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Praise for Chloe Neill’s Heirs of Chicagoland series

‘Elisa is a fierce and endearing heroine readers will root for. This urban fantasy is a treat’

Publishers Weekly on Wicked Hour

‘Chloe Neill delivers yet another phenomenal urban fantasy tale … a must-read author for urban fantasy fans’

Fresh Fiction on Wicked Hour

‘Fans of Neill’s Chicagoland Vampires series will rejoice to see the next generation in their ­spin-­off. Featuring her trademark snarky characters and colorful backgrounds, this is a fun and ­action-­packed urban fantasy launch’

Library Journal on Wild Hunger

‘The pages turn fast enough to satisfy vampire and romance fans alike’

Booklist

‘Chloe Neill introduces a wonderful new series with some fantastic ­characters … a great start to a terrific urban fantasy/­paranormal series

’The Reading Café on Wild Hunger

‘If you loved Nancy Drew but always wished she was an undead sword-wielding badass, Merit is your kind of girl’

Geek Monthly

‘Neill’s Chicago is an edgier, urban Bon Temps’

Heroes and Heartbreakers

‘One of my all-time-favourite vampire series … It’s witty, it’s adventurous, there’s political intrigue, murder, magic, and so much more’

USA Today

‘Action, supernatural politicking, the big evil baddie with a plan, and, of course, plenty of sarcastic Merit one-liners … Chicago­land Vampires is one of my favorite series’

All Things Urban Fantasy


Since all is well, keep it so:
wake not a sleeping wolf.

—WILLAM SHAKESPEARE, HENRY IV
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ONE

Immortality required expecting the unexpected. And occasionally, heels.

Sometimes the unexpected was a mercenary fairy with a very sharp sword, or a shapeshifting monster, or a detachment of angry vampires at the door. And sometimes it was a pizza box taped to an art gallery wall … with a five-thousand-dollar price tag.

“Reflections on Post-Consumerism,” the woman beside me said, reading aloud the tag beside the box. “A very interesting choice of media, don’t you think?”

Lulu Bell, nonpracticing sorcerer and my best friend since childhood, her chin-length dark hair falling across her face, was doing her best to look serious and Very Intellectual. She was an artist, and I was here to support her and offer up some much-needed bestie time, which had been hard to come by lately.

I was Elisa Sullivan—vampire and newest staff member of Chicago’s supernatural Ombudsman’s office. Chicago had always been a hot spot for supernatural surprises, and that was especially true lately, with the detachment of vampires and mercenary fairies. The increase in activity hadn’t been conducive to quality time with friends. So we were in this small white-walled gallery on a Saturday night, mingling with a crowd that was mostly human, who’d come to appreciate the art and sample tiny cheese cubes and listen to music that was part ocean wave, part jazz.

“I think pizza is best mid-consumption,” I said, with as much gravity as I could muster.

The woman gave me a withering look before stalking off, apparently unimpressed by my critique.

Lulu snorted. “The pizza box is nonsense, but some of the other pieces are pretty good.”

She wasn’t wrong. There was a portrait of a former president rendered in neon lights. Rainbow streamers of plastic letters hung from the ceiling and made different words depending on your position. A hyperrealistic panorama of a Chicago traffic jam—uncomfortable content but remarkably detailed execution.

“The wine is excellent,” I said, holding up the plastic cup of silver-gold liquid. “And the people watching is even better.”

The opening of an independent gallery in a neighborhood of warehouses and up-and-coming shops attracted all kinds. They ran the gamut from matrons with designer heels and pink-tipped hair to probable artists who were younger than us and had the hunger in their eyes. They wanted their own openings and SOLD stickers, and the validation that came with both.

I wasn’t an artist—not by a long shot—but I had tried to look appropriately cool. I paired a flowy green top with black leggings and my favorite black boots. The green was a shade darker than my eyes, and I’d left my long, wavy blond hair down. I’d left my sheathed katana, a vampire’s favorite weapon, in the vehicle I’d borrowed for the night. And while I didn’t think there was much threat from this crowd, I still felt vulnerable without it.

“I like this,” I decided, and glanced at Lulu. “Thanks for inviting me.”

Her smile was warm. “You’re welcome, Lis. Thanks for coming with me.” She knocked her cup against mine. “To girls’ nights.”

I’d toast anything that put that kind of light in her eyes. A light I hadn’t seen in a while.

A human approached us—dark skin and dapper suit, trimly fit around a strong body. He smiled tentatively at me, then Lulu. “Lulu Bell?”

“That’s me,” Lulu said. “Hi.”

“I’m Clint Howard,” the man said, offering her a hand.

“Oh my god, sure!” Lulu said brightly, shaking and then gesturing to me. “Elisa, this is Clint. He owns the gallery.”

“Nice to meet you,” I said. “You’ve got a lovely space here. And … an eclectic collection.”

His grin was wide and a little sly. “We’re a space for emerging artists. And speaking of which, I saw your piece on Halsted. I’d love to talk to you about an installation.”

