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Chapter One

 

Delgarias Dullahan, faelin high sorcerer, and the first vampire in creation, entered the heart of the Elders’ motherhouse in Amsterdam. As the Thirteenth Elder, he had the final say over the rulings of the Council of the Twelve.

Ten of the dozen vampires tasked with governing all the vampires on Earth were seated at the circular table in the meeting chamber. Ian, the Lord Vampire of London, sat perfectly composed, his hands folded on the table, only the furrowing of his brow and an agitated glimmer in his silver eyes revealing his concern with the situation at hand.

 Marcus, the Lord of Rome, didn’t bother hiding his agitation, he tapped his pen across the polished marble table in an irritating staccato rhythm, garnering glares from the Lords of Tokyo and New York.

After taking his seat at an ornately carved chair at the head of the table, Delgarias surveyed the other six Elders. Lord Vampires from Lima, Munich, Perth, and Ulsan regarded him with expectant eyes. The Lords of Beijing and Calgary had already sent their apologies, unable to make it as such notice.

Mixed impatience and worry roiled through Delgarias’s being as he waited to learn why they’d requested his presence this night. The Elders feared him, so they rarely called upon him to participate in their affairs. He prayed the matter didn’t involve their creator, Mephistopheles, who’d once more surfaced and attacked Wurrakia only six months ago. On Earth, the would-be god was now reaching out to his once-banished creations, luring them to join his infernal army.

Yes, news of Mephistopheles would be very bad. They weren’t ready for him. Pieces of the Prophecy had yet to fall in place. And there were other, personal matters to be enjoyed, like the weddings of Beau Thompson to Artavian Calla two months ago, and then of Aurora Lee to Tony Salazar a few days ago. Speaking of Aurora and Beau, along with the rest of their band, Rage of Angels, they still owed one more album and one more tour before their record contract was up and they were free from all entanglements on Earth.

Delgarias cleared his throat and addressed the Elders. “What need have you of me, my brothers and sisters?”

Jodie, the Lord of Perth scrunched up her nose. “More prisoners were delivered to us from the vigilante rogue.”

Delgarias allowed a sigh of vexation to escape. “Please tell me that meddler didn’t take more cult members.”

The Order of Eternal Night worshipped Mephistopheles and was experiencing a resurgence of the likes none had ever seen, with the Evil One’s recruiting. Delgarias had tasked some of his most trusted vampires to infiltrate the cult and gain knowledge of their enemy’s movements.

If this rogue persisted in arresting cultists, all of Delgarias’s plans could be upended.

“I’m afraid so,” Jodie said.

Ian cut in, “At least they were dangerous criminals, and better off being eliminated from our world.”

Marcus waved a dismissive hand. “They’re always criminals. But that does not give this rogue the right to take the law into her own hands. The Lord Vampire of El Paso should be the one to handle these things.”

“But he didn’t,” Neko, the Lord of Tokyo said softly.

Carlos, the Lord of Lima, curled his knuckles beneath his chin and leaned forward. “Interesting that though the rogue now seems to be targeting the Order of Eternal Night, she still holds to her pattern of apprehending cultists who have violated our most sacred laws. These ones were kidnapping children and selling them to human sex traffickers.”

 Delgarias shuddered with revulsion before a realization struck him. “Wait, did you say these cultists were taken from El Paso?”

“Yes.”

“How in the hell did the rogue manage to haul three vampires all the way here?”

Ian ran a hand through his long black hair. “I have no idea, but one has to admit that it is an impressive feat.”

“The portals,” Delgarias blurted, feeling foolish that the answer hadn’t come to him immediately. It was the only way such a transport could be accomplished. “We need to interview every Lord Vampire about the portals, and find out who is not being discreet.”

Earth held many stationary portals that would take one to the world of Aisthanesthai. The world where Delgarias had been born. The world that he’d also been working hard to keep safe. Vampires were slowly being integrated into some of Aisthanesthai’s countries, allies who would fight Mephistopheles and his dark horde at the sides of sorcerers, Kanuri priestesses, Wurrak knights, and Tolonquan warriors.

The adjustment was precarious, to say the least. And this rogue who called herself Annarkie was endangering that fragile integration by bringing evil vampires through Aisthanesthai, using the magical world as a shortcut. If one of them escaped? Alliances that so many had worked so carefully to forge would be undone by a reckless vigilante.

He had to find this Annarkie before a sorcerer or knight learned there were uninvited intruders.

