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“These violent delights have violent ends

And in their triumph die,
like fire and powder,

Which, as they kiss, consume.”
 

- Act II, Scene VI, of Shakespeare's Romeo and Juliet
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STRAINS OF A CATCHY MOVIE SONG FLITTED through

Celeste’s mind. Something about reflections and identity and she
didn’t know what, but it flitted and she let it, staring back into her
own face in the mirror and wondering if this was all it was really
about. Immortality. Life after death. Human death, that was.

Hazy starlight blue chiffon shifted against sapphire silk. Celeste
smoothed her hands over the waist of her gown, flattening the folds
of fabric with a critical eye. Around her bust, beaded pearls were a
cool contrast to the warm tone of her skin. The appearance of
warmth was a lie, however. She was cold. Through and through. A
block of ice.

Her eyes were like shards of glass, deep blue and just as cold as
the rest of her. She didn’t remember what warmth felt like. The
corner of her mouth lifted. That wasn’t entirely true. Earlier in the
evening, she’d had a taste of warmth. Just a small one, to stave off
looking completely like a reanimated corpse. It was what gave her
skin the glow, her hair the luster.

So she was vain. Still. Always had been. Always would be.
Celeste sighed.



Vain and cold and accidentally immortal. Dying had been an
accident. Fitting that living forever was, too.

Why wouldn’t something interrupt this train of thought?
Couldn’t someone knock at her door? Call her?

Mobile phones were good for nothing so much as interrupting
every single quiet moment of a person’s life. Except when that
person was undead, apparently. Undead and without friends. Or
hope.

She sighed again. Turning away from the mirror, Celeste grabbed
her bag and walked toward the door. Halfway there, the door, the
walls, the room disappeared. Or, rather, she did.

Stars sparkled down in a cool November sky. The last streaks of
magenta and purple were still fading in the west, giving the
immortal city of Genocide a magical tint. Celeste walked briskly
down the sidewalk. She wasn’t the only one who had shimmered
directly in. That was, teleported. Teleportation was such a clinical,
sci-fi term. Nothing about the undead could be explained by science
as far as Celeste was concerned.

That didn’t stop some from trying. Crossing the street just ahead
of her was Errin Kaye, the vampire doctor. Dressed in what was
probably his nicest gold silk waistcoat and cravat, he had even
donned a top hat. Only one night a year he wore that hat. Based on
his outdated appearance alone, Errin was probably the last person
anyone would ever expect to try to science out an explanation for the
vampire existence. Celeste wouldn’t have believed it, except he had
nearly talked her ear off the year before about mutated genes and
flesh-eating bacteria.



She smiled politely, but was relieved when he merely tipped his
hat with a smile and continued on ahead of her. If he had slowed to
escort her the rest of the way, she might have decided to skip the
event.

At the door of the Main Hall, vampires gathered in two lines,
waiting their turn to file into the Gothic-inspired hall. Music and
light streamed from within.

Celeste’s nose twitched as the scents of shapeshifters and faeries
hit. Even though all immortals were allowed to attend the
Gathering, few aside from vampires felt welcome. Still, it was easy to
pick the few living from the crowd. Their scents were so different, so
strong, so other.

Once inside, Celeste made her way to the back of the room.
Truthfully, she’d never felt entirely at ease at the Gathering either.

These were supposed to be her people, her species . . . why didn’t it
feel right? Why hadn’t it felt right for two centuries?

Along the back wall was a bar, tended by a mid-height male
vampire dressed in dark gold and black. A Venaygo blood, young
by feel of him . . . and the look.

Celeste cracked a smile as he shifted around restlessly, eyes on the
party guests and filled with their glitter. He was hungry, she’d
guess, and smelled shapeshifter. A totally delicious, totally off limits
commodity.

As she came closer his gaze settled on her. “Good evening,” he
said politely. “Can I get you something to drink?”

“Sangria, please, hold the fruit.”
He nodded and immediately set about mixing a drink. “Are you

enjoying the Gathering?”



“I’ll let you know once I have some liquor in my bloodstream.”
Celeste accepted the glass with a nod and walked away.

Small talk was abhorrent and should never be engaged in if it
could be avoided.

As she turned to the rest of the room, slowly sipping her drink (it
was strong, thank God, and O-negative, which was a delightful
surprise) Celeste searched the crowd for someone—anyone—that
wouldn’t bore her to death or immediately annoy her.

It took a while, but eventually she noticed a pair of iridescent
black wings that loomed above the crowd.

Celeste grinned and started forward again. Shouldering past cold
and warm bodies alike, dodging dress trains and wings, it took a
few minutes to make it a whole fifty feet. Finally, she stood behind a
pair of broad shoulders wrapped in sleek black Italian cotton.
Shoulders that towered above her own even though she was a
respectable height of five feet seven inches.

“I can’t believe they let you in here,” Celeste said.
The shoulders turned, revealing a face God must have spent days

carving until it was just right. Heavy black brows slanted over eyes
like blue fire which seemed to spark with good humor.

“Don’t tell Hadrian I’m here, or my appearance will be short
lived.”

Celeste laughed and reached out. The two arches of his enormous
black wings crowded over her as he leaned down to envelope her in
a hug.

