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      I stood in the middle of the dirt entrance road that led into the Vampire Hunters of America’s Washington headquarters, face tipped toward the cloudless sky. Light pollution obscured most of the stars, but there were far more than I ever got to see in Luma.

      It was still summer, so even after eleven p.m., it was warm. Any faint breeze brought with it the scent of dust from the lot next door. Other than the occasional scrabbling of small mammals in the dried-out bushes dotting the otherwise desolate landscape, it was quiet at night. I’d walked far enough away from the warehouse that the voices tumbling out the open roll-up door were reduced to a faint hum but not so far that I couldn’t haul tail back inside should something scarier than a mouse emerge from the withered vegetation.

      I’d only been able to handle an hour or two of the boisterous gathering tonight and had excused myself to go to the bathroom. No one, not even my mother, had noticed when I’d left the table.

      Three days had passed since the Collective contacted me and Caspian via courier bird. The message had been intercepted by Caspian’s Collective-hating eagle, but we’d gotten the note all the same. After calling the number on the missive, a Collective sorceress named Rhiannon had brokered a deal: If I was able to track down my mother and bring her back to Luma with me, the Collective would call off their cats and bounty hunters. Caspian, the sword, and I would no longer be fugitives. Mom would no longer be in exile.

      We could finally go home.

      When Sorceress Rhiannon had first sent the note bundled into a plastic tube affixed to the leg of a hawk, she hadn’t known I’d already found my mom. Well, Mom had found me when I’d been trying to escape a motel that was being attacked by a troll minion of an orc mob boss.

      It had been a weird few weeks.

      Yet even though Mom had agreed to come back to Luma to serve as their new vampire expert—my label, not theirs—we had yet to leave the VHoA bunker. Every time I thought we were going to hit the road, some new vampire-related crisis cropped up and Mom would take off again. I didn’t think she was stalling, but I didn’t think she was making leaving a priority, either.

      Every night, while Caspian geeked out over runes with Arturo, I sat with Mom, Soren, and the other rowdier VHoA members, listening to them talk and laugh about that night’s hunt or memorable skirmishes from the past. Caspian and I never tagged along on hunts. I wasn’t built for combat unless absolutely necessary. Caspian could hold his own, but he’d rather have his nose buried in a book.

      I was shown old scars and told tales about injuries invisible to the naked eye. The drunker everyone got, and the later into the night the post-hunt celebration went, the more tragic the stories became. I fell onto my cot every night with a head full of memories of people I’d never met and battles I’d never fought, yet the stories were part of my marrow now.

      Which made me even more desperate to return to Luma. According to Kayda, a hybrid vampire had gotten into the city. The veils surrounding Luma—surrounding all forty-three hubs in the United States—had spells woven into them that were supposed to repel both pure and hybrid vamps.

      One of the strangest things about all this was that Kayda said Lachlan Shade and the infiltrating hybrid had been friends. The vamp had been decapitated—by Jo’s bizarro apprentice Erik, of all people—which had presumably put a damper on the friendship. Logic dictated that hybrids didn’t suddenly have access to hubs and all the vulnerable humans and fae inside them. Lachlan—seeing as he’d not only managed to open a portal from another realm but had gotten through—was the reason the hybrid had stepped his necrotic foot on Luma soil. The mere fact that the possibility existed was yet another reason I balanced on the precarious edge of becoming a full-blown insomniac.

      When some new nightmare or anxiety-fueled thought yanked me from sleep and I stumbled to the bathroom at three a.m., I often found Caspian still hunched over his books and notes. The guy lived for his research, but I could tell he wasn’t just making up lost time with his beloved tomes. He was hoping to find solutions somewhere in Margaret Fengast’s journal, or in all those textbook pages of rune theory, to both the Lachlan Shade problem and a way to wake up my sword’s dormant twin.

      Though I suspected Caspian reread Fengast’s journal ad nauseam in part because he’d managed to develop a crush on her—this woman from decades past who’d been a second-generation sorceress. A woman whose direct ancestors had wound up in the earthen realm after the Glitch. A woman ahead of her time, who’d been skilled at runework and blacksmithing in equal measure.

      At least Caspian’s infatuation with runes had the potential to aid in stopping the impending crash of the entire hub system, if Sorceress Rhiannon’s ominous warnings could be believed. Me, on the other hand? All I had to offer was a dubious alliance with a sentient sword.

      The sword in question spent most of its time in the back of my mom’s SUV, along with Margaret Fengast’s treasure chest and the sword’s lifeless counterpart. It must have been doing whatever it could think of to wake the other sword. Caspian had tried to explain to it that until we had access to a significant heat source to reveal sentience-giving runes—and the privacy to accomplish the task—the second sword was unlikely to ever rouse from sleep. My sword, however, rarely listened to reason. I pictured the weapons like an old married couple, one-half of which had fallen into a coma—my sword vowing to remain by its spouse’s side, whispering words of encouragement down the long tunnel of unconsciousness, hoping that one day its figurative eyes would flutter open.

      Hell, even my delusional sword had more to offer in this fight than I did. Without my sword, I was just another powerless human …

      I wasn’t sure if my sense of hopelessness was causing the insomnia or vice versa. It was exhausting either way and resulted in many lost hours of playing solitaire on one of the VHoA computers while Caspian studied by electric lantern.

      Or, on nights like tonight, my worries sent me outside so I could be alone with my thoughts. I doubted that being trapped in my own brain with only wild mice for company was a healthier option.

      As usual, my anxiety-induced thoughts eventually strayed back to Lachlan Shade.

      Kayda said the portal had snapped closed on the elf and lopped off his left arm at the elbow. Yet not even that had slowed him down. Lachlan could still cast rune arrays like a sorcerer. And even worse, the hybrid vampire who’d ambushed Kayda and her friends had also wielded magic. Vampires using magic made even less sense than them being inside Luma.

      Lachlan, despite his exile—or maybe because of it—had amassed a cult in the earthen realm, recruiting elves, vampires, and who knew what else to his cause. Elves had formulated a way to manipulate veils to tear open holes in the magic. Holes anyone—even bloodthirsty vampires—could use to stroll right through.

      The cult, better known as the Shades, had been working for months, if not years, to free their elf savior from the realm Collective sorcerers had banished him to nearly thirty years ago—an event my own mother had witnessed.

      No one but his loyal followers knew where Lachlan was now, though.

      Deep in my gut, I knew Lachlan’s return was only the start of something bigger. He held a grudge against the Collective, and he’d allied with vampires to help mete out his revenge. I didn’t trust vamps of any stripe, but ones in league with the elf terrified me on principle.

      A swell of muted, raucous laughter wafted out of the warehouse behind me. I couldn’t fathom why I was the only one this worried. Maybe this chapter of VHoA was so far removed from the hub system that it didn’t feel like their problem—that it couldn’t touch them. I supposed they could be so worried that they drowned themselves in booze to make themselves forget.