Damn her.

She’d been plaguing him on and off for three centuries. In the early days, he admired her boldness and even appreciated her aid in capturing dangerous vampires. Yet after countless failed searches to identify her and recruit her in a formal position, her meddling had grown irksome. Back then, Delgarias and his fellow Elders didn’t know anything about the vigilante, not a name, not their sex, only that they must be a vampire to have such knowledge about their kind and their numerous laws. 

Eventually, the deliveries of maimed, wicked vampires would stop, and they would assume that the rogue had gotten his or herself killed by their dangerous pursuits. But a few decades later, a bound vampire would be dropped on the Elders’ doorstep, often missing a limb or two. How the rogue kept the prisoners alive long enough to be delivered to their inevitable trial and execution, Delgarias had no idea.

Also fascinating was the question as to why the prisoners were always delivered alive. The vampires had always been guilty of crimes meriting a death sentence, and yet, the rogue never executed them herself. To do so would have kept her under the radar for longer.

He’d long concluded that she wanted the Elders to be aware of her. Perhaps wanted Delgarias, in particular, to know of her.

Indeed, this desire for attention was how Delgarias had learned that she was a she, and later on, her name. She always sent notes with her catches, albeit tied up with a messenger. Two hundred years ago, she’d slipped and touched one of the missives, allowing him to cast a divination spell to get a name and the shadowy scent and figure of a woman. It was only a matter of time before—

Ian broke through his ponderings. “Do you wish to see these prisoners, Eminence?”

“Yes.” Delgarias rose from the table. “And if they are guilty of the crimes they’ve been charged with, I will execute them myself.”

“They are always guilty,” Hans, the Lord of Munich echoed Marcus’s words.

They went down to the dungeons and approached the cell where the three wicked vampires were held. As usual, all three were missing their tongues, the stubs expertly cauterized. One was missing both feet, bandages soaking crimson. One missed an arm, another his eyes. All three had been castrated, as was Annarkie’s usual tradition for any crimes of a sexual nature.

Jodie made a disgusted sound under her breath. “Every time a batch of these arrives, I think I’m prepared for the sight, but no. It never does get easier, even knowing what they’ve done.”

“How does she keep them alive?” Neko wondered aloud.

“A mystery to be solved another time.” Delgarias tried to conceal his impatience to probe the prisoners. “I’m just thankful they do indeed live so I may try to ferret her out.”

Marcus snorted. “Good luck. She is very thorough at wiping their memories of her voice and visage.”

“She’s made mistakes before,” Delgarias said before lunging toward the eyeless prisoner and sinking his fangs into the vampire’s throat.

Maybe the fates wished to prove Marcus wrong, or perhaps it was the truth-seeking spell Delgarias had recently cast, but at last, he got something from a prisoner’s memories.

Though all he saw was darkness, he heard voices.

“Mistress,” a male voice quavered faintly as if blocked by a wall or door. “The cell in Baker City is larger than any we’ve come across. I think it will be too dangerous.”

A reply came, but it was distorted as if coming through electric interference.

The male voice replied, muddied, but discernable. “Still, La Grande is a mere hour away…. ten of them? You cannot be serious.”

All went black as the blood ceased flowing into Delgarias’s mouth. Triumph surging in his chest, he seized the next prisoner and drained them even quicker, then he moved to the next. No information was to be gleaned from those two, aside from flashes of terrified children and whimpers of pain, but he had what he needed.

“I, Delgarias, Thirteenth Elder, sentence you three worms to death,” he growled, disgusted with what they’d done to over thirty innocents.

Even though the vampires were unconscious from losing what little blood they had left, Delgarias didn’t have the patience to drag them to the execution chamber. Instead, he gathered his power and reached towards the prisoners with both hands.

Arcs of lightning shot out from his fingertips, striking the child traffickers. They jolted like puppets on a string, then flopped on the stone floor like fish hauled from the water. Smoke curled out from their mouths, nostrils, and melting eye-sockets. The reek of burning hair permeated the area before Delgarias stopped frying them.

When he turned around, he saw that the other Elders had stepped backward about twelve feet, staring at him in naked horror.

He watched their eyes scan his almost luminescent hair, with its bi-layered strands, his overly long fingers with their extra knuckles, his pointed ears, and lightning-shot eyes, wondering always what he was before he’d become the first blood drinker. Sure, they’d recently learned that he was faelin, but only after Ian had visited Aisthanesthai did they gain the slightest comprehension as to what the faelin were.