Lulu’s eyes went wide. She was a muralist and specialized in outdoor projects; her brightly colored creations covered at least a dozen brick walls in Chicago. We were here, in part, because she wanted to improve her connection to Chicago’s art community. Mission accomplished.

“I’d love to. I love the installation you organized at Garfield Park.”

Clint’s smile was wide and bright. “Thank you. That was nearly a year in the planning. Bureaucrats,” he added with an eye roll.

“Sups have them, too,” Lulu said. “Anyway, it’s gorgeous.”

He nodded. “We’re looking next at a spot in Hyde Park. Not far from Cadogan House, actually,” he said, offering me a smile.

Hyde Park, a Chicago neighborhood on the city’s South Side, was home to Cadogan House, one of the city’s four vampire houses. My dad, Ethan Sullivan, was the House’s Master, and my mother, Merit, was its Sentinel. I’d been born and raised there, although I rarely spent time at the House now.

Someone across the room called Clint’s name. He lifted a hand. “Right there,” he said, then smiled at Lulu. “I’ll call you,” he said, then nodded at me and moved across the room.

“Merry Christmas,” I said, grinning back at Lulu. “You got your present early.”

“Oh my freaking god,” she said, the words a single roller coaster of sound. “That was Clint freaking Howard.”

“So I heard. You’re amazing, and he recognized it.” I gave her a poke. “You’re going places, kid.”

“I’d like to go to that spot in Hyde Park,” she said, then narrowed her gaze at me. “You don’t think your mom had anything to do with this, do you?”

“Arranging murals? No. She loves you like her own kid, but that’s not really her style.”

But my father? Entirely possible. Vampires loved making deals, although I had no idea what an art gallery owner would want from the Master of a House of vampires. And besides, “You have the talent. You don’t need anyone making calls for you.”

“Thank you,” she said, and before I could respond, she’d wrapped her arms around me. “Thank you,” she repeated.

“You’re welcome.”

Two more hours of chatting, of deciphering paintings, of reading artist statements … and I was done and ready to be somewhere else. This wasn’t my scene.

But because Lulu deserved my support, I put on a smile when she came toward me, the light in her eyes still as bright as it had been when we’d walked through the door. It was the happiest I’d seen her since I’d returned to Chicago a few months ago. Maybe she’d finally found her place—a place where she belonged. That possibility lifted a weight I hadn’t known I’d been carrying.

“Hey,” she said, and gestured to a group of people behind her. “So Clint asked if I want to go get drinks with him and a few of the others.” There was hope in her eyes. “I don’t want to bail on you, but …”

“Go,” I said. “Absolutely go.”

“You’re sure you don’t mind?”

“Not at all. But take an Auto home.”

“Oh, of course.” She leaned in. “He wants us to talk about art and installations and—oh my god, Lis. What if this is my moment?”

I squeezed her into a hug. “There will be a million moments, Lulu. But yeah, this could be one of them.” I let her go and grinned as she blew out a breath and tried not to look too eager. Then she joined the others, leaving me alone beneath a pinpoint light.

My screen beeped, and I pulled the slender and signaling rectangle of glass from my pocket and checked the display. It was a call from Roger Yuen, Chicago’s supernatural Ombudsman and my boss. I was an associate Ombud, and new to the team, so I answered it quickly.

“Hey, Elisa,” he said. “I know it’s your night off, and I’m really sorry for the interruption, but we have an emergency.”

“Just a minute,” I told him. “Let me get somewhere quiet.” I walked outside as Lulu’s group began discussing where to find the city’s best craft cocktails.

When I reached a small grassy area a dozen feet away, where metal sculptures made from old tractor parts hulked in the grass, I lifted up the screen.

“Okay,” I said. “What’s going on?”

“I need you to rescue someone.”


TWO

Adrenaline, prompted by those words, was like a comfy sweater. “Who needs rescuing?”

“One of my informants. She’s in trouble. I’m going to keep it brief because we need to hurry. And I’ll apologize for dumping this on you and Theo; I’m on childcare duty tonight and don’t have time to arrange for a sitter.”

“I understand. No worries. You’ve talked to Theo?”

“The timing there is … sensitive,” he said. “But I sent him a message. He should be on his way to you. Shit—I assume you’re still at the gallery with Lulu, right?”

I had no idea what “sensitive timing” involved my partner tonight, but I’d find out soon enough. “Yeah, I’m outside. Give me the basics.”

“I’ll send you some docs,” he said, “but her name’s Rose Doerman. She’s a sympath. She can manipulate others’ emotions. It’s like vampire glamour but dialed in, and usually less powerful. She lives in Edentown, Illinois.”

Edentown was southeast of Chicago, a town perched at the edge of the Illinois-Indiana border. It was a 1960s development built for commuters to Chicago who wanted plenty of space between themselves and their day jobs.

“She’s been feeding me information here and there for the last three years. Usually small-time stuff: Sups grifting humans. Human gangsters dipping into magic and spellselling, that kind of thing. Someone figured out she’s been helping us. They cornered her outside her place, jumped her. She managed to get away, but not without injuries.”

“Where is she now?”