      I refocused upward at the smattering of stars. It did feel as if I were on a different planet here. Even in the quiet, deserted places of Luma, it was hard to ever truly feel alone there. Magic itself existed in the very air, brushing against me with invisible fingers. If I stayed in the magic-free mundane world for long enough, got lost in the VHoA lifestyle, it would be easy to eventually forget what was happening in Luma and the other hubs. Not my monkeys; not my circus.

      I sighed—a great gust of breath that rounded my shoulders.

      I knew I couldn’t let go of my life there, even if holding on currently felt futile.

      The Collective had thought Lachlan’s plan was impossible, so they’d been as blindsided by his success as everyone else. Mastery of portal magic had become so rare that the fanatical Shades had been treated as lunatics who had accepted a fallacy as truth—the hub system’s version of Heaven’s Gate. No one but the Shades believed Lachlan would be able to free himself, especially not when the price of opening said portal was sacrificing over a dozen innocent elf teenagers. But Lachlan had done it. The pile of obituary notices that had hit some bureaucrat’s desk had proven it.

      Lachlan could open portals and craft rune arrays, and he was fueled by almost three decades of spite. He’d gone mad along the way. He cared little for others, seeing them as a means to an end. His sister, Blythe, had been killed during the battle on the night he’d crawled through the portal. Kayda said Lachlan had been more upset about the potential death of his vampire friend than the actual death of his sister.

      He didn’t have much left to lose, which made him even more of a wild card.

      I wasn’t sure if Mom was concerned about Lachlan coming after her personally, but I had to assume that the list of people he wanted to cut down for banishing him to another world included her. Even if she hadn’t been the one to push his psychotic ass through the portal, she’d had a front-row seat to the event. Hell, I had too, in a way: She’d been pregnant with me when it happened.

      A shooting star silently streaked through the dark sky. I wished for some clarity of purpose.

      Eventually, the faint glow of blue in my peripheral vision told me the sword had come out to check on me. It hummed softly, and I somehow knew it was asking if I was okay.

      “I’m fine,” I said, not looking over. “Just thinking.”

      The soft crunch of gravel a minute later told me Caspian had joined us, too. Actually, it was the faint whiff of Ocean Sunrise Body Wash that gave him away. He was running low on his beloved soap from the motel we’d been temporary residents in. Maybe he could put in a wholesale order from a hotel supply chain.

      “Want company?” he asked, coming to a stop on my other side.

      The last time he’d asked me that, we’d embarked on a road trip. Now we were rooted in place.

      “Sure,” I said.

      He mirrored my stance: hands in pockets and face upturned. “Getting antsy again?”

      “A bit.”

      “The offer still stands to leave and head back first.”

      I shook my head, just like I did every time he suggested this. A quick-moving satellite drifted across the inky sky. “We can’t go back without her. The Collective wants her back; we’re only bargaining chips.” Sighing, I added, “I know being in Luma is going to tear open old wounds for her, and I don’t want to rush her, but it feels like time is ticking by too fast.” I sounded calm to my own ears, at least. Resigned, even. “I’m worried about Kayda.”

      “Kayda is more than capable of taking care of herself,” Caspian said. “And she’s got Welsh and Henri with her.”

      I tilted my head to look at him instead of the stars. “I miss Kayda,” I amended.

      He cocked his head to look at me, too. “I know.”

      I stared at him a beat before looking away, staring forward instead of at the sky. The dirt road was eaten up by darkness a hundred yards away.

      An owl hooted somewhere far, far in the distance.

      My sixth sense pinged a moment later. It wasn’t a magical ability so much as one borne out of necessity. Even though a deer might be comfortable foraging in its well-known forest, it still kept its ears pricked at all times for signs of approaching danger. If a twig snapped underfoot, a bunny was sure to freeze, body poised to bound away. Doves were known to burst into flight in a raucous burst of noise to startle approaching predators. For me, my senses tingled. Almost like the sensation of a sleeping limb waking up—an all-over buzzy feeling. My back straightened, wide eyes scanning the area ahead of me.

      “What is it?” Caspian asked.

      The sword glowed cherry red on my other side. I couldn’t tell if it sensed something, too, or if it was reacting to the tension in my body and the spike in my heart rate.

      “Daughter of Camila,” came a smooth-as-butter voice from nowhere and everywhere.

      Caspian spun in a circle, searching. I didn’t move.

      “You are even more beautiful than I imagined,” said the voice.

      “Who are you?” I asked, damned impressed with myself that my voice hadn’t shaken.

      Ahead, the darkness shifted. Kayda said the hybrid vampire she’d met in the nature preserve had melted out of the shadows. I’d thought that description had been a bit flowery for her, but now I saw it had been close to literal. According to Welsh, the vampire had been dabbling in shadow magic. He could manipulate shadows to his will, creating illusions made of darkness itself. Shadows could be used for travel, too. That particular vampire was dead, but it didn’t mean there weren’t others who possessed the same unholy magic.

      Mom told me pure vampires could cloak themselves in darkness—someplace between invisibility and shadow manipulation. Instead of molding himself out of shadows like clay, this particular vampire stepped out of the darkness as if he’d been wearing it like a shawl that had slipped off his shoulders. Not-there one minute, and there the next.

      Caspian instinctively wrapped a hand around my forearm. The sword was the color of an ember now, but it hadn’t shot forward yet. Did that mean it hadn’t sensed an immediate threat from the vampire, or did it figure my odds of dying went up considerably if it left my side?

      “I am Vaughn,” the vampire said. “It’s lovely to finally meet you, Daughter of Camila.”

      He hadn’t attempted to approach us. From what Mom had told me, all vampires—pure, hybrid, and feral—were preternaturally fast. I’d only interacted with feral vampires in a hostile situation so far, and I could attest to how quick those little bastards were. I knew if this one wanted to close the gap stretching between us, he’d be on me before I could react. Caspian had his magic, and the sword had its murderous tendencies, and yet the vampire could probably tear my throat out before either of my companions could stop him.

      “Harlow,” I said, figuring it might be best to be polite. “‘Daughter of Camila’ is too wordy. Friends call me Low, but I don’t think we’re there yet.”

      Every muscle in my body felt like a coiled spring. Caspian still held fast to my arm. His free hand was behind him, his fingers working overtime to craft a small rune array.

      “It is a pleasure to finally meet you, Harlow,” Vaughn said. “Your mother spoke of you often.”

      I had no idea how to reply to that. “What do you want, Vaughn? There’s a warehouse full of vampire hunters not far from here. If anything happens to us, the sword and all those hunters will be after you in seconds.”

      Even from this distance, I noted how Vaughn’s scrutiny flitted to the sword hovering by my side, glowing as bright as a fireball, before returning to me. Expression unchanged, he said, “I do not wish you harm. I wish to offer you an invitation.”

      “An invitation to what?”

      “I have been searching for your mother for a while now,” Vaughn said. “She won’t listen to what I have to say, but she will listen to her only daughter.”