Tonight, the Elders’ fear didn’t bother him. Not when he was flush with victory. Soon, he would close in on the rogue who’d evaded him for the past three hundred years. It took all of his centuries of self-discipline and sense of duty not to immediately begin pursuit.

Because first, he needed to look in on his other people. And perhaps gain news of someone who’d evaded him for far much longer.

He weighed the pros and cons of telling the Elders that he knew where Annarkie was going to be and decided to hold his silence for now. Between the desire to maintain his credibility and the matter of her knowledge of the portals, it was best to wait until he had the rogue in his custody before acting. Besides, there were so many questions he had for her that were best asked in private.

Delgarias cleared his throat. “I must leave for Aisthanesthai now and see if Mephistopheles has made any new moves there.”

Marcus sneered. “I wonder at your devotion to a world that views our kind so poorly. And at the wisdom of looking to you when you play for both sides.”

“There is only one side, Marcus. We all stand against the Evil One. I was his first creation, the first of many that he’d enslaved. I will not have you or any of my people enslaved again.”

Before Delgarias teleported outside, he saw that rather than his words reassuring Marcus, the hostility on the ancient Roman’s face seemed to increase.

That one would have to be watched.

When he was certain that no witnesses or drones were near, Delgarias took to the air. The closest portal was outside of Haarlem, thankfully in a shielded copse of trees at the edge of a meadow. He hadn’t told the Elders about this portal. Not until he was certain all could be trusted.

Once through the portal, Delgarias approached King Zareth’s tower in Raijin. He’d been urging Zareth to move his seat to his father’s castle in Niji, where the King and Queen were supposed to reside, but so far, the antisocial high sorcerer could not be swayed.

After he was admitted entry into the receiving room, the tiny queen ran to him, her long purple-streaked black hair flowing behind her like a banner.

She exclaimed with delight before throwing her arms around his waist. “Uncle Del!”

Uncle Del. His throat tightened at the name as he returned the embrace. Xochitl had called him that ever since she could form words, never knowing how the blow of those two words impacted his heart.

Before Kerainne Leonine’s daughter came into the world, only one person had called him Del. And he would have given anything for the chance to wed her, which would have made him Xochitl’s uncle in truth.

Nikkita, his mind whispered. He touched the locket that remained against his chest, concealed beneath his robes. The locket contained a miniature portrait of the luminite princess and a down feather from one of her wings.

The rest of the universe knew him by other names. To the mages of Aisthanesthai, he was the Keeper of the Prophecy and addressed as “Revered One.” To his faelin kin in Shellandria, he was “the outcast” or “the abomination.” To the vampires of Earth, he was his Eminence, The Thirteenth Elder. In both worlds, he was feared and obeyed.

For over two millennia, Delgarias had trekked back and forth between Earth and Aisthanesthai, never fully belonging to either, never living for himself, but for his seemingly endless quest at redemption. His pride had cost him his love and brought undeserved power to his enemy and thus cost his world.

He may have been Mephistopheles’s first vampire, but Delgarias had quickly learned the error of his ways and had since made it his life’s mission to destroy the would-be god.

And to stop anyone who would interfere.

King Zareth cleared his throat, making Xochitl step back. “We are honored with your visit, Revered One.” Delgarias blinked in surprise that Zareth had reverted back to the old title. After discovering that Delgarias was a vampire, the King had begun addressing him by his name only. “What news do you bring us?”

“Very little, I’m afraid. Cells of the Order of Eternal Night are sprouting up like mushrooms after a rain, but the ones we’ve infiltrated thus far haven’t seen any sign of Mephistopheles. Instead, I’ve come to inform you that I will be occupied on Earth with a rogue who’s been taking the law into her own hands. She’s been plaguing me on and off for centuries, but I’m closing in on her trail at last.”

“She must be very clever to elude you for so long.”

Delgarias shrugged. “Not really. Her mischief has honestly aided the Elders more than hindered, and her meddling has been sporadic enough to make her a low priority. Until now.”

“Oh?” Zareth prodded lightly, running a hand through his black and silver hair, bi-layered from his half-faelin ancestry. 

“The rogue is planning another attack on a very large cell of the Order of Eternal Night. A cell which we believe is in direct contact with Mephistopheles. I need that cult alive and infiltrated, but if this Annarkie and her band of rogues have their way, a bevy of mutilated cultists would be dropped on the doorstep of the Motherhouse instead.”