“I only know she made her way to a spot she considers safe. She’s going to give it a little time, make sure she wasn’t followed. When she’s sure she’s clear, she’ll go to a bus stop in the old downtown—corner of Main and Third,” he said. “It’s usually empty at night. White female, five foot six, medium build, thirty years old. Blond hair and blue eyes. Although it probably won’t be hard to miss her given the injuries.”

“Where are we taking her?”

“The safe house in Back of the Yards.”

That was a neighborhood on Chicago’s South Side. I hadn’t seen the house, but I knew its location.

“We’ll make it work,” I promised him. “We’ll get her back.”

Ten minutes later, a sleek black convertible pulled to the curb in front of the gallery. Theo climbed out, stylish in a gray-checked button-down, dark slacks, and black Oxford-style shoes. His skin was dark brown and his hair was black and short. His somber eyes were wide beneath a strong brow.

At the moment, those eyes looked flat. Presumably, I guessed, because of the woman at the wheel. Detective Gwen Robinson was the Chicago Police Department’s supernatural liaison and generally worked with Ombuds on matters that required more firepower. She was out of uniform tonight, looking gorgeous in an ivory pantsuit that gleamed against her medium brown skin. Tonight her hair was shoulder-length and curly, and pulled back at the sides with small rose-gold clips.

It was pretty obvious they’d been on a date. And since I’d heard nothing about it, probably a first date. Which explained the “sensitive timing.”

“Detective Robinson,” I said, giving her a nod. “Great night for a drive.”

“It was,” she said with a thin smile, then lifted her dark eyes to Theo. “Although it turned out to be a very short drive.”

“I’ll make it up to you,” Theo promised. “After we rescue Rose.”

Concern shadowed her face. “You sure you don’t want backup?”

“I think we need to keep this low key,” he said, and glanced at me.

I nodded. “If there’s any chance to save her cover, we need a small team, quick-moving. But we’ll call the locals if it gets to that.”

We looked at each other awkwardly for a minute, until I realized they were waiting for me to give them a private moment. So I turned back, took a sudden interest in the posters and flyers that nearly covered one wall. Lot of missing cats in this neighborhood.

“Good night, Elisa,” I heard Gwen say.

Figuring it was safe, I turned back to see the car speed away again.

“You’ve got the Pack’s SUV?” Theo asked.

I’d borrowed the vehicle from my boyfriend, the son of North American Central Pack’s Apex.

“I do. It’s parked down there,” I said, and pointed down the block. “I had wine, so you’re driving.”

“We didn’t get to wine,” he said grouchily as I offered him the key fob.

“What did you get to?” I asked as we climbed into the car.

“Very little. We were planning on Italian food and some very good Merlot. Instead, I’m driving to Edentown. Which nobody wants to do.”

“Other than the people who live there,” I said. “Since when are you two an item?”

“Would have been forty minutes, although we spent most of it in the car. This was our first date. And it took a month to get her to agree.” He gave me a sour look.

“Blame the assholes in Edentown,” I said.

I’d have loved a coffee, but there was no time. So while Theo drove, I reviewed the dossier Roger had provided.

“Do you know this woman?” I asked, scanning through the materials on my screen.

“No. I mean, I know Roger had informants who only wanted to report to him, but he doesn’t share them. Anything interesting in the background?” Theo asked.

“Nothing that stands out,” I said, again scanning the materials on my screen. “Parents dead. Looks like there was some drug activity there. She came into her magic at thirteen. She figured out she could use her magic for the grift and fell in with the human crowd her parents ran with—mostly bangers, miscreants, and assholes. Larceny and forgery are also favorites. Nothing violent, which is probably why Roger agreed to work with her.”

“But she could use the juju on us?”

“From what Roger said, her power isn’t strong enough to manipulate the unwilling. And she doesn’t have much incentive since we’re the ones trying to help her. But I’ll let you know if I feel anything unusual.”

Theo laid on the horn when a taxi nearly sideswiped us, then glared at the driver as we passed him. “And what happened tonight?”

“Someone in her crew figured out she’s been feeding us information and beat the crap out of her. Roger said she managed to get away, but I don’t think he had many details. I’m hoping she’s at the rendezvous spot, alone, and we can get her to the safe house without incident.”

Theo snorted. “You haven’t been on this job nearly long enough.”

“Long enough to get a shiny badge,” I said. “But I know that’s a long shot. Because Chicago.”

“Because Chicago,” Theo agreed, with not a little affection. “She may be the Second City, but she’s first in our hearts.”

Chicago’s South Gate loomed on the road ahead of us, a large structure of pale stone that arched over the roadway, with a smaller arch on each side. Each was topped by a black mansard-style roof, with mini turrets beside the central arch. It was a relic of the city’s past, the only remaining structure from a building destroyed during the 1871 fire that engulfed the city. It was moved south of the city in the years after the fire; Chicago had expanded so much in the meantime that the gate was nearly back within the city limits. It was wide enough to cover the four-lane road, so we drove right through it. And when we’d made it to the other side, I looked at Theo.

“Did you hold your breath?” That was the rule when driving under the gate or past a graveyard or over a bridge in Chicago. Ignore it at your own risk.

