy drug-filled nights. Every day, she’d hustled for a place to crash, for the next meal, for the next bump of whatever she could get her hands on.

			She hadn’t noticed the height of the outer walls, the armed guards, or the people camped outside the gates. How had she managed to get into Portland in those dark days?

			The helicopter flew over the river, low enough for Leigh to make out figures in boats below them, on the shore, on the city walls. Beyond Portland, Bartholomew veered the helicopter north toward a green bridge with towering spires rising a few hundred feet over the banks of the river.

			The streets of Black Rose City were well-lit and, unlike Calvert, where most people took to their homes after dark, this city was full of pedestrians, a thriving commotion despite the late hour. 

			Of course, vampires had no need to hide from the dark. This was where they ruled. And she was flying into a nest five times the size of Calvert. 

			The sound of the helicopter was drowned by the ringing in her ears. A city full of vampires. She couldn’t get enough air. They would use her, drain her, and spit her out. Leigh would be chained up again, left in the dark, used for someone else’s entertainment and sickening desires, and she wouldn’t be able to escape this time.

			“I gave my word, Leigh Phan,” Elizaveta said, breaking into Leigh’s thoughts.

			They had landed. The helicopter blades were spinning down, the engine quieted, and Bartholomew had already disembarked. How had she not noticed?

			Elizaveta did not turn toward Leigh, instead speaking without shifting her gaze from the lot before them. “You are safe under my protection, and no harm will come to you. You will not be turned without your consent.”

			Elizaveta climbed from the helicopter without waiting for a response and stepped clear. She stopped beyond the door to hold it open, leaving an unobstructed path for Leigh to disembark.

			Leigh closed her eyes and got her breathing under control. 

			Once she was sure she could move without sobbing, she wiped the tears from her face, and climbed through the door.

			Leigh searched the shadows for threats, for other vampires waiting to seize her. 

			Bartholomew and Elizaveta stood several feet away at the edge of the landing zone, with a hangar beyond them. Bartholomew checked his phone, and for a moment Leigh burned with the urge to do the same, but she didn’t want to reveal its existence. They might take it away.

			The night was silent save for the soft patter of a few raindrops and the rush of the wind.

			“This way, please.” Bartholomew gestured for Leigh to follow him. Elizaveta strode towards the hangar.

			Following the somewhat known threat was better than running into the dark.

			Not a soul greeted them when they passed through the empty hangar and its office and out onto the sidewalk. They walked along a well-lit street in a quiet neighborhood with none of the revelry she’d seen before they landed. Though Leigh saw a handful of figures a few blocks away, no one approached them. 

			Twice in Leigh’s life, she’d been abducted by vampires. The first time, she’d been dragged kicking and screaming into the back of a box truck and chained to its walls. She still remembered how the metal felt, what the compartment smelled like, the desperation at being confined in the hopeless dark. 

			The second, a traitor to the Calvert coven had kidnapped her, taking her back to the place she’d sold her soul to escape. 

			Now, the vampires who might be her captors paid her no attention as they marched toward an unknown destination, expecting her to heel.

			Was it good or bad that she hadn’t put up a fight? And what good would it do her if she did?

			Ten minutes later, the street ended at a park, and the sidewalk narrowed to a cobblestone path framed by knee-high hedges. The streetlights here were more golden than fluorescent, washing over an understated manor house and winter trees devoid of leaves.

			Leigh had given no thought to where the aforementioned interview might be. If she had, she wouldn’t have imagined a small mansion on an otherwise unsophisticated city block.

			Elizaveta climbed the few stairs to the back of the manor house first, and the door opened at her arrival. No light shone from inside the house.

			Leigh stopped at the base of the stairs, the shadows of the house reminding her of past horrors, of chains and hunger and darkness.

			“Good evening, Miss. Sir,” a woman said as Elizaveta and Bartholomew crossed the threshold. She was a head shorter than Elizaveta, and wore a black dress shirt tucked into pressed black slacks. The way she greeted the vampires was positive and without fear, though she didn’t smile. 

			The woman peered at Leigh with a questioning expression.

			“Welcome,” she said, extending an arm to beckon Leigh inside, as if she were here for a
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