A warm hug. Warmth. It was real. She remembered it. Angels
were warmth. Even ones as dark and fallen as Liam.



He pulled away too soon and Celeste reluctantly stepped back to
take another sip of her drink. “Right. As if you just slipped in here
under the radar. I’m sure you don’t stand out like the sorest, blackest
thumb in a sea of color.”

“You left out tallest and handsomest, darling. Pray, don’t sell me
short.”

“Sorry, I thought those went without saying.”
“But why should they?” He smiled, teeth whiter than fresh snow,

and leaned forward. “Have you seen Himself yet?”
“No, he hasn’t made his speech yet, has he?”
Liam shook his head once. “I bet Damon a fiver he’d wear a gold

tie this year.”
Hadrian Catane, illustrious leader of the Venaygo clan and de

facto leader of the North American immortal world itself, was
infamous for his apparel choices. Everywhere he went, he wore a
pure white suit and a peridot green tie. At all times. Every occasion.

“Why on earth would you make such a bet? And what would you
do with human money?”

He held up a finger. “First, because I have it on good authority he
was seen buying a gold tie at a Men’s Wearhouse in Maine last
week. And second,” he held up another finger, “my plan is to buy
one of those incredibly irritating noise-makers that humans get for
their young ones’ birthday parties and set it off in Damon’s face
repeatedly.”

Celeste shook her head but said nothing. Liam and Damon had
been purposefully irritating each other at least as long as Celeste had
been alive—er, undead—and probably centuries longer.

They were brothers in every way but blood.



“Don’t you think that would be delightful?” Liam was grinning
still.

“What does Damon get to do to you if you’re wrong?”
The dark angel shrugged. “Something about attaching a small

rocket to my back and seeing if I fly away from his home any faster.”
“Well, you’d best coat your wings in something flame retardant,”

she said looking over his shoulder.
“Why—no,” Liam said and turned.
Above them in the gallery, a figure all in white approached the

balcony. He had warm blond hair and a serious expression. Oh, and
a light green tie shot with streaks of gold.

Liam muttered a curse unfit for ears before saying in an aside,
“There’s gold in it, though. So it counts. Right, Celeste? It counts.”

“Mm,” she hummed doubtfully.
Hadrian Catane started his speech and Celeste immediately tuned

out. It was the same every year. Welcome, politics, small talk,
community, blah, blah, blahhh. Celeste’s gaze swept over the
assembly again. The room was so brightly lit and all of its occupants
sparkled. Behind a stair railing, Damon Reine was standing with his
arms crossed, a spot of darkness in the room that echoed Liam. His
smirk rested on his friend. Liam must have felt it, even with his back
turned. The angel scowled and his feathers shifted restlessly.

Next to Damon was a small woman in shimmering midnight
blue. The dark chocolate of her hair fell in waves around bared
shoulders. Her gaze shifted from Hadrian’s form above to meet
Celeste’s below. Like every time in the last two hundred years, they
flickered uncertainly for just a second before correcting to their
normal cool detachment.



Celeste’s jaw tightened and she looked away first.
Hadrian finished his speech and the musicians resumed their

song from the corner.
Liam glanced down at Celeste. “How long until you think he

forgets the bet?”
“If anyone else had made it? A hundred years or so. For you?”
Liam grimaced. “Perhaps in another five hundred? If I give him a

wide berth?”
“I don’t think either of you will be any more mature in a thousand

years.”
“Son of a—he’s coming over. I must away.” Liam leaned over her

again and pressed a swift kiss to her cheek. “Wonderful seeing you
as always, darling. Come see me more often, give me a break from
Short, Dark, and Brooding over there, will you?” He finished
speaking just as Damon Reine came up behind him.

Despite being a good three inches shorter than the dark angel, no
one could have rightfully termed Damon Reine as “short” at six feet
two inches.

“So, Liam,” Damon said, his voice still crisp in the vowels even
though most of his English accent had faded over the years. “What
are you doing tomorrow?”

“Excuse me, I have to go and . . .” Liam muttered, trailing off both
figuratively and literally.

Damon smirked as the dark angel made his escape.
Celeste shook her head, smiling. “You know, being alive so long,

it’s nice to know that some things never change.”
Damon glanced at her. His smirk settled into a reserved but fond

smile. “Have you said hello to Ange yet?”



Her face stiffened and Celeste looked down. “I daresay you know
the answer to that.”

“At the risk of being called a black pot or kettle, you should really
consider forgiving and forgetting.”

“It’s difficult when every time she looks at me she winces.”
“And every time you look at her, you glare.”
Celeste swallowed back her reply. It wasn’t necessary. He wasn’t

wrong.
“CeCe,” Damon said. “Be kind to her.”
Had Damon Reine said that to any other vampire in the immortal

world, they would have laughed in his face. Celeste was tempted to
anyway. Angela Estrada Mercedes Risqueen was not a soul who
inspired kindness. She was a hard-ass sarcastic bitch. And
sanctimonious on top of all that.

But Damon was Angela’s best friend, maybe her only friend; the
two had a bond forged in what Celeste could only assume had been
akin to the fires of hell.