“Badass!” Xochitl grinned up at him. “An assassin named Annarkie?”

 “A misguided vigilante. She hasn’t killed anyone, to our knowledge,” Delgarias corrected, not admitting that up until recently, he’d assumed said vigilante to be male and the spelling of his alias to be “Anarchy.” To discover that it had been a female tweaking his nose this whole time had been humbling. “And though the vampires she’s maimed and arrested were all guilty of their crimes, she is still violating our laws by operating outside of proper protocols.”

Zareth nodded. “And if you do not stop her, you could risk the stability of law and order amongst your people.”

“It’s a shame.” Delgarias didn’t mention the risk Annarkie also presented to the vampire integration efforts in Aisthanesthai. “Had she presented herself the first time she’d tortured a wrongdoer, she could have become one of our most valued assets, earning a high position as a spy or enforcer for the Elders. Hell, maybe even the third time. But it is too late for her. She’s flouted the law long enough.” To his surprise, regret tugged his chest at the thought of the rogue’s impending capture and execution. “Enough about my vigilante, what news have you of Aisthanesthai?”

 “Things are too quiet. I don’t like it.”

“Mephistopheles’s attacks have always been sporadic and far apart,” Delgarias reminded him. “It could be years before he invades again.”

“It could also be tomorrow. And now he knows about Xochitl.” Worry shone in Zareth’s eyes. “I’d think that he’ll want to move faster now that the one foretold to defeat him is here.”

“The Prophecy doesn’t say if she defeats him,” Delgarias reminded the King. “Only that she will battle him.”

Zareth’s clenched fists took on a fine tremble.

Xochitl took her husband’s hand and gazed up at him, her amber eyes turning red. “But I will destroy him. I vow it. That fucker raped my mom and destroyed millions of lives.”

Delgarias winced at the blunt reminder of the desecration of a woman who he’d regarded as a sister.

Since he could not change the past, he returned the topic to the present. “Zareth is right in that Mephistopheles will likely move faster now that he has seen his daughter.”

“But we’re not ready.” Xochitl echoed Delgarias’s earlier worries. “We haven’t even found all seven nightwalkers with their Brides. As far as I’ve counted, there’s Silas and Akasha, Jayden and Razvan, Radu and Lillian, and Aurora and Tony. That’s only four. Three more need to join us. Have you determined any special names for the next Bride?”

Delgarias shook his head. “They come to me when I see them, or soon after.”

Akasha was the General, Jayden, the Seeress, Lillian the Engineer, and Aurora was the Directrix who would lead the war march to the beat of her war drum, both literally and metaphorically. What special talent would the next Bride contribute?

“Well, maybe it’s good that you’re going back to Earth and dealing with vampire business.” Xochitl gave him an encouraging smile. Never had she looked upon him with fear, and not only because she was half-luminite. “Then you can find the next Bride.”

Although that was the most important person he had to locate, Delgarias was more concerned with finding the rogue and then finding Nikkita.

Speaking of…

“If you’ll excuse me, my queen, I’d like to talk to your mother before I take my leave.”

Xochitl’s amber eyes glittered with smug knowledge. “She’s out back.”

He found Kerainne in the rear garden, her waist-length blonde hair covering her in a cloak that gleamed gold in the light of the two moons. Instead of tending to the flowers or reading a book, the luminite princess—no, queen, as she’d recently claimed the title—stared at one of the marble statues carved by luminite artisans.

“Have you found any clues as to where my sister is?” Kerainne asked without turning around.

“No.” He’d been about to ask her the same question. “But that seeking spell you helped me with led me to the vigilante rogue vampire I’ve been pursuing.”

“I am happy I was able to help with something,” Kerainne said. “And I do hope that your capture of the vigilante is quick and your dealings with her are humane.”

“They’ll be as humane as she’ll allow them to be,” Delgarias told her plainly. “But she has knowledge of the portals and has been using them to deliver the vampires she arrests. And who knows for what else. This is dangerous and—”

Kerainne turned around, making him fall silent as the sight of her beauty and resemblance to her sister made his heart constrict with agony. “You don’t have to justify your decisions to me, Del. Although it is in my nature to guide others to the path of mercy, I’m selfishly concerned with the expediency of this mission. I want my sister found. You’re not the only one hurting from her absence.”