      He spoke in a pleasant, even cadence, taking care with each word. It made me even antsier. Maybe when one was immortal and had all the time in the world, getting to the damn point already wasn’t a driving force.

      “The pure vampires know of the threat hybrids and ferals pose to your hubs,” Vaughn said. “We know because they threaten us as well. A bite—sometimes a mere scratch—from a feral is fatal to pure vampires.”

      Marisol had told me as much, but it was still a bit of a shock to have it confirmed.

      “We also know that the elf, Lachlan Shade, has amassed a veritable army of hybrids and their feral abominations to do his bidding … whatever that bidding is.” Vaughn eyed me and Caspian in turn. “While we have no vested interest in the well-being of the humans in the hubs, we’re certain that once Lachlan perfects ripping away veils from hub cities like one tears a shower curtain from the rod, enclaves like Tercla will be next.”

      “Is that where you’re from?” Caspian asked, speaking for the first time since Vaughn materialized out of nowhere.

      Vaughn inclined his head. “I am from many places, but I met Camila Fletcher in Tercla, yes.”

      My eyebrows shot toward my hairline. My mom had been to Tercla? It was a hub made for pure vampires. There were humans in residence too who were in some kind of contractual relationship with a vamp. Had she signed a contract with one? Just how far off the rails had she gone when she lost Dad and then Naomi and then was exiled and cut off from me?

      “So … what is it you want me to tell my mother?” I asked, not sure I wanted the answer.

      “I believe she can help us determine how to save both your world and ours.”

      “Why her?” I asked.

      Vaughn was quiet for so long, I thought he wouldn’t answer. “Because the leader of Tercla owes her a life debt, and it’s high time she cashed it in. If she can convince the stubborn mule to treat this threat for what it is, it may convince him to approach the Vampire Council. Without the Council’s help, pure vampires may very well be wiped from existence.”

      Caspian’s fingers dug into my forearm.

      I hadn’t realized the situation had grown this dire for vamps, too.

      A whoosh of air swept past my face just before something metallic clinked by my feet. A pair of talismans lay an inch from my tennis shoes. My gaze snapped up.

      Other than a strand of Vaughn’s dark hair that was out of place and draped over his forehead, there was no other indication that he’d moved. He gently tucked the wayward strand back into place. My heartbeat stumbled. The ferals had been fast—too fast—but I’d at least seen them coming. Vaughn had moved so quickly, I’d literally missed it when I blinked.

      Vaughn said, “Those will get you into Tercla.”

      “There’s only two of them,” Caspian said.

      “Correct. You are not welcome. The talismans are for the Fletcher women and the Fletcher women only. The note in your pocket, sorcerer, includes instructions on how the Fletcher women can contact me.”

      I shot a fearful look at Caspian. He abandoned his half-formed rune array to shove his free hand into the pocket of his jeans. He pulled out a folded slip of paper.

      It hit me all over again that Vaughn could disembowel Caspian and me both in an instant. It could happen so fast that my mother and her armed-to-the-teeth hunters wouldn’t hear it. I didn’t trust Vaughn any more than I had when this creepy-ass conversation started, but now I knew he was actively choosing not to murder us. That was a solid half-point in his pro column.

      “And when exactly did you want the Fletcher women to swing by?” I asked.

      “As soon as possible,” Vaughn said. “There are only a few of us pure vampires who see the writing on the wall. We don’t know what Lachlan is plotting, but it must be substantial if he was able to convince the hybrids to get in league with him. Hybrids are loyal only to themselves; Lachlan must have offered them something they couldn’t refuse. He’s had decades to plan his return to this realm. I doubt he’ll take longer than a few months, if not weeks, to enact the next phase.”

      One would think hearing someone voice all the same concerns that had just been swirling in my head would be comforting. Hooray, I’m not alone!

      The comfort level went down by a significant margin when that someone was a vampire.

      I squatted to pick up the talismans. Caspian’s fingers traveled up my arm as I moved away from him, as if he couldn’t quite bring himself to let go yet. The sword tapped hard, twice, on the dirt road just inches from my reaching fingers.

      “What?” I hissed at it, snatching my hand back.

      Tap-tap.

      Caspian squatted next to me. “I don’t think the cutlass wants you to pick them up. Give me a moment.”

      “The talismans are exactly as I say.” Vaughn managed to sound both poised and mildly exasperated as he added, “There is no tracking magic on them, nor will they melt the flesh from your bones as soon as you touch them. Your sorcerer may test their properties all he wants, but it is a wasted effort. Your time should be spent convincing Camila to return to Tercla.” Vaughn took three steps back into the inky blackness behind him and disappeared from view.

      My sixth sense wasn’t pinging as loudly as it had been before.

      “Spend your limited mortal time wisely,” his voice said from everywhere and nowhere, making the hair on my arms stand on end. “Make no mistake that, without the pure vampires as allies, this is sure to be a war you lose.”

      The buzzy feeling in my limbs slowly faded away. Why did vampires have to be so damn dramatic all the time? I shook off a chill.

      Caspian had evidently taken Vaughn’s words to heart because, instead of beginning an exhaustive round of experimental spells, both talismans lay in his open palm.

      We both stood.

      I tightly crossed my arms. “What do you think?”

      “I hate that I’m being left out of this. Not out of jealousy so much as …” He huffed. “It’s proof we’re being watched. Your mother and her allies are well equipped. Despite being mundanes, I’ve never felt unsafe in their presence. Until now. We’ve been outmatched for an indeterminate amount of time and had no idea.”

      I couldn’t say I liked any of that, either.

      He searched my face, but I couldn’t guess what he expected to find there. “Beyond that, I think we need to ask your mother why in the hells the leader of Tercla owes her a life debt.”

      I groaned. “Why couldn’t I have a normal mother?”

      Caspian slung an arm over my shoulders and guided us back toward the warehouse, the talismans still held in his open palm like he was a waiter offering hors d'oeuvres. “You realize how weird you are, right?”

      The sword was flying ahead of us, so it had clearance to drop to the road and offer a tap of agreement.

      “I don’t know why I keep hanging out with either one of you.”

      Caspian pulled me closer, curling my body into his chest as we walked, and planted a quick kiss on my temple. He loosened his hold a fraction and kept walking, unfurling me back to my original position as if he hadn’t done anything.

      The show of affection was somehow wildly out of character for him—making my cheeks heat up so hot, it was a wonder my hair didn’t catch fire—and exactly what I’d needed at that moment. It grounded me. It told me that whatever came next, he was with me.

      Even if “with me” was metaphorical because the vampires were excluding him.

      When we stepped into the warehouse, my mother was halfway across the floor. She came up short when she saw us. We halted just inside the door, and Caspian dropped his arm from around my shoulders.

      After scanning all three of us, she closed the distance. “Everything okay?” She contemplated the talismans in Caspian’s hand, her jaw tightening second by second. Her gaze finally met mine.

      I arched a brow at her. “We need to talk.”
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      “Talk about what?” Mom asked cautiously.