“Of course. I don’t need a curse hanging around my shoulders.”

“Hard same.” Especially given our current assignment.

Theo turned the vehicle onto a narrower road that led into Edentown proper. Angled toward the road, a billboard promised a “new paradise” and happy children playing baseball, but the neon light that bore the town’s name was out, and only the first “n” and “o” worked.

“Well,” Theo said. “That’s ominous.”

“Not welcoming,” I agreed. “But if people are running a criminal enterprise here, they probably prefer not to advertise.”

The city’s center, such as it was, hadn’t fared much better. The downtown was a block of tall brick buildings, most boarded up. A few still had doors with hand-lettered gold signs advertising whatever businesses had once been inside. They were empty and dark now, much like the streets.

We drove toward the bus stop, found a woman waiting alone beneath the plastic awning. She had pale skin, no makeup, and dark blond hair pulled into a ponytail. Her eyes were blue, and the left was swollen and bruising. Her nose was long and rounder at the bottom. Her lips were generous, but the bottom one was swollen and split. A backpack was slung over one shoulder.

“They definitely got her,” Theo said.

“Yeah,” I said, and was instantly furious.

Theo pulled to the curb.

“Keep an eye out,” I told Theo.

He nodded, and we climbed out and closed the doors.

Something felt just slightly off, like a painting hung just off center. It took me a moment to figure out why. Lights were on in a few of the buildings, but there were no voices, no sounds from screens showing late-night shows. There were no vehicles, no barking dogs, no traffic noise. Only dead silence.

“It’s too fucking quiet,” Theo murmured.

“There’s magic in the air. And not the Disney kind.”

He looked at me. “Can you tell the source?”

I shook my head. I’d never met a sympath and didn’t know what their inherent magic felt like. “I don’t think it’s manipulation, though.”

I turned my attention back to the woman. There was no mistaking the real and deep-set misery in her eyes, or the shadows beneath them, but the unease increased as we walked toward her.

“Rose?” Theo asked.

“Yeah.” She looked at each of us nervously. “You’re Theo and Elisa?”

“We are.” He pulled out his badge, offered it.

She nodded. “Roger said you’d be coming.” A car revved its engine somewhere behind us. “We need to get going. They’re probably driving around and looking for me.” But her voice didn’t waver. She sounded like a woman who’d faced hardship before. Possibly while grifting the vulnerable, I reminded myself.

I opened the back passenger door. “Their vehicle?” I asked.

“Red sport sedan,” she said, climbing in. “It’s fast. They stole it from a parking lot in the city.”

I gave the dark street one more look before closing her door and climbing into the front passenger seat.

Theo started the car, locked the doors, and we took off.

First thing, I sent a message to Roger, letting him know we’d picked up Rose and were headed back to Chicago, and there hadn’t been any issues. And apparently jinxed us, as an engine roared behind us less than a minute later.

I checked the side mirror. The vehicle wasn’t red, but it was a sport sedan. Bright purple with running board lights in the same color. Flashy for criminals.

Theo steadily accelerated, testing them. They kept pace and, in their glowing car, moved closer.

“Rose,” Theo said. “Do you recognize the car behind us?”

She turned back, the movement nervous and jerky, and swore. “That’s Pratt’s car.” She swore again, turned back. “I didn’t think they’d followed me to the bus stop.”

“They didn’t,” Theo said, gaze flicking between the rearview mirror and back window. “They pulled out after that last intersection. They’d been waiting.”

“Someone signaled them?”

“That would be my guess. This is probably the second team.” His voice was careful, controlled, but his hands tightened on the wheel.

Rose turned around again, looked at us imploringly. “Whatever happens, don’t stop. If you stop, they’ll kill all of us.”

“I don’t plan on stopping,” Theo said. “They won’t put another mark on you.”

While he drove and comforted, I leaned the screen out the window to get a photo of the vehicle and its plate, and sent a message to Roger: VEHICLE IN PURSUIT.

His answer was nearly instantaneous. SENDING TO CPD. KEEP ME POSTED.

“You got the info?” Theo asked.

“Yeah. And told Roger.”

“Then let’s lose these assholes.”

If I was being honest, I wasn’t sure he could do it. The Pack’s SUV was a solid ride, but people didn’t usually add running board lights to vehicles they hadn’t already souped up.

But I clearly hadn’t managed my expectations of my partner effectively—that had been the lesson on my first day of my official Ombud training—as I nearly squealed when he whipped the vehicle down a side road with the skill of a racer.

The purple car accelerated, and rubber squealed in the darkness as they took the turn behind us. With smooth aplomb, Theo accelerated again, made another turn, and swerved around a minivan that was taking a much more leisurely route to its destination. The purple car moved in again, and Theo skimmed through a light just before it turned. The car followed despite the red light through a barrage of horns.

“Assholes,” Theo muttered, “disrespecting the law like that,” and turned hard enough to have me grabbing the door. He drove to the next light, turned again, and then we were racing toward South Gate.

That’s when I felt the shudder, the vibration that seemed to rise up from the ground but rippled through the air.

“What is that?” Rose asked.

“Earthquake?” said Theo.