Both turned against their will by the former leaders of the
Risqueen clan, they had been thrown together as young vampires
and carried each other through until each was old enough to kill
their creators. (Their creators being, as Celeste was told, all-around
despised vampires who engineered conflict and hatred with an
unrivaled single-mindedness.)

Now, they led the Risqueen themselves. Angela Estrada as Leader
and Damon Reine as her Second in Command. The Risqueens had
become a respected clan with a bloody history that reminded
everyone they should be feared as well. But in recent years, Angela
had fostered a positive relationship with Hadrian’s clan, the



Venaygo, resulting in the Risqueen rising in influence to be
considered the next foremost clan of the Americas.

The Fraccas would, of course, dispute that, but they were a
smaller clan and much more prone to rash and violent outbursts. In
the modern day, that wasn’t a good idea.

Celeste wasn’t even sure how the internet worked, but she
understood it meant information was worldwide in .02 seconds. One
wrong move by the immortals and the jig was up. The secret out.
And humanity . . . probably came for them.

Hadrian Catane was very strict in his enforcement of the Laws.
The Europeans could do—and often did—just as they wanted. (They
had enough myths and history for anything to seem normal,
though.) In North America it was known: Keep your non-
humanness under wraps, or you’d answer to Himself.

“She hurts over what happened,” Damon continued.
Celeste snorted. “Maybe she should take some of your advice to

forgive and forget.”
“I don’t think she can. Not until you do.”
“Give me another couple centuries.”
Damon sighed. “CeCe . . .”
“Oh, look, Wade has arrived. I’m going to go and say hello.” Like

a good creator does, she left out.
Angela Estrada was still standing where Damon had left her.

Apart from the crowd and watching Celeste out of the corner of her
eyes. The only reason Celeste knew was because she’d gotten used
to the feeling over the course of her life as a vampire. Always, her
dam’s eyes followed her, ensuring she was okay, protective as a
mother lion, standoffish as a cuckoo bird.



Celeste did her best to ignore Angela as she went to see to her
own progeny. She hadn’t exaggerated when she told Damon it
would be a couple more centuries before she could forgive and
forget. Maybe if Angela had been different in Celeste’s first few
years, hell her first few months. Maybe if Celeste was different . . .

But they weren’t. And what was done, was done.
Now they could only hope the pieces didn’t scatter too far before

they were willing to risk cutting themselves to pick them up.

Tanner Covington had been to approximately fifty Gatherings in
his life and he could say with certainty that every single last one of
them was exactly the same.

The same people, the same place, the same speech by Hadrian
Catane. The hall glowed in the presence of so many immortals. A
constant hum of conversation couldn’t quite drown out the
musicians playing Bach in the corner of the room. Flags representing
each of the present vampire clans hung from the gallery over the
crowd.

Gold for the Venaygo, royal blue for the Risqueen, emerald green
for the Madrassi, and blood red for the Fraccas.

The same blood red of his silk shirt.
Not for the first time, Tanner asked himself how he ended up in

this position. Not standing at the Gathering, but standing next to
Ignatius Chesney, leader of the Fraccas clan.

Ignatius was a plain-looking man that people could never seem to
look away from. His hair was medium brown and styled in a short
cut. Eyes of the same brown looked out of a forgettable face. He even



stood at five feet ten inches, the most average height Tanner could
imagine.

So why were people’s eyes drawn to him? How could he silence a
room with one look and draw the attention of an entire assemblage?

Tanner glanced over at Ignatius and traced the air around the
leader with his eyes.

It was the not-so-subtle impression of danger, the anticipation of
darkness, the way the hairs on the back of one’s arms stood on end .
. .

Ignatius could make one feel as though they stood on a precipice
and the only thing between them and death was this man. This
immortal creature.

And Tanner? Tanner Covington was the left hand of death. And
he hated every second of it.

His second life had become entirely about death and he was sick
of it. There wasn’t an end in sight, there couldn’t be . . . or, rather,
there could only be one.

Second death.
Tanner wasn’t that desperate yet. He was used to the discomfort

of his un-life. Used to the disappointment. Used to following along
with Ignatius’ plans and just . . . dealing.

He closed his eyes briefly and let the room with all of its gilded
immortals filter out. For a moment, it was just him. Tanner, alone in
his mind.

That ended abruptly. Ignatius hadn’t made a sound, probably
hadn’t even moved, but Tanner felt his leader’s attention on him.
Tanner opened his eyes once more, keeping his expression carefully
blank.



“Tanner,” Ignatius said.
Tanner looked at the other vampire.
Ignatius didn’t speak again; he didn’t have to. His eyes flicked

across the room before he turned and made his way to the staircase.
Winding through the crowd wasn’t easy, unless you were following
Ignatius Chesney. As if sensing the darkness within him, the crowd
moved out of his way one by one. Even the stairs of the Main Hall
were crowded, but Ignatius found an easy route up and through.
Tanner followed as always, a foot behind and a head taller.

He watched the immortals as they turned to see what caused their
hackles to rise. Some looked on Ignatius with fear, others with open
dislike, but no one looked for long.

The Fraccas were a small clan, at least as far as those present
knew. Few of their bloods were in attendance, fewer still who wore
the clan red. The fact was, few of the Fraccas bloods even knew
about the Gathering, fewer still were deemed important enough to
be allowed to attend.