      I crossed my arms. “A vamp named Vaughn just swung by for a chat.”

      She stared at me, dumbfounded. Then she stalked for the door. I threw an arm out to stop her, causing her to take a few stutter steps back.

      “He didn’t touch any of us,” I said. “If he’d wanted to kill us, he would have.”

      “How the hell did he find us here?” Her eyes darted around as she mentally assessed how secure this location truly was if a vamp could just stroll onto the property. “Tell me exactly where you saw him.”

      I complied, if only because she was using her Mom Voice, and I was powerless against it.

      Backing up, she called into the warehouse, “Buckley! Glover! Possible tech failure on the western road! Check it out.”

      In record time, two ladies came trotting over. One had a large black bag slung over her shoulder. The other carried a rifle. Both had short swords strapped to their hips. They nodded at us before they slipped out into the night.

      “Lomas! Hardwick! Play backup!”

      A man and a woman jogged out the door next, this pair even more loaded down with weapons than the first.

      Mom zeroed in on me again, arms crossed and stance wide. “Start at the beginning.”

      As I spoke, I wondered how much of this “life debt” business the others here were aware of. Was this the kind of thing she wanted them to know? Even so, she didn’t shoo anyone away who crept up to listen. By the time I finished, Soren, Arturo, and a handful of others had made a semicircle behind my mom.

      “And those are talismans to get into Tercla?” Arturo asked when I was done, jutting his chin at Caspian’s still outstretched hand.

      “Yes,” Caspian said, which elicited murmurs from the small crowd. “But only Robin and Deanna are on the invite list,” he said, using our aliases.

      “It was only a matter of time before one of them came looking for you, Robin,” Soren said. “I didn’t think it would be because of this, though. Pure vamps going to war against hybrids, ferals, and elves was not on my apocalypse bingo card.”

      “So you’ve actually been to Tercla, Mom?” I asked, incredulous. “Why?”

      Soren, behind her, winced. “Hey, who wants to help me scrub the toilets?”

      The entire group behind Mom dispersed at once.

      “Real subtle, Soren!” Mom said. Sighing, she studied me and Caspian in turn. “Let’s have a seat.” She walked away.

      I glanced up at Caspian. He shrugged. The sword hummed.

      “Why do I have a feeling this story is going to traumatize me?” I muttered as I trailed after my mom.

      Caspian and I sat on one side of a deserted picnic table, and Mom sat on the other. The sword hovered nearby, floating in my peripheral vision.

      Folding her hands on the table, my mom let out another weary sigh. “First, let me preface this by saying that I was drowning in guilt and regret.”

      Caspian asked, “Was that before or after your experience in Tercla?”

      Mom barked a laugh. “Yes.” Taking a moment to center herself, she said, “I’ve been fascinated by vampires since I was a teenager. And not because I thought they were sexy, either. A girl in my hometown went missing when I was in high school. A week later, her body was found near a trail that a lot of kids from my school used to get home. She had bites all over her body that looked both human and not. While most of her blood was gone, very little of it was found outside her body. The town went nuts over the story. It was all anyone talked about at school for months. They never found who did it. There was speculation about everything from a Satanic cult to a serial killer to a wild animal attack.”

      “And you had a feeling it was something supernatural,” I said, having heard this story before. I guessed she was saying all this for Caspian’s sake. Or maybe she just needed to warm up to the topic.

      “Right,” Mom said. “I turned into Nancy Drew over the whole thing. I never found actual evidence of vampires back then—and it’s still considered an unsolved case in my hometown, as far as I know—but I’d found enough in the lore to have a pretty good inkling about what had killed her. A lot of the lore from popular culture got it wrong. Vamps don’t have an aversion to sunlight, they don’t turn into bats, and their reflections smile back at them in the mirror. They aren’t all pale, and they aren’t all good-looking. Becoming a vampire doesn’t suddenly make you attractive. If you want to be a vampire with washboard abs, you have to do crunches like everyone else. Their blood diets help them slim down quick, but they can still eat human foods if it agrees with their constitution.”

      I tried to imagine a vampire sitting on a park bench in full sun, gorging his way through an entire box of doughnuts.

      “Did they get anything right?” Caspian was leaning slightly toward my mom, so I knew he was intrigued. I considered tracking down one of his legal pads so he could take notes.

      Mom said, “Like in most movies and books, vamps possess the power of compulsion—though most of us call it ‘enthralling.’ Let a vamp talk to you for long enough, and they can convince you to do damn near anything. Eye contact is to be avoided—especially if you find the vampire even remotely attractive. It’s not just about looks, either. If you find humor attractive, the instant a vamp realizes this and makes you laugh? It’s only a matter of time before your pants hit the floor or your veins are drained—sometimes both.”

      “Ugh. Gross, Mom.”

      “You say much worse on a daily basis,” Caspian said to me. “Hourly basis.”

      “So? She’s my mom. She can’t say stuff like that.”

      Mom flashed me a mischievous smile I didn’t like one bit, so I suspected she’d double down on the gross. “Their legendary prowess in the bedroom is due more to experience and a long life than some vampiric magic that turns them into virile lovers. Some vamps are crap in bed, but the enthrall power can convince you that you’ve just had the best sex of your life. And they can be very, very convincing.”

      Caspian coughed awkwardly.

      I let out a pained whimper. Some part of me wanted to ask her how she knew all this, but if, during those years after Dad and Naomi were killed and her ties to me and Luma had been cut off, she’d spent that dark time under—or on top of—a bevy of vampire lovers, I really didn’t need details. Really, really didn’t need them.

      Though I supposed that potentially horrifying information was still on the way whether I wanted it or not, given that she’d started this conversation with a disclaimer.

      “Anyway,” Mom said. “The obsession over figuring out just what these creatures were led me to vampire hunter groups, which is where I met Harlow’s dad. He was just as obsessive about the history of vamps as I was.”

      “I find it very interesting as well,” Caspian said. “A bit of my own research has revealed that vampires have existed in the earthen realm as far back as the 1500s, but they’d started as mere humans whose behavior caused a … kind of hysteria that resulted in the legends we have today. Is that correct?”

      My mom smiled at him like she wanted to leap across the table and hug him. “Pretty much, yeah. There was a rare red blood disorder—something akin to sickle cell anemia—that plagued a subset of the population in Europe. The earliest records of the disease date back to the 1500s. This was also during the second wave of the Bubonic Plague, and since there were already concerns about a more virulent strain of the disease reemerging, when something as odd as this blood disorder showed up, it garnered more curiosity than it possibly would have otherwise. Chlorosis was first discovered around this time, too—which is a type of anemia that plagues young women and adolescent girls. It was discounted as a ‘hysterical disease’ for a long time.

      “Like sickle cell, this odd chlorosis-like disease is inherited. Blood transfusions weren’t performed with any real success until 1667. Blood transfusions were the best treatment for the disease, but because of how new they were back then, only the really wealthy or well-connected got them. Sickle cell patients typically get transfusions once or twice a month. For sufferers of the chlorosis-like disease, once a week was ideal. It got worse for women after puberty—which is why we think this disease got lumped in with the ‘hysterical’ women suffering from chlorosis. Their menstrual cycles made them even more anemic.