“I don’t know,” I said, and kept my eyes on the road, scanning for danger. But the car, while closing the gap, was still nearly a hundred yards behind us.

The air went heavy and cold, and the SUV slogged, the engine revving as it tried to push its way through the semisolid slurry the air had become. There was magic here, and not of the pleasant variety.

That slurry became nearly solid, and the SUV rocked like a giant had taken a swing at it. The vehicle swung hard to the left, tires skidding as inertia battled magic. Theo grunted as he worked to keep the wheel straight, but I felt the tires leave the road and prayed we wouldn’t flip—or hurt the woman we’d been trying to save.

We made a complete circle and came to a grinding halt, the vehicle hitting asphalt again with a resounding thud.

“What the hell was that?” Theo asked.

“Magic,” I said.

“What are you doing?” Rose demanded. The tears were pouring now, her eyes wheeling with fear. “You have to keep going! We can’t fight them. We don’t have the power.”

“Whatever it is, it stopped our car,” Theo said, trying to turn the engine over. It made no sound.

Adrenaline started pumping again.

Rose cursed, turned again to watch the road, as if monsters would emerge behind us. “Shit. They’re going to kill me.”

“They aren’t,” I said. “Theo and I aren’t going to let anything happen to you.”

She wasn’t convinced. “You said you’d help me get out. Does this look like help to you?” Her voice was nearing hysteria.

Fortunately, vampires had a wide range of skills.

“They won’t get to you,” I said again, pushing as much glamour as I could into the words.

I don’t know if that worked—could sympaths even be glamoured?—but her heaving breaths slowed a little.

I reached for the door handle. I hadn’t had much wine at the event, but I was utterly sober now. “Stay with her.”

“You aren’t going alone. I’m your partner.” Theo’s voice was lower now, more intense.

“And she’s the mission, so you’re going to protect her with your body and soul. Call 911 and get this road blocked off. We don’t need more cars getting stuck because they tried to drive into—whatever this is. And tell Roger. Because maybe he’ll know what it is.”

“Be careful. I don’t want the wolf’s claws in my back.”

That wolf was Connor Keene, my boyfriend.

I opened the door and climbed out, then unsheathed my katana, sending metal pinging amid the wind’s howls and whistles. The hair on the back of my neck lifted.

And that wasn’t my only reaction. By some quirk of biology or magic, I wasn’t alone in this body. There was another consciousness, a supernatural presence, which shared the space. I called it “monster” because it was usually eager for a fight. It had no interest in whatever was going on here, but I’d earned enough of its trust that it didn’t disappear completely. I could feel it watching, hovering, in case it needed to add its strength to mine.

Appreciate it, I thought, and closed the door as quietly as I could, not sure if that would help or not; something clearly knew we were here.

I crept forward through the soup of fog that now glowed faintly green and thought of a horror story I’d read as a child about the things that lived in the mist. Monster was notably unenthused that we were moving toward the danger.

I waved an arm through the fog as if that would clear it up and give me some visibility. It didn’t, but the green glowed brighter as I approached the gate—or the place I thought the gate had been. There was no sign of any other vehicle, including the one that had been chasing us. There was no sound of traffic or the squeal of tires as other cars were caught in the magic.

The air grew heavy and cold, and swirled around my feet like ocean waves. Voices began to emerge from the direction of the gate. A multitude of them—sobs and growls and groans that coalesced and grew into banshee-like screams. The volume made my ears ring.

Then the howls began. Not human but animal. Canine. Yips and howls that put goose bumps on my arms and had me wishing I’d stayed in the car with Theo.

And then fingers, frigid fingers that tingled with magic, grazed the back of my neck. “Hilarious, Theo,” I murmured, even though I knew, rationally, that he wasn’t there. He was still in the car, now hidden by the fog, protecting Rose.

I made myself look back … and screamed.

There was a face behind me, or what might have been a face. It was pale and gauzy and mostly transparent, its mouth and eyes stretched into horrifying angles.

“Noooo,” it yelled out, like a whistle through hollow bones, and tightened its grip on my shoulder.

We were under attack.

By ghosts.

I wasn’t sure how I knew that. I didn’t doubt the existence of ghosts—not when a childhood friend had been a necromancer and I had a degree in supernatural sociology. I’d just never seen one IRL. But the evidence was too strong to ignore. The cold, heavy magic. The voices on the wind. The goddamn horror of the thing that was staring back at me and digging bone-claws into my shoulder.

I didn’t think ghosts were supposed to manifest physically; they weren’t supposed to have substance. They were supposed to be ethereal. Whispers and fog and, yeah, sudden cold temperatures and electrical spikes. Not fingers squeezing with enough force to bruise—or magic that felt physically repellant.

“Nooooo,” it hissed again, with creepily perfect timing.

Was it saying no to me? To Rose? Some kind of refusal to let her leave the gang she’d run with?

Since I was the one in the middle of it now, I had to push through the fear and horror, and remind myself who and what I was—and what I was holding. I raised my sword, swiping it around my body and through the creature. Its torso was less dense than its fingers, but it was still like slicing through that same magical slurry.