At the top of the stairs a dazzling brunette stood in a vermilion off
the shoulder dress and four-inch stiletto heels. Her mouth was
painted glossy red and her eyes were lined in abyss black. Smiling
down at Ignatius, she waited with one hand on her hip.

Ignatius raised a brow and one half of his mouth. “Mariella,” he
said, not an ounce of pleasure evident in his voice, but the darkness
around him seemed to shiver.

“Master,” she murmured, voice light and slippery as silk. Tanner
couldn’t actually hear her speak, just saw her mouth form the words
and had the impression of the ‘ss’ in “Master.”



“And what have you been up to?” Ignatius asked as they crested
the stairs.

The second floor of the hall was a gallery that wrapped around
the first floor on two sides. At the farthest end, balconies looked out
over the immortal city of Genocide, but between the staircase and
balconies, every inch of space was taken up by immortal artisans
peddling their wares.

Fae glass blowers, vampire metal workers, shapeshifter
seamstresses, all crafts were represented by the immortals. Artisans
from across the world had arrived to network and sell their goods.
When one lived forever, one tended to perfect one’s craft, and the
goods present were among the finest the world might ever see.

Many of the artisans sold their goods to unknowing humans as
well, but the Gathering had a reputation for competitiveness that
couldn’t be surpassed. Some immortals would come every year in
the hopes of trading techniques or stealing a customer from their
rival.

Mariella and Ignatius drew to the side of the walkway and
engaged in a conversation Tanner didn’t care to overhear.

Unlike himself, Mari was fully on board with all of the Fraccas
leader’s plans, and regularly went out of her way to please and
shock Ignatius with her devilry. Of course, nothing she did shocked
Ignatius, because he was so much worse. So much more depraved,
his darkness that much deeper.

Mariella had been turned young, barely out of her teenage years
when Ignatius found and took her for his own. Taken from a life
with no strong familial ties but a yearning for structure and love,
she’d latched on to Ignatius immediately and never questioned



anything he asked of her. That was a hundred years past, and her
humanity was well gone now. What remained was a mask of a
human, a Class A manipulator who Ignatius used with precision.

Her current assignment, last Tanner heard, was in trying to win
over Ignatius’ newest pet project. A very young Fraccas vampire by
the name of Zane. Ignatius had turned Zane on a whim and was
now having trouble with the baby vampire. Zane’s human
sensibilities were too strong, he’d had too good a life before Ignatius.

Ignatius was relentless though; nothing would stop him once he’d
decided to possess someone. Tanner half thought the only reason he
wanted Zane so badly was that the young vampire resisted so
strongly. Zane was the proverbial challenge, something that Ignatius
would do anything to possess, even if it meant destroying the very
things he valued most about Zane.

Tanner suppressed a sigh and turned away from the two heads
bent in commiseration. Three more hours of the Gathering. There
was a countdown running in the back of his mind. Three more hours
until he could shed the oppressive Fraccas red and have some peace
and quiet.

“Covington,” an even voice said from his right.
“Catane,” Tanner said as he turned to find the vampire leader,

Hadrian Catane, directly behind him. “Good evening.”
Hadrian didn’t mince words. Despite his earlier speech, the

ancient vampire wasn’t given to small talk. His light golden green
eyes passed over Ignatius and Mariella, now ten feet away.

The vampire leader gave nothing away in his expression, and
Tanner couldn’t help but wonder what he thought of the Fraccas
leader. Hadrian had never been anything but polite to Tanner,



typical in all his interactions. Hadrian was known for his fairness
above all; he was the word of law in the immortal world, and would
hear all sides before coming to decisions.

No one could accuse Ignatius of seeming harmless, but in the four
hundred years Tanner had known the Fraccas leader, he’d observed
Ignatius was always particularly careful around Hadrian Catane.
Ignatius had ambitions, lofty ambitions. Tanner knew some,
suspected and feared others.

Did Hadrian have any idea what Ignatius was capable of? What
he might attempt at some point in the future?

Tanner rather thought he did. But suspicion wouldn’t be enough.
Hadrian would require absolute proof before he would make a
move.

Ignatius was the exact opposite. Proof wasn’t necessary. Suspicion
could and often did mean the difference between life and death.
Ignatius ruled his clan through a strangling fear while Hadrian
earned the respect needed to keep unruly immortals in line.

How much different Tanner’s life would have been had he been
Second in Command to the Venaygo, rather than the Fraccas.

But, he wasn’t a Venaygo. He’d been Madrassi when the clans
came to America and split. Ignatius had been turned by Hadrian’s
blood brother, Roger Madrassi, while Tanner was the progeny of
Roger’s oldest living blood, Luke.

When the clans split, Ignatius’ ambitions came to the forefront,
and he declared his desire to rule a clan of his own. No, not desire,
intention. He’d always desired more power. More and more and
more. Power was like a drug to Ignatius; he was a high-functioning
addict. Nothing meant as much as power. For all that they’d known



each other nearly half a millennia, Tanner knew relatively little of
Ignatius before he’d been a vampire. What kind of life had Ignatius
lived that now, even undead, the only thing that mattered was
having control, all the control, with no one above him?

What bred the inherent darkness that clung to the vampire
leader?