      “The disease was reported to leave sufferers weak and lethargic. They also experienced vision problems, frequent infections, and developed ravenous hunger. The hunger component is what sets this disease apart from your run-of-the-mill chlorosis. Rumor has it that while a patient was getting her infusion the doctor spilled blood on his hand. The scent of the blood sent the woman into a crazed state. Like a suckling kitten, she latched onto the webbing of the doctor’s hand and was so desperate for more blood that she bit him. She’d only been able to ingest a small amount of his blood before she was restrained, but consuming the blood resulted in a marked improvement in her condition. The doctor, Alonso Dario, started telling anyone who would listen that he’d found a cure for this rare disease, but, naturally, he was shunned for advocating the drinking of blood. Chlorosis had already been classified as a hysterical disease—you can imagine how well a campaign for blood consumption would have gone over.

      “Injecting blood had varying levels of success, partly because people often had adverse reactions to infusions from the wrong blood type—blood typing wasn’t discovered until the early 1900s. Consuming the blood worked regardless of blood type, though. Dario created an underground clinic that prescribed blood for those suffering from the disease.

      “With a regular diet of blood, the disease was manageable. The body healed itself. By the mid-1900s, the disease was no longer fatal. What we now know as vampires are the descendants of these people who, through the consumption of blood, survived both their genetic diseases and three waves of the Bubonic Plague. Vampires are human in most senses of the word—they have a beating heart, they can eat, they emit waste … but they also consume blood. They live much longer lives than the average human because consuming blood heals their diseased or aged tissue. Their bodies evolved. Just like humans have incisors, canines, and molars because we’re omnivores and have teeth that allow for both the tearing of meat and the grinding of plants, vampires evolved to have teeth that allowed them to better consume a blood diet. Hence the fangs. But because they can still eat human food, many have the kind of teeth one might find on a chimpanzee or bear.”

      I remembered the first feral vampire I’d seen—how there had been something almost dog-like about her face. “When magic and fae blood got introduced to this realm after the Glitch, that changed vampires even more.” It was a statement, not a question.

      My mom nodded. “That’s right. The magic that entered their systems after they consumed fae blood was like evolution in overdrive—perhaps ‘mutation’ would be more accurate. You know that werewolves went extinct after the Glitch, right?”

      Caspian and I nodded.

      “Any idea how?”

      I shook my head. I hadn’t really ever thought about it.

      “There weren’t werewolves in the fae realm, at least not the way we think of them. They had something closer to dire wolves—giant dogs that stand as tall as a man. Well, on those massive canines were fleas, ticks, and other parasites, and they took a ride into the earthen realm on those wolves during the Glitch. The dire wolves’ magic lured in the werewolves already here like a siren’s song. Without their packs from their previous world, the dire wolves formed new ones here. Unfortunately, those parasites jumped from dire wolf to werewolf and infected them with magical blood-borne viruses that absolutely devastated the population. Within ten years of the portals closing for good, werewolves were gone.

      “There were groups of fae and human scientists who worked hard to find a cure for the wolves—and they found one. Only a year too late. They’d been able to cure the one werewolf they had in captivity and healed him, but he’d been outside his prime for procreating by then. Werewolves were genetically incompatible with mundane wolves. And despite the plethora of fiction that features mundane women mating with werewolves, they’re not genetically compatible, either. He was able to leave captivity after he was healed but died unable to sire healthy pups.”

      I frowned. Dogs—wolves—weren’t supposed to die in stories. My mom had to know that. Everyone knew that.

      “The foreign parasites didn’t just affect the wolves; they wreaked havoc on the native supernatural community in this realm, too. Those that weren’t killed were changed. Mosquitoes brought disease with them. Thankfully the human population was immune, but a kind of magical malaria swept through the fae community a few years after the Glitch. For those who survived, it altered magical skills: enhanced some and demolished others.

      “The pure vampires in Tercla aren’t as pure as they want everyone to believe. Vamps like Vaughn survived the magical malaria epidemic and came out of it with an enhanced ability. Just that little bit of transferred blood from a mosquito almost killed him and also made him preternaturally fast. Thankfully not all pure vampires are that fast, or we’d really be screwed.”

      I heaved a sigh of relief. That revelation made me feel marginally better. “Ferals have evolved—mutated—so much over the years because they consume tons of fae blood, and then on top of them being, you know, feral, they’re also basically venomous snakes to the pure vamps?”

      Mom nodded. “Yes.”

      “This is fascinating,” Caspian said.

      “Nerd,” I muttered, though I was pretty fascinated by it all, too. The idea of a tiny mosquito being able to cause that much change in a person was humbling. “You still haven’t gotten to the part about owing a life debt to the leader of Tercla.”

      Mom gusted a sigh. “Since pure vampires are still human in most ways, they can have offspring, but only with humans. Female vampires can get pregnant, but the chances of being able to carry a baby to term increase exponentially if the father is mundane. If the father is a vampire, the female’s body almost always treats the fetus as a disease to be eradicated, and the baby dies in utero. Because vampires are mating with magic-less mundanes, though, it’s a crapshoot whether their offspring will inherit what’s essentially become known as the vampire gene.”

      “Wait, can’t people get bitten and turned into a vamp?” I asked.

      Mom’s head tottered back and forth. “Yes, but that’s a shot in the dark, too. Vamps have their highly potent pheromones that ensnare their victim—which is essentially where the enthrall power comes from. They’ve evolved to have a kind of neurotoxin present in their saliva that paralyzes their victim, much like a spider. There’s some serotonin mixed in there so their victim feels good about it while it’s happening. But there’s no guarantee a person will turn vamp after being bitten. To complete the possible transformation, the victim needs to drink some of the vampire’s blood, too. Then there’s gotta be something in the victim’s genetic makeup that reacts to the blood of the vamp to trigger a change. Even if someone wants to be a vampire with all her heart, if her genes aren’t predisposed for it, the change won’t happen no matter how many times she’s bitten or how much blood she drinks.”

      Yuck. Hard pass.

      “Hybrids have a much better chance of turning a human with a bite, but the new vamps are then also addicted to fae blood because of it,” Mom said. “Vamp hunters are almost exclusively dealing with hybrids and ferals, as those are the ones violating the Pact and/or indiscriminately killing and kidnapping. Those two types are also enemies of the pure vamps, so some of my jobs have actually come from them.

      “My reputation got me on the radar of the ruler of Tercla, Vincent Roch. He has a daughter who didn’t inherit the gene. About four years ago, he sent me a personal invite to Tercla to offer me a very lucrative job to essentially be his daughter’s bodyguard while she was in college in the mundane world. There’s a lot of political infighting among the pure clans.” She rolled her eyes. “My team and I stopped four kidnapping attempts and we killed a bunch of ferals that had been sent after her on several outright assassination attempts. Say what you will about vamps, but Roch adores that girl.”