Its scream pierced the air, as sharp as my blade. And then it oozed.

It was my turn to say, “No,” but it was more of a plea as the specter fell into a pool of pale green sludge that smelled like sour milk and luminesced in the darkness. And coated my blade with enough magic to have it vibrating.

“Freaking ghosts,” I said, and flicked the handle to send the ooze swinging through the air and splattering onto the road.

That just made them angrier, prompting more screaming, with voices resonant as bass drums and screechy as nails on a chalkboard. Every nerve in my body was on alert, waiting for the onslaught.

They came forward by the dozen. Some whistled past me, turning the air to ice, while others grabbed at my hair, my shirt, my ankles. I wielded my katana like it was both sword and shield, slicing through them, trying to fight my way through this waking nightmare.

“Noooo,” they screamed again, a chorus of hatred. The howling began again, and I felt movement around my legs, heard the snapping of jaws, the pounding of feet, as ghostly hounds brushed past my legs.

Because this nightmare needed a little sprinkle of extra terror.

Then there was another hand on my shoulder, and I whipped the blade and turned, and found myself with my blade pointed at Theo’s chest.

“Damn it, Theo! Give a girl a damn warning.” My heart was a battle drum.

“I was trying to be quiet,” he said, and pushed the blade down with a fingertip. His service weapon, a handgun, was in his other hand. “And noble. I heard screaming and decided keeping you alive was now priority one.”

“Rose?”

“Vehicle. Locked in.” Theo’s gaze darted wildly as clawed hands and faces coalesced and disappeared around us, looking for an opportunity to attack. “Are we … are these ghosts?”

“Yep.”

“Ghosts aren’t supposed to be real.”

“Your partner is a vampire.”

“Vampires aren’t dead.”

I was glad he’d remembered that. All rumors to the contrary were the basest insults.

“I definitely don’t like ghosts. And is it me, or do they … smell?”

“Sour milk,” I said, and he nodded.

“Old and musty and sour milky,” he agreed. “In addition to the general horror show. I’m never going to sleep again.”

“Certainly not without someone standing guard,” I agreed.

Something howled behind us, and we turned to face it with gun and blade lifted and ready. More faces emerged from the fog, stretched and horrible, eye sockets dark and empty, mouths gaping. “Go back,” they hissed, and swiped before we could dodge, pushing both of us backward. Ghosts from other directions joined in, shoving us with hands cold enough to suck the air from my lungs. They were maneuvering us south, I realized. Away from the gate and back toward Edentown.

“We aren’t going back there!” Theo shouted. “So do your worst!”

They took him at his word.

The ground began to shake again, throwing us into each other. The sound of falling bricks followed, and we turned back to see chunks of the gate falling away, hitting asphalt, shattering. The asphalt under our feet began to crack, and the wind grew fiercer, sending a hurricane of rock and grit swirling in the air.

I hit my knees and nearly fell into a growing ravine in the road—and would have if Theo hadn’t grabbed me. Hand around the belt of my katana, he hauled me back onto semisolid ground.

“I think you pissed them off,” I said as he offered me a hand and helped me to my feet, knees singing with pain from the impact.

“My bad,” he said. “Who the hell did she piss off?”

“Or what?” I said. “Something that doesn’t want her leaving.”

Another rumble, and the ghosts amped up their assault. Stones began flying off the gate’s façade like they’d been propelled from a volcano.

“Car!” Theo yelled, his hand still on mine, and we ran for it, or at least in the direction we thought it should be. The fog was still thick, green, and nearly impermeable. And when the firmness of asphalt gave way to grass, we knew we were in trouble.

“Wrong way!” I called out over the screams and howls, and we turned around and were nearly crushed by a stone, half as tall as I was, that struck the ground in front of us like an arrow and with enough force to push its shorter end nearly a foot into the dirt.

“Keep your eyes open,” I said, and put a hand on Theo to keep him at my side. Then I closed my eyes and listened for more whistling of projectiles so I could determine our location relative to the gate.

“There!” I said, opening them again and pulling Theo toward the asphalt, straight ahead and then veering toward the right, where I hoped I’d correctly judged the SUV to be. If we missed it, maybe we could make our way to the edge of the fog and circle back without getting nailed by—this was Chicago, after all—future architectural salvage. I felt a moment of guilt that we’d left Rose in the car on her own, but it seemed safer for her in there than it was out here.

We shuffled through the mire, arms outstretched, until I heard the whistle on my left.

“Watch out!” I screamed and pulled Theo forward and out of the impact line—but I still heard the awful thud, the vicious crack, the sharp intake of breath.

I hadn’t gotten him fully clear, and fear was a band around my lungs.

“Fuck,” Theo said, and stumbled. I caught him, grateful for increased vampiric strength. And, being vampire, could smell the metallic scent of blood.

“Where?” I asked.

“Arm,” he said, and it took him two tries to get out the word. I couldn’t see it, not through the haze. But Theo was a former cop, and this wasn’t his first injury in the line. Anything that put that thick slur of pain in his voice had to be bad.