“How are things?” Hadrian asked after a moment.
Tanner took a moment to respond. He walked a delicate line

between his leader and Hadrian Catane. His first loyalty must
always be to Ignatius, even if he despised that more than anything.

“The same,” Tanner finally replied. He met Hadrian’s gaze with a
wry grimace. “Nothing changes, as I’m sure you know.”

Hadrian inclined his head.
“Covington!” A warm deep voice broke in. Behind Hadrian, a

huge man approached. He was the same height as Tanner, but
weighed at least eight stone more and every ounce was muscle.

“Garran,” Tanner greeted. “How are you?”
“Still alive. Ish.” Garran Farris was Hadrian’s Second in

Command and despite looking like a club bouncer, was one of the
friendliest undead Tanner had ever met. His response was also the
same thing he always said when someone inquired after his welfare.

Tanner couldn’t help but smile. It stretched his face in an
unfamiliar fashion, exercising muscles that had forgotten what they
were for.

“Covington,” Garran said again, “Why the hell haven’t I seen you
in nearly a year? Where has Ignatius been hiding you? I know you
have a headquarters building in this city. I helped build it.”



Tanner shrugged. “We prefer the quiet of the countryside on most
days.” A rehearsed response, and a lie at that. Ignatius’ castle was
uncomfortable at best. Noisy and raucous, cold and unwelcoming. It
was Tanner’s least favorite place on earth, and the place he was
forced to spend the most time. It would have been a relief to leave, if
it hadn’t meant that he was usually on duty for Ignatius in some
way.

Garran scoffed, but thankfully didn’t press further. He shared a
look with Hadrian, though. The nice thing about Garran was that he
seemed to understand without it being said that Tanner wasn’t free
to discuss his circumstances, or the clan’s. Ever. With anyone. It was
far too dangerous.

“Well, I’m glad you were at least forced to come to the Gathering.
Just to confirm you’re still among the undead.”

“Was there a doubt?” Tanner asked.
“When isn’t there?” Garran said.
Ignatius and Mariella had finished their tête-à-tête and returned to

gather Tanner’s reluctant self. “Catane, Farris,” Ignatius said evenly.
“Good evening.”

“Ignatius, good evening to you. I trust your clan is doing well?”
Hadrian had a way of saying something without saying something.
An implication was present in his words, without truly hanging over
them.

Ignatius smiled, slow and smooth. He must look guilty even in his
sleep. “Very well, thank you. We have a new member, in fact.”

It was a testament to how well inured to Ignatius and his
bombshells Tanner was that he didn’t look sharply at the leader. A
new member? They had many, but announcing that to Hadrian



meant the new blood would need to be registered as part of the clan.
That way if anything went . . . wrong . . . Hadrian would know who
was responsible for the vampire. Who would answer for their sins.

“Indeed? Congratulations. I’ll let Sarai know to expect the
paperwork soon,” Hadrian said.

“Do that.” Ignatius smiled again. “Now, if you’ll excuse me.”
Tanner bowed his head slightly to Hadrian and Garran, then

followed after Ignatius. The Fraccas leader made his way deeper into
the gallery of the hall, passing by stands of decorative chainmail and
watercolor paintings.

“Who are you planning to register?” Tanner asked, careful to
keep any hint of annoyance out of his voice.

Ignatius shrugged without slowing or even looking at Tanner. “It
matters not. Pick any one of them.”

“If you didn’t have someone in mind, then why did you say it?”
“You’ve no sense of strategy, Tanner. It’s tragic, really,” Ignatius

said. “Don’t you think it would be suspicious if I went years without
adding to our ranks? Without bringing new blood into the clan?”

Ignatius signaled to a vampire near the balcony and the young
Fraccas split off from the group he was conversing with to follow
their entourage.

“I assure you, Hadrian would find it suspicious. I’ll give him one
of the idiots to investigate so he keeps his nose out of my castle a
while longer.”

Tanner ignored the insult and replied, “You’ll have to make sure
it’s someone spotless. Who can be controlled.”

“They can all be controlled,” Ignatius said.



Not Zane. But Tanner didn’t say that. He had his eye on Zane, but
Tanner wasn’t ready to reveal his thoughts there quite yet. Still,
Ignatius wasn’t an idiot; far from it. He’d pick someone biddable
who was just so grateful for a chance at immortality they would do
literally anything the Fraccas leader asked of them.

Someone like Mariella.
The brunette walked just behind Ignatius’ right shoulder, looking

like a runway model that had been well-fed. She was all hips and
sass and danger.

Tanner sighed inwardly. What in the world was he doing in this
clan?

“Tanner,” Ignatius said when they reached the other end of the
balcony. “I’ve some things to take care of, and I’d rather my absence
not be remarked upon. Go and mingle so they all believe I am here
as well.”

Mariella smirked at him, but Ignatius added, “You as well,
Mariella. Don’t waste that dress on me.”

Her smirk tightened, but she managed to transform it into a
blinding smile after the brief hesitation. “Of course, Master.” She
lifted a hand as if to touch Ignatius’ arm, but stopped short at his
cold look. She didn’t know how to turn it off, the manipulation.
Someday, if she wasn’t careful, Ignatius would snap and she might
not get that hand back.