      “Are you no longer on that job because she’s out of school?” I asked.

      “She was only in the States for two years before she entered a study-abroad program in Europe. My team and I escorted her to London and stopped yet another assassination attempt on the way to the safe house where we were handing her off to her British bodyguard team. Far as I know, she’s thriving out there. I kept his kid safe, so he told me he owed me a life debt. I’ve got a contract written in his blood and everything.”

      I stared at her, remembering what she’d said about guilt and regret. “You hooked up with him, didn’t you?”

      The pause was like a deafening roar.

      “Many, many times.” Mom shrugged, but her cheeks darkened a little. “He claimed to be in love with me and said he wanted me to have his child since I was missing my own so much.”

      “Please don’t tell me I have a long-lost vampire sibling …”

      Mom laughed. “No. Being offered the chance to birth an elder vampire’s child is a great honor in their culture. Once I explained to him that I couldn’t have his child even if I wanted to—”

      “Because menopausal?” I asked.

      “Because menopausal,” she said. “Menopause isn’t an issue for vampire women, and the concept blew his mind. He also offered to attempt to turn me. I shut that shit down immediately. I got a life debt out of him instead.”

      “Oh my,” Caspian said, because, really, what else was there to say?

      She was my mom, but she was such a different person now, sometimes it was hard to see her that way. Now she was an emotionally scarred woman with tons of wild stories to tell about a life I knew next to nothing about. Six years apart felt like a lifetime.

      Mom shrugged again. “So, daughter of mine, how do you feel about a field trip to Tercla before we go back to Luma?”

      In my peripheral vision, the sword glowed a sickly yellow color I’d never seen before. It probably wasn’t a good sign that even the murder-happy sword was leery of this plan …
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      Kayda still hadn’t gotten used to having a warm body next to her in the morning. Usually her nightly company—if she had any—left before daybreak. Or she did. But she didn’t want to kick Henri out of her bed. It was still a marvel that he was there at all. Apparently, all it had taken for them to finally act on the feelings they’d been skirting around for a year was to go on a life-threatening journey together.

      But even as she lay there, listening to his soft snores beside her, she couldn’t forget that the reason they’d been thrown together in the first place was because Luma was in trouble. Harlow stealing that sword months ago had snowballed into Kayda being caught up in a nefarious plan cooked up by elves and vampires. Elves who, up until recently, hadn’t really been on her radar—they were a people who largely kept to themselves. And vampires hadn’t been on her radar at all, as they were the boogeymen outside the veils who couldn’t reach her as long as she stayed in her beloved self-sufficient city.

      Now the boogeymen had found a way in, and Kayda didn’t know how anyone was supposed to plug the leak. Especially since now, no thanks to Kayda, the psycho who was Lachlan Shade roamed free.

      Deep down, she knew she’d been so badly injured that she couldn’t have stopped Lachlan even if she’d known what in the hells was going on. At the end of the day, she was only a draken. She had superior hearing, strength, and speed—and a badass battle-ax that spat lightning—but Lachlan had magic. Kayda was realizing that she wasn’t as indestructible as she’d once thought. Sure, she was well suited for work as a bouncer or a security guard, where her bulk and menacing glare were usually enough to halt any mischief in its tracks. But against magic? She ended up wrapped around trees and dropped from heights that her bones didn’t appreciate.

      With Harlow, her mom, the sword, and Caspian set to return—eventually—Kayda wanted to learn everything she could about what they were up against. She wanted to be an asset in this fight, not just the muscle.

      Stretching, she rolled toward Henri, watching him for a moment. He was on his stomach, his mouth was agape, and the side of his face was smashed into one of her pillows. They’d been up well past one a.m., so she felt bad waking him, but time was of the essence. She poked a finger into his side, which she’d discovered last night was a ticklish spot.

      He snorted awake. “Wha?”

      “Hey, Sleeping Beauty,” she said. “Up and at ’em!”

      “I really didn’t p-peg you as a morning p-person,” he grumbled.

      She lifted the sheets enough to get an eyeful, patted his bare ass, and then deftly swung out of bed. “We’re supposed to meet Welsh and Marisol in two hours.”

      “Two hours? Why are y-you up n-now then?”

      “I need to go for a run.”

      Henri groaned, plopping face first onto the pillow again.

      By the time she’d emerged from the bathroom with brushed teeth and clad in her workout gear, Henri had resumed snoring. Like most draken, Henri didn’t have much hair. No tousled, messy bedhead for Henri. Instead, his white hair, which stood a mere half inch in length, was in mild disarray.

      She left the apartment, letting him sleep.

      By the time she got back from her ten-mile run, Henri was up and dressed and had made them breakfast. He looked mostly awake now, but the glasses perched on his nose were askew, and every time he yawned, it was a full-body affair.

      “You work nights more often than not,” Henri said from across the table as she shoveled bacon, eggs, and toast into her mouth. “How do you have this much energy at …” He checked his watch. “Seven thirty?”

      “Old habits, I guess. I used to be a competitive cage fighter.”

      Henri choked on his sip of orange juice.

      She tamped down a smile. “Have I not mentioned that?”

      “I would have r-remembered that one,” he said, coughing and giving his chest several hard pounds with his fist.

      “Anyway, it’s been a long time since I fought competitively, and I never really liked it, but I liked the workout routines. I run most mornings. It’s nice around here really early. Most people are still asleep. The streets are quiet. It helps turn off my brain.”

      Henri nodded. “Turning off the b-brain seems like a g-good call lately.”

      Even though Henri had put on a brave face as they’d dealt with pixie swarms, vengeful elves, hybrid vampires, and potent glamour tinctures that turned him and Kayda into big-eyed doll people, Kayda knew the events as of late were starting to haunt him. How could they not? He was a nerdy, teddy bear of a guy who worked as a security guard because his sheer size was intimidating. He wasn’t someone prepared to square off against a feral vampire with only an industrial flashlight as a weapon. Most people weren’t.

      But he was still here. He might have been freaked out by a lot of this—by her on some level—but he liked her enough that he stuck around.

      “W-what?” he asked. “What are you s-smiling about?”

      “Just thinking I’d be super down for a repeat of last night if we didn’t have to go meet Welsh.”

      His skin flushed navy. “Would he be m-mad if we were l-late?” His face contorted, probably recalling that Welsh was mad most of the time. “Eh. Never mind.”

      She laughed.

      Henri did the dishes while Kayda took a quick shower. As much as she’d like to entice him with one of her dresses—or nothing at all—that would be wholly impractical for the day’s agenda, so she went with her usual choice: a black shirt tucked into black pants held up by a black belt. She stuffed her feet into her favorite black combat boots. Henri donned his standard outfit of a plain T-shirt and worn jeans. Time would tell if his tennis shoes would be sufficient. When people saw them together, did they assume she was his bodyguard—this giant, aggressive woman paired with a bespectacled gamer nerd? Maybe they’d think he was a tech billionaire.