“We’re going to the car,” I said. With his uninjured arm across my shoulders, we limped forward again, ignoring the crash of stones to our left and right. I was listening for the sound of stone on metal, hoping they wouldn’t hit the car, for both Rose’s sake and ours. Five seconds later, my foot kicked tire, and even monster was relieved.

And then the world went silent.

As quickly as it had begun, the wind stopped, and along with it the howls and roars of ghosts. The greenish fog began to clear, the air to warm again.

“I think it’s over,” I said, but still scanned the area for any lingering attackers. I had no better idea about why it had ended than I had for why it had started in the first place.

“I think I need a doc,” he said, and I looked down at the hand that gripped his left arm. Blood that swirled green with magic—ghost essence?—seeped through his fingers.

A lot of blood.

“Shit,” I said, as I pulled away his fingers. Blood and bone were sickeningly intermingled. I breathed out hard through pursed lips. “You made a mess of yourself, Theo.”

The blood triggered my automatic vampiric craving, but I ignored it. This wasn’t the time or the place or the person …

“Don’t bite me,” he said, through his own clenched teeth.

“Oh, and that’s just so tempting, let me tell you.” I sheathed my katana. My blouse had a drapey tie at the neck. I ripped it away, fashioned it into a kind of sling, and tied it around his neck. It would at least keep the arm still until we could get help. And I realized I used parts of my clothes often enough to deal with wounds that I was seriously in need of a tailor.

“Only a few steps more,” I told Theo, opened the door, and helped him inside.

And found the back seat empty.

I stood on the running board to give myself a little height … and saw no one.

Rose was gone.

“What?” Even injured, Theo half turned in his seat to look at the empty second row. “Son of a … where did she go? I locked the door—did she let someone in?”

“The magic could have messed with the electronics,” I said.

“They grabbed her,” Theo said, voice quiet. “This was some kind of distraction.”

“We don’t know that for sure,” I said. But I didn’t like the heavy guilt that settled in my stomach. Roger had asked us to rescue a woman who was plainly being hunted by something big and powerful. And we’d failed.

Chicago and Illinois law enforcement vehicles squealed to a halt on both sides of the gate, or what remained of it. Gwen ran toward us, one hand holding her badge aloft, her other hand steadying the holstered weapon at her hip.

“What the hell happened?” she asked, and looked with fear toward Theo, who sat with eyes closed in the front seat.

“The people gunning for the woman we were sent to rescue made a last stand at the gate.” I gave her a description of their vehicle. “And they used a ghost army.” It sounded more ridiculous aloud, but the truth often did. “Theo’s arm is pretty messed up. Where’s the closest ER?”

“Chicago South,” she said, and walked to the open passenger door, stared down at him. “You better heal up fast, Martin, because you still owe me a date.” Her voice was steady, but there was fear in her eyes.

“Got it,” he said. “No interruptions.”

“No interruptions,” she agreed and closed the door. “Don’t wait for an ambulance. I’ll get you a police escort.”

I nodded and hoped the SUV would start now that the attack was over.

Gwen must have seen the concern in my face. “What else is wrong?”

“Rose is gone—the woman we were supposed to keep safe.”

Her brows lifted. “Gone?”

“She was in the backseat and the doors were locked. Theo and I were fighting the ghosts, and when we came back, the car was empty.”

“Well, damn,” she said, and frowned while she considered. “You get Theo to the ER. I’ll handle things here, and I’ll look over the area personally for any signs of struggle, or an indication of her direction.”

“Thank you,” I said.

“It’s my job,” she said, as an officer approached us. “Officer Garibaldi, there’s an injured Ombudsman in this vehicle. Escort the car to Chicago South ER, and let them know you’re on the way.”

“Ma’am,” he said in agreement, then looked at me. “My vehicle’s parked just behind you. I’ll pull in front, lead the way.”

“Thank you again,” I said to both of them, then looked at Gwen. “Can you ask Roger to meet us at the hospital? I’ll explain what happened when we’re there.” And I wasn’t looking forward to that.

“I will. Go,” she said, giving Theo a meaningful look before moving aside for the cruiser. “Keep your eyes on the road—and him.”

“He’s my number one priority.”


THREE

It’s not as bad as being shot with an arrow,” Theo said, as the escort and I drove at very illegal speeds toward the nearest emergency room.

The arrow had been the fault of the city’s mercenary fairies. Theo winced, jaw tight, as we hit a pothole. That was the fault of the city.

The officer who led the way was a solid driver and wasn’t afraid to use lights or sirens. We made it to Chicago South in record time, and the SUV’s passenger door was open before the wheels had stopped spinning. A nurse looked in. She had brown skin, gray hair, and a steady expression. She gave Theo an up and down, and her eyes didn’t so much as widen at the glowing break in Theo’s arm.

“Well, we’ll probably just have to cut that arm off,” she said with a smile that told me sarcasm was her favorite language. I liked her immediately.

“Be gentle,” Theo said, and she helped him out of the vehicle and into a waiting wheelchair.

“You’re friends are just inside,” the woman said, then wheeled Theo in.