Tanner shook his head once and turned away from them. Mariella
thought Tanner was a blank slate because he hadn’t any personality.
Four hundred more years in Ignatius Chesney’s employ would help
her understand. One did not possess a sense of self in Ignatius’
company. The sooner one realized they were simply a tool for the



Fraccas leader, not a person unto themselves, the more dignity they
would save.

Making his way back down the gallery, Tanner looked over all the
goods without really seeing. Colors and impressions filtered in, but
never coalesced. His mind was on those around him, sensing for
threats. Wondering how many targets were on his back, just for
being on the same side as Ignatius. An unenviable position.

Below, on the edges of the ballroom floor, Tanner caught sight of
the Risqueen leaders. Angela Estrada Mercedes Risqueen and
Damon Reine Lucus Risqueen always cut a dynamic swath through
whatever room they occupied. Tanner watched as they spoke with
their dark angel friend and laughed.

The Risqueen were direct rivals to the Fraccas. One hundred years
after Ignatius started the Fraccas clan, Lucus Risqueen split from the
Venaygo in a bloody showing, severing ties with Hadrian in the
most dramatic way he could, taking his sister Lydia and many of
their progeny. The next fifty years had been a race to see who could
turn the most humans, the strongest humans, to become the most
powerful clan in North America.

Of course, Hadrian hadn’t participated in that challenge. The
Venaygo were already powerful and well respected. But Ignatius
had never liked Lucus, and the thought of being second to a
younger, more volatile vampire . . . well, it wasn’t to be borne.

Thank the Great One, Lucus had been killed by his own progeny
soon after. A nasty reminder to all that if your own bloods didn’t
love you, you’d have no protection. Despite the change in
leadership, the Risqueen remained their direct rivals. For very
different reasons now, though.



Angela Estrada and Ignatius despised each other. She’d been a
particularly religious person during her human life, and it seemed
she was under the impression that Ignatius was working directly
with the dark lord.

Most people laughed at the idea.
Tanner wanted to know how she’d found out.

How long could she meander about without it being obvious she
was bored out of her mind? Celeste accepted another drink from the
young bartender and wandered away from his wandering eyes.

“You look . . . I don’t even know if there is a word in English for
it,” Wade Elliot said from beside her.

Wade was her own height, but with warm brown skin and dark
eyes. She’d found him in an alley, beaten, bloodied, and dying.
Those who’d left him that way tried to flee, but they hadn’t been
able to outrun Celeste. Neither had Wade, but his with his beautiful
eyes swollen shut, and his full mouth cracked and bleeding, he’d
welcomed her as an angel of death. And Celeste hadn’t been able to
give him the comfort he longed for at that point. He needed her.
And he would be strong. And maybe in some way, she needed him.

“Wade, darling, don’t flatter me unnecessarily.” Celeste smiled at
him despite the reproof.

“Not possible.” His mouth stretched and bright white teeth
flashed. Leaning toward her, he bussed a feather-light kiss against
her cheek.

Celeste had never planned on turning another human. Her own
experience with her dam had been . . . well, not ideal. The first had
happened when she was still very young, too young to pass human



suffering without acting. But Wade’s spirit had woken her own and
thankfully, they’d had an easy affectionate relationship since he’d
risen from death.

Not bad for someone who’d never had much of a mother figure,
right? Celeste reached out and caressed the hair at the back of his
neck. It was short and soft and flowed against her fingers like silk.

“You’re looking particularly handsome yourself this evening,”
Celeste said.

Wade wore a black dress suit with a silver vest. Around his neck
was the sapphire blue pendant that marked him as one of the
Risqueen.

Each clan carried a pendant of their own. Something that would
be left behind if they perished, to mark their place in the world. Like
the dog tags military personnel wore. If a vampire met their final
death, the pendant would remain to tell the discoverer who they had
been, and what clan they belonged to.

Wade smoothed a hand down his vest and grinned. “Like a
proper immortal?”

She smiled. He was still so young, only seventy-three years old.
She hoped that the centuries never stripped away his easy humor.

“There’s no such thing. But if there were, you would be the most
proper of them all.”

“Would you dance with me? I feel incredibly awkward just
standing around,” he said.

Celeste looked down at her drink, then around for a place to put
it. She hadn’t really planned on dancing, but it would be a shame to
waste one of Yvonne’s dresses. Setting the drink on a side table, she
accepted Wade’s arm.



“That would be lovely, thank you,” she said.
The musicians had just started a new song, a lilting waltz that

swelled and filled the room.
Celeste and Wade had danced together many times in his half

century of being undead, and every time it was a pleasure. Wade
had been forced into dancing lessons by his grandmother as a
human and found out he was a natural. With the grace and balance
of an immortal, he was unrivaled.

Closing her eyes, Celeste let the music sink into her extra dense
bones and lift her sunken spirit.

“How are you? Really?” Wade asked. It wasn’t easy to hear him
over the music and the crowd, but he punctuated the question with a
wash of concern across her mind.

Celeste smiled reflexively but felt her mouth droop at the end.
Wade knew her too well, loved her too well. She’d never tried to
hold up any walls between, and couldn’t raise one now even if she
tried.