      When they made it out to the sidewalk and Henri slipped his hand into hers, she decided she didn’t care what anyone thought.
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        * * *

      

      Even though they were meeting Welsh, Marisol, and some of her crew—including the triplets, Ben, Ollie, and Liam, who weren’t related by blood so much as inseparable—they weren’t going to VHoA’s compound in the human neighborhood in the Necropolis. This morning, they were headed to the nature preserve where Kayda had faced Lachlan Shade. It was also where Welsh had been kidnapped and bitten by a hybrid vampire who’d had a specific craving for witches. Though the bite mark on his neck had healed, Welsh changed the subject every time she tried to get him to talk about it. Henri was remaining tight-lipped about it as well, out of respect for Welsh’s privacy.

      Henri, Jo, and her apprentice, Erik, had been with Welsh when he was attacked. Kayda and Grayson had gone after Lachlan by themselves.

      Marisol hadn’t suggested the preserve as some kind of aversion therapy—forcing them all back to a place of trauma to help them heal. It just happened to be a spot with a lot of open land that didn’t get much foot traffic. The area had once been home to a zoo for some of the fae animals that had wound up marooned in the earthen realm after the Glitch. But the zoo had been closed and abandoned for years, reclaimed by nature.

      Kayda rode on the back of Henri’s three-wheeled motorcycle as he drove them to the preserve. Her now-cherished battle-ax rode in the sidecar. Henri didn’t have a weapon of choice yet, but that was part of the reason for the meeting. They all needed to become better fighters if they had any chance of surviving what VHoA believed was an inevitable breach of the veils. And large-scale breaches at that—not the kind they’d experienced dozens of times already. Those breaches were made up of a few temporary holes in the veil that let in small waves of ferals at a time. Marisol was convinced that the day would come when parts of the veil would get stuck open, if not come down entirely, revealing their hidden magical city to the mundane world.

      The idea of it rattled Kayda down to her bones.

      She couldn’t let it happen.

      After Henri parked, she grabbed her battle-ax out of the sidecar. She hadn’t touched it much since the night of the battle. After cleaning it and sharpening it with supplies from Welsh, she’d mounted the thing on her wall above her TV. It watched her silently as she and Henri played Mangrin’s Gate night after night. It felt good in her hand now. The magic-dampening hood was still snapped around the blade, as she didn’t want to inadvertently zap herself.

      Within ten minutes of Kayda and Henri’s arrival at the preserve, Marisol, the triplets, Jo, Erik, and three semi-familiar VHoA members joined them. Had Grayson not been invited, or had he declined? Kayda hadn’t seen the guy since that fateful night in the abandoned zoo.

      Once the group was gathered behind Marisol’s van, she flung the back doors open with a flourish. The walls of the van had been outfitted with wooden pegboards, and from those hung charmed weapons. Weapons the Collective would happily relieve Marisol of if they’d known she had them. Magic wafted out of the van like a fog, making Kayda’s teeth buzz. There were short swords, hatchets, machetes, battle-axes, spears, morning stars, nunchucks, and daggers.

      “Choose whichever weapon calls to you,” Marisol said.

      “Even us?” Liam asked, gesturing at himself and his two friends flanking him.

      Marisol smiled, leaning against one of the open doors of the van. “Even you.”

      “Yes!” Ollie said. “I’m so sick of that training baton!”

      Ollie and Liam practically dove into the van.

      “They let us use cool stuff during the big breach,” Ben said, as if in apology to Marisol for Ollie’s complaints.

      Just before Ben hopped into the van with his friends, Marisol grabbed him by the elbow. She pitched her voice low, but Kayda still heard the words easily. “I need you to take it easy today. If you pop any of your stitches, you’re riding the bench for the next two weeks.”

      Ben huffed a dramatic sigh, then offered her a tight nod. He winced and groaned as he climbed into the van. He stood before the small collection of daggers, a hand pressed to his side. Ollie and Liam watched him warily but kept their mouths shut.

      After only a moment of staring at Ben as if she were a mother goose and him her gosling, Marisol turned to the rest of the group. “Everything in there is Level 4 and under.”

      Level 3 magic, out of a possible 8, was as high as was safe for a human to use. Level 4 was where things started to get dicey. Marisol and the other VHoA members were all human. Anything over a 5 could zap one of them badly enough to send them to the hospital, if not the morgue. Kayda and the others were magic-touched and could handle higher levels of magic. But a Level 7 or 8 could be enough to flatten Kayda.

      She guessed that when it came to sparring, the humans would be clustered in one area, with fae and magic-touched in the other.

      Once the boys were done, Henri selected a giant machete. Welsh reached for more daggers, but Marisol shook her head and selected a sword for him instead. Erik happily grabbed a spear.

      Kayda eyed Jo, honestly a little surprised the woman had shown up today. Jo’s magic was formidable, making her more of a long-distance fighter. Jo selected a spear, then returned to her spot between Erik and Welsh.

      As if she could sense what Kayda was thinking, Jo turned to her and said, “If this gets as bad as they say, I don’t want to be a liability. I want to be ready if I have to fight hand to hand.”

      “Don’t worry, Lady Josephine,” Erik said, his smile more of a grimace—too many teeth. “Nothing will happen to you.”

      Kayda had always seen Erik as a sniveling little weasel of a man who looked down his nose at everyone but Jo. Turned out, he was a very powerful witch who didn’t have the best control of his powers. Jo was helping him with that—and she was seemingly doing a good job of it because he practically worshipped at her feet.

      “I’d never let anything happen to you,” Erik said, more intensely this time. “Never.”

      Welsh almost imperceptibly flinched. Zander Welsh was not a man who flinched.

      It had been Erik who had finally slain the vampire who had targeted Welsh. Welsh had described Erik as one of the most ruthless fighters he’d ever seen, and that he owed Erik a life debt.

      It made Kayda curious all over again about what had happened out here that night. One day she’d get the story out of one of them.

      “All right,” Marisol said. “First up, weapon drills.”

      For the next couple of hours, Marisol and her three VHoA crewmates wandered the assembled group as everyone else cycled through drills. They had to get used to the feel of their weapons before they could start hitting things. Kayda had held her own with this battle-ax days ago, but she’d been sloppy. Frankly, luck and adrenaline had been on her side more than any natural skill. It was nice going back to basics. It reminded her of her cage fighting days and the rigorous training her father had put her through. She found her swings were more powerful when she imagined him standing in front of her.

      Later, a few of the VHoA members pulled fighting dummies out of their cars and erected them in the weed-choked grass. Welsh stood off to the side and cast his glamour magic at one of the dummies, turning it from a rigid figure made of magic-reinforced rubber to a feral.

      The first time he cast his magic on the dummy, Kayda’s heart had lurched into her throat. Welsh even made the glamoured dummy snarl like the real thing. Since he was only casting a kind of illusion over the figure, the feral couldn’t advance—it just thrashed around in place like a nightmarish scarecrow come to life.