I moved the SUV out of the loading zone and jogged back inside. By the time I made it back in, Theo had already been wheeled into some secret part of the building. But in the small waiting room at the edge of the lobby, I found Roger Yuen and Petra Jassim, our other associate Ombud.

Like Connor, Roger liked running even when no one was chasing him. Unlike Connor, he was human. He was tall with a runner’s lean build and had medium brown skin, short dark hair, and dark eyes. He dressed casually unless there was a meeting with the mayor or her consultants on the agenda, and wore jeans and a polo-style shirt today in a somber black.

Petra was an aeromancer and tech genius. Her long dark hair was up in a tail today, showcasing her dark eyes and rounded cheekbones. Her skin was light brown, and she’d paired dark leggings with high-top sneakers and a long-sleeved shirt with GEEK across the front.

“Theo?” I asked.

“Already taken back,” Roger said. “And is being treated by one of Petra’s cousins, apparently.”

“It’s not her, is it?” I asked Petra quietly. “The one with the eighteen bridesmaids?” The one whose wedding Petra had apparently cut short with a bit of her aeromancy and some strategic lightning. “The one you pissed off?” I asked, my voice a little firmer now.

“Yes,” she said grimly. “Yes, it is. But she won’t hold it against you or Theo. Just me. Do you want to pretend we’re dating? She’s very marriage-focused, and she’ll report to my parents.”

“Is lying to her really the best course of action here?”

“Probably not,” she said.

“Have you heard from Rose?” I asked Roger.

He shook his head. “There’s a BOLO for the purple car, but they haven’t located it yet.”

Not entirely surprising, I thought. “It’s probably secure in a garage right now, waiting for new plates.”

Roger moved a bit closer, lowered his voice. “Gwen said you were attacked by ghosts? Is that who took Rose?”

“I’m not sure. After we lost the pursuers, everything was fine until we got to South Gate. The vehicle died, the temperature dropped, and we were suddenly the only cars on the road. Then ghosts emerged from the gate—or so it seemed—and attacked us. Ghosts with enough power to vocalize, physically stop our vehicle, fight both of us, and tear chunks of stone out of the gate. Theo got out of the car to help me. Then he got hurt, and when I got him back to the SUV, it was empty.”

“They vocalized?” Petra asked.

I nodded. “They kept saying ‘no,’ and at one point said to ‘go back.’ ”

She frowned. “What does that mean?”

“They didn’t want Rose leaving them,” Roger guessed.

“That was my thought.”

“No sign of other vehicles?” he asked.

“None. There was a magical fog, so I couldn’t see anything. But I didn’t hear any fighting, and she seems like the type who would have fought back.”

“I agree.”

“Did she work with necromancers?”

“Not that I’m aware of. And if she had friends—or enemies—with the kind of power you’re describing, she didn’t tell me about it.”

“I’m sorry, Roger,” I said, and the guilt flooded again. “I’m sorry we couldn’t get her to the safe house.”

“Nonsense,” he said quickly, and gestured to the waiting room. “You risked your lives to do your job. I don’t know if I underestimated how powerful her enemies were or if she wasn’t candid enough.”

“I think the ghosts would have killed us if they could have,” I said. “They were intent on—I don’t know—stopping her? Taking her back?”

Roger squeezed my hand. “I’m glad they didn’t. It’s not impossible that she got away on her own. If you were under attack because of her, she might have thought the best course was getting out and away, getting you in the clear. Hopefully, she’ll call once she’s somewhere safe.”

Petra whistled, tilted her screen to us to show a photo of the scene that had been shared online. Spotlights had been set up casting garish shadows on the gutted gate. “Who has this kind of power?” Petra asked.

“I don’t know,” Roger said. “But we’ll find out.”

And hopefully before they hurt anyone else.

I was tired and desperate, so I opted for waiting room coffee. It was not good. I added enough sugar and creamer to make it almost drinkable, then settled in to let the caffeine do its work.

By the time I turned around again, he was just … there.

Connor Keene, prince of the North American Central Pack. And very much mine.

He was tall and broad-shouldered, with dark wavy hair and brilliantly blue eyes. A lock of hair curled superheroically over his forehead, and even the teenage girl in me—who thought the teenage Connor was an irritating punk—sighed a little.

Part of that was just his intense sexiness; he was powerfully handsome. Part of it was love. I hadn’t planned on falling for a guy who’d driven me crazy when we were younger. But feelings were unpredictable that way.

He strode toward me, ignoring the stares of the nurses who watched him like he was a very expensive meal they were extremely ready to devour. He had that effect on people, and it probably didn’t hurt that he was wearing workout gear: black sneakers, black shorts, and a sleeveless black technical shirt that showed off plenty of muscle.

Lulu came in behind him, still wearing her ensemble from the art show.

“I hope you don’t mind,” Roger said, “but I made a call.”

“Not at all,” I said.

Connor reached me, put his hands on my face, concern darkening his blue eyes. I heard the nurses across the room sighing.

“You’re all right?” he asked.

“I’m fine,” I said. “Theo’s still being treated.”

Lulu was next in line for a hug.

“Did you ditch your party?” I asked.

“It was winding down,” she said with a smile, “so I took
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