“I’m all right,” she said finally.
One of his hands pressed against her back and the other squeezed

hers.
“This helps,” she said.
“Dancing?” Wade asked.
“Yes.”
“Then we’ll need to dance more often. We’ll have to speak with

Estrada about hosting some parties in Discord.”
Celeste was about to make a sarcastic reply when someone in the

gallery caught her eye. A set of shoulders, a face with an expression
that stopped her mind and set it on a new path.



“Cel?” Wade asked. “What are you looking at?”
A man, she thought. A man who looked just as sad and lost and

empty as she felt.
“I don’t—” she left off as the man turned his head and their eyes

met. From all the way in the gallery, down to where she twirled in
Wade’s arms, their gazes found each other and everything . . . just . .
. stopped.

Tanner resisted the urge to lean against a pillar and let the swirl of
music and color lull him into a catnap. He also resisted the even
stronger pull to shimmer out of the room and across the country to a
quiet cave where he could forget the whole world of immortals
existed.

He was so used to denying himself that it barely took any energy
to do it now. He just stood, silent and resolute and watched in
silence as immortals enjoyed themselves and ignored him.

That is . . . until one didn’t. His sixth sense prickled, not with
unease exactly, but an awareness that spread through his body,
woke him up, and tugged at him.

What in the—
Tanner turned his head toward that pull, followed it down to the

ballroom floor and the swirl of colors until it landed on an upturned
head in cerulean chiffon. Thick blonde curls around a Botticelli angel
face and darkly outlined eyes. She was staring at him over the
shoulder of her dancing partner. As their eyes met, something
strange happened. Tanner’s vision wavered on the peripheral, the
world darkened and disintegrated around everything but her.



Time lagged; his body was slow to react, but react it did. Blood
that had been mildly chilled struggled to move faster, but as it did, it
warmed and raced toward his chest. Tanner felt the odd urge to
gasp, though he hadn’t required oxygen in centuries.

Just as unexpectedly as it had begun, the moment passed.
The world pieced itself back together and the time spun forward

to catch up with reality. She was carried away in a sweep of color
and sound. A flash of cerulean in the corner of the room and then
gone.

Tanner leaned over the gallery to try to find her. The banister
creaked and groaned, but the room below did not give her up.
Without considering, Tanner turned and started for the stairs.

Wade spun her around twice more and they were on the other
side of the room, below the gallery now. Celeste craned her neck, but
it was no use.

The song came to an end and she had to stop herself from
springing away from Wade. She needed to go upstairs, find him.
Whoever he was. Celeste didn’t bother to ask herself why, she just
knew. She needed to know who he was.

Wade caught her hand and tugged her back. “Hey, where are you
going?”

It took all her self-control not to wrench her arm back and growl
at him. He wouldn’t understand why she was acting like this. She
didn’t even know.

“Let’s go upstairs, I want to see the bazaar.”
“Sure,” he laughed. “You’re suddenly in a better mood, aren’t

you? You weren’t joking about the dance helping.”



Celeste gave him a distracted smile, already heading for the stairs.
As soon as they were out in the middle of the room, she looked back
at the gallery. He wasn’t there anymore. No. He couldn’t disappear.
Not yet. Not until she knew who he was.

“Cel, slow down.” Wade fell behind, but Celeste wouldn’t wait
for him.

A tall vampire stepped into her path. “Oh, hello, Celeste. How’re
you—”

She brushed past William Rynquist and was finally nearing the
foot of the stairs when her creator appeared before her.

Angela Estrada Mercedes Riqueen was a petite woman of
immeasurable lethality. Every ounce of her five-five form was
soaked in vinegar and rubbed in salt. She also happened to be one of
the most beautiful creatures to grace God’s earth, with her long
brunette waves of hair and darker than night eyes. Dressed as usual
in something straight from the Orient, she looked exotic and
dangerous.

Though at that particular moment, she appeared uncomfortable
and awkward. Thus was Celeste’s effect on her dam. Immediate
discomfort whenever she walked into the room.

“Celeste,” Angela said in her warmly accented tenor. “You look
well. I haven’t seen you in a while.”

Celeste may have had a set of rooms in the Risqueen’s city,
Discord, but she used them so rarely that they really should have
been handed off to another Risqueen blood.

“I’m sure it’s been a relief,” Celeste said, unable to resist the jab.
With Angela, she preferred to take first blood. Her dam had a short
fuse and an acid tongue.



Angela’s jaw tightened, emphasizing the perfect proportions of
her face. “I was hoping you might come by Discord one of these
days . . . for a drink, maybe.”

Celeste had to hold back a snort. Two hundred and twenty-eight
years too late. She stared at her dam. Where was this even coming
from? Angela hadn’t tried to seek out her company for . . . no,
scratch that. Angela had never sought out Celeste’s company. If
Angela was a human, Celeste might have suspected she’d had some
sort of health scare, a near death experience.

Sorting through all the possible answers in her head, Celeste
threw every single one out and just said, “Yeah, maybe,” and
shouldered past. They both knew Angela wouldn’t follow through
on it.

She heard Angela sigh behind her, but didn’t turn back. Too little,
too late. Some things couldn’t be salvaged after so much time.

Celeste took the first two steps of the stairs, looked up, and
stopped. He was there, on the first landing, staring back at her.