      The group at large was sent to battle the unglamoured dummies. Then, one by one, fighters were summoned to where Marisol and Welsh stood near the falsely snarling feral. As the fighter attacked, Marisol made suggestions about stance and reaction time. Then the next fighter was waved over.

      By the time they were done around midday, Kayda hurt all over. She relished the ache. Henri, Jo, and Erik, however, looked like they wanted to pass out on the ground and never get back up. Weapons were returned to the van, sweaty hugs and high-fives were exchanged, and then the group slowly dispersed. Henri and Kayda stayed behind to help Marisol and her crew load up the van.

      The triplets had limped off together, with Ollie and Liam more or less carrying Ben to Liam’s car. The kid was definitely getting saddled with desk duty.

      When Kayda and Henri finished helping Marisol, Henri looked even closer to passing out.

      “Want me to drive?” Kayda asked him.

      All he did was nod before shuffling in the direction of his cycle. Kayda intended to follow him but stopped when Marisol called her name.

      When she turned around, she found Marisol with a hip resting on the side of her loaded van. A horn honked twice, and the final car with a weary VHoA member behind the wheel headed off, leaving only Marisol, Kayda, and Welsh. Henri continued trudging toward his cycle, his path unwavering.

      “What’s up?” Kayda asked, resting the haft of her hooded ax on her shoulder.

      “Have you given my job offer any more thought?” Marisol asked. “We need all the help we can get, and you’ve saved several of our asses more than once. I’d feel less bad about that if I could compensate you.”

      “Would it mean patrols every night?” Kayda asked.

      “Most nights,” Marisol said, nodding. “It wouldn’t be many days off, but the pay isn’t bad.”

      “Pay’s better than your security gig at the casino,” Welsh added.

      “The security gig I would still have, no thanks to you,” she said, but there was no bite. She’d largely hated that job anyway.

      She wanted to ask how he knew what her pay had been but decided against it. Welsh just … knew things. She guessed it was from how often he wore glamours when he was out in the world, gathering intel while wearing any number of different faces. An army of spies inhabiting one body.

      “With a bit more training, I’d be happy to have Henri join us, too. He’s a little green, but he’s got good instincts,” Marisol said.

      All of this was code for “We know you just started dating Henri, but now you’re hardly ever going to see him. At least you’ll get paid!” Welsh, she supposed, was here to gently bully her into saying yes if it looked like she might decline the offer.

      Marisol had a good poker face, and her casual folded-arm posture suggested she couldn’t care less about Kayda’s answer. But thanks to Kayda’s heightened senses, she could hear how fast Marisol’s heart thumped, how the tiny rock by the toe of her shoe was getting ground into the dirt from Marisol’s fidgeting, and the rhythmic tap, tap, tap of Marisol’s finger against her side.

      Kayda didn’t doubt that what waited on the horizon for Luma—for all the hubs—was bad, to put it mildly. But the fact that levelheaded Marisol was wound this tight made Kayda even more anxious.

      “When do I start?”

      Marisol heaved out a breath and bent at the waist, hands on her knees. “Holy shit, Kay. You almost gave me a heart attack with that pause.”

      Welsh chuckled and patted Marisol’s back. “Told you she’d say yes. Have a good day, ladies.”

      When Marisol finally stood straight again, her cheeks were flush. “Tonight at ten?”

      Kayda nodded. “See you then.”

      She headed for Henri’s cycle.

      “Oh, and tell Henri we’re planning to meet out here every morning, seven a.m.,” Marisol shouted. “He’s welcome to join anytime!”

      Kayda thrust a hand in the air in acknowledgment. Even from a distance, she could see Henri draped over the seat of the cycle like a sack of flour thrown across the back of a horse. She thought he might be upset that she wouldn’t get to hang out with him tonight, but given the pathetic groans issuing from him now, she surmised he would much prefer being sprawled out on his couch for the rest of his day off.

      “Kayda …” he said, his face still angled toward the ground. “Kayda, I have a very serious question.”

      She deposited her battle-ax in the sidecar. “What’s that?”

      “Am I dead?”

      She laughed. “C’mon, let’s get you home and into bed.”

      “I’ve waited a long time for you to say that to me,” he said. “But today it doesn’t feel very sexy.”

      Kayda wasn’t sure if it was a good or bad sign that he was so tired his stutter had fled the scene.

      After getting both of them seated properly, with Henri’s arms wrapped around her middle, she started up the cycle and headed for his apartment. He rested his cheek on her back.

      “Marisol said you can come back anytime you want,” Kayda said. “You can earn the clearance to go on patrol with me if you put the work in. Training starts every day at seven a.m.”

      Henri softly whimpered all the way home.
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      It had been three days since Kayda had officially accepted Marisol’s job offer, and she was wiped. Since the breach the night Lachlan Shade had escaped, patrols had been almost as uneventful as her security shifts at the casino could be. It was making for very long, boring nights.

      Some of Marisol’s crew and a handful of Collective werecats had begun doing more patrols outside the veil, but even they reported that there were next to no ferals prowling around the city’s perimeter trying to get in. And most of the ones the patrols did see got spooked the way a wild animal would and bounded away into the night.

      Kayda couldn’t help but feel like this was the calm before the storm. The hybrids who controlled the ferals had withdrawn their attack dogs in preparation for some fresh new hell. Kayda didn’t think the wild beasts were curled up on dog beds before roaring fires, though. They were just out wreaking havoc somewhere else until they were needed.

      It didn’t take Kayda long into her first shift to learn that the various chapters of VHoA were well connected. They had an online forum and database that was updated constantly. Nest locations, battle stats, and any newly observed behaviors were logged into a system that updated in real time. Part of Kayda’s job during the day was checking the forum and message boards for any new information that Marisol might need to know.

      There was an active corner of the forum dedicated to deep discussions about lore and theories about the three types of vampires. Kayda had only dipped into this section a couple of times, but the threads about ferals were the most active by far. Useful, actionable suggestions weren’t what was found there. Instead, those threads were where the most out-there conspiracy theories were voiced.

      She’d seen Marisol’s handle come up often, and Kayda wondered how much time her friend spent in that section of the forum. Maybe that was Marisol’s go-to hangout when insomnia seized her—which was often if Kayda’s assumptions were correct. It was the kind of place where off-the-wall speculations could only be made more outlandish with the aid of intoxication and/or an unhealthy lack of sleep. When Kayda got sucked into reading a lively discussion about how ferals were actually the victims of human cloning gone awry, using illegally exhumed bodies of celebrities as the source, she decided it wasn’t the place for her. The theory that ferals were the genetic cousins of Elvis and Tupac was more than her brain could handle.

      After only three days of scouring the online places that the average VHoA member frequented the most, it was clear the same thing was happening everywhere: Ferals were no longer breaching the veils in significant numbers. So what in the hells was going on now?

      VHoA had spent much of their time over the last several
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