She was there, only ten steps away. Tanner stilled. Immortals
moved between them, around them, but neither of them made a
move for long seconds. This close, the sight of her filled him with
something he had no name for; it was a feeling, a certainty . . . like
walking through your front door at the end of a long trip and feeling
a weight fall off your shoulders.

“Tanner, what in the world are you doing? Have you turned to
stone?” Mariella asked from beside him. Her syrupy sweet voice,
edged with irritation, brought him out of the stupor he’d
unknowingly fallen into.



“Is there something I can do for you, Mariella?” he returned
without even glancing at her. His eyes were still on the woman
below, who saw Mariella and made exactly the wrong assumption.

Tanner couldn’t tell what color her eyes were from so far away,
but they seemed to darken as her dark brows pulled together over
them. Her gaze flicked from Mari and back to Tanner with a
question.

“What on earth are you staring at so fixedly?” Mariella asked.
A cold unease slithered down Tanner’s back and he immediately

turned his head away from the woman below. He couldn’t let
Mariella notice her. He couldn’t have her brought to Ignatius’
attention. He might not know who she was, but Tanner knew who
she wasn’t: She wasn’t Fraccas. And she wasn’t safe being near him,
noticed by him.

Tanner kept his face blank and looked down at Mariella coolly.
The brunette waited, stupidly thinking he would answer her

inquiry. There was only one person Tanner answered to, and
Mariella was so far beneath his notice the fact that he even spoke to
her should be astounding.

She sighed irritably, chest heaving against the bodice of her dress.
His exemplary hearing picked up on the straining of a seam. If she
wasn’t careful, Mariella was going to end up being the evening’s
main entertainment.

“Fine, don’t tell me. Not like I care.” But she looked around his
shoulder again.

Tanner raised his brows.
She made a face and muttered something about sticks and mud

under her breath. “I’m going to go find someone more fun to talk to.



Oh! I think I see George.” She didn’t even excuse herself before
sashaying the rest of the way down the stairs.

Tanner followed her movements, ensuring she didn’t deviate or
move toward the woman. But she couldn’t have; even had she
wanted to, the woman was gone. Disappeared yet again in the
crowd.

Swearing under his breath, Tanner made his way down the rest of
the stairs and looked out over the crowd. Where had she gone? A
flash of cerulean caught his eye near the back of the room and he
moved toward it.

Celeste didn’t know what she’d been expecting. Clearly, she
hadn’t been thinking. Just reacting. Moving on instinct. She’d never
had an instinct so strong as the one that had pulled her across the
room to that man.

She hadn’t bothered to ask herself what she would do once she
stood in front of him.

Seeing the leggy brunette in a skin tight red dress had been a
serious wake up call.

Celeste slipped out the back door and into the cool night air with
a sigh. Autumn was nearing its second half, where the trees were
barren and the cold mornings were slow to relinquish their hold,
returning with a vengeance as soon as the sun turned its back again.

Celeste didn’t feel the chill. No gooseflesh rose on her arms, she
didn’t shiver or pace about to keep warm. Instead, she took a deep
breath of fallen leaves and impending dew and leaned her back
against the wall of the building.



It was quiet outside. Quiet and deserted. Above, music and
conversation escaped the hall through the open balcony doors.
Couples who thought no one could hear them rendezvoused on
those balconies. Their whispers floated down almost incoherent to
where Celeste stood. She closed her eyes and listened without really
paying attention.

When she opened her eyes again, she already knew she wasn’t
alone. The breeze moved past another before reaching her.

He stood only a few feet from her. Silent and imposing as a
gravestone. His eyes rested on her with a curious sort of ease, as if he
was able to relax for the first time in ages.

Celeste didn’t move from where she leaned against the building.
She stared back at him and waited. He hadn’t thought it through
either. The “what came next” part. The side of her mouth lifted.
What a pair they were.

He took in her smile, eyes lingering on her mouth, flicking back to
her eyes, then spanning the curve of her cheeks and jaw.

Celeste had never felt so seen in all of her life . . . or death, for that
matter. He took in every aspect of her and kept on looking. She
swallowed back the jumble of words that rose in her throat. Nothing
she attempted to say would make any sense. Jibberish, all of it. And
the first person who spoke might break the moment. Dispel the
magic.

And it was magic.
Celeste stared back at him just as intently. Admired the breadth of

his shoulders and the straight line of his nose. The unforgiving slant
of his jaw and the steady warmth of his light eyes. What color were
they? Impossible to tell in the starlight.



He opened his mouth, but only a small sigh of air escaped before
Celeste moved forward, cutting him off with a shake of her head.
She stopped barely a foot from him. The space between them
wavered, pulled like a magnet to its mate.

Celeste took a deep breath. Cotton and pine and bourbon
whiskey. Clean and warm and welcoming. She closed her eyes with
a smile, opening them again when his hand touched her hair,
smoothing over her curls so lightly, it was as if a butterfly had
landed against them.

They were closer somehow.
Time and space vanished until only their senses ruled them.
His hand curved around the back of her neck, tangling in her hair.

Celeste’s fingers found their way into his coat, curling around the
lapels.

Nothing in her life had made sense for so long. Nothing had fit.
Nothing felt right. There was always a “but.”

Until him. Until this. Until . . .
 