Only last year had he learned that Nikkita had been missing from Medicia for over a thousand years, but had been paying Kerainne secret visits until two centuries ago. This whole time, he’d assumed that Nikkita had died when Medicia had been destroyed. And a few months ago, Zareth had told him he’d sensed two luminites on Earth when he’d begun his search for Xochitl.

Delgarias was still reeling from the revelation that Nikkita had been closer to his reach than he’d believed all this time.

Yet she hadn’t sought him out.

Maybe it would be better to give her up again, as he had before. His chest tightened at the thought.

No. He needed answers. At first, he’d thought she avoided him because she was repulsed at what he’d become. But Kerainne had forgiven him and understood what had driven him down his dark path.

Surely Nik could forgive him too? And even if she couldn’t, maybe he could convince her to at least allow him to explain himself.

Now that Kerainne had confessed to giving Nik a blood vow to keep some secret, Delgarias knew that his becoming a vampire wasn’t Nik’s only reason for spending centuries in hiding. The secret had to be catastrophic as well, for Nik wouldn’t be the type to subject her own sister to the risk of becoming cursed if the truth were forced from her lips.

Curiosity burned almost as deeply as his worry. Whatever it was that kept Nik in hiding, even from her own sister, Delgarias would do what he could to help her.

He just needed to persuade her to let him.

If only he didn’t have to waste valuable time chasing down Annarkie. Then he could focus more of his taxed time on finding the woman who still held his heart in her palm.
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Once he returned to Earth, Delgarias paid a visit to the Nicolai twins, Razvan and Radu. The twins were thousand-year-old vampires who were powerful and discreet when he needed them to be. “I need you two for a secret mission.”

“How secret?” Razvan asked.

“Secret enough that I don’t want you to tell your wives, or Silas and his bride.”

“Why are you choosing us?” Razvan continued the questioning while his brother watched with unreadable black eyes.

“Because you’ve served as a discreet and competent delegate for the Elders before in the past, Razvan. And I trust your brother will serve as well as you.”

“Is it anything against Silas?” Razvan’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Because I won’t participate in reporting on him for the Elders again.”

“No, nothing like that.” Delgarias hid a smile at Razvan’s relatively new loyalty to the vampire he’d made. “It has to do with a vigilante rogue who’s been making a nuisance of herself for far too long. I need to arrest her and try her for her crimes.”

“Why the secrecy then?”

“Because we’re going to trap her arresting some of the more unsavory members of the Order of Eternal Night.”

“I see.” Razvan stroked his goatee. “Silas and his wife would rather you allow the vigilante to continue such noble work.”

“Indeed, they would. But I need the cult members to remain where they are, so we can learn as much as we can about Mephistopheles’s plans. Therefore, the vampire calling herself Annarkie needs to be stopped.”

“Still, I do not know why you couldn’t utilize one of the Elders’ formidable cadres of enforcers. Unless…” Razvan smirked before withdrawing his pipe. “You’re not certain as to whether you’ll turn her over to the Elders.”

Delgarias blinked in surprise and opened his mouth to object. Then he closed it. Yes, it was true that he wanted to question the rogue alone before turning her over to the Elders, but the idea of never doing so? He had to confess that some irresistible instinct had guided him to Spokane instead of back to the Elder’s Motherhouse in Amsterdam. Hopefully, his decision to utilize the Nicolai twins instead of one of the Elders’ people or someone from the Lord of Baker City’s territory would end up being justified.

“She could be an asset if utilized correctly,” he half-lied.

Radu spoke at last, his accent thicker than his twin’s. “Where are we going, Eminence?”

“Baker City, Oregon.”

 


Chapter Two

 

Annarkie pulled off her headphones with a groan. Already, she was growing tired of the world again. Temptation to return to hibernation gnawed at her. Alas, she couldn’t. She’d already slept through half of the Earth’s measured twentieth century and had only been awake for around seventy years. But things seemed to be moving faster and faster as time passed. Drastic changes happened every year instead of every decade or more.

“Madame?” Doug inquired again softly.

“I’m sorry.” Annarkie set the headphones aside and gave her CD player one last longing look. No more Dirtwire tonight. When she discovered a group of musicians that pleased her, she liked to spend days doing nothing but exploring all their known work. “What were you saying?”

“It’s close to the time for your plan.” Doug fidgeted with the brim of his hat, looking around at the music and movie posters adorning the walls of Annarkie’s beach house. He frowned at her cluttered shelves of knick-knacks and stacked trunks crowding what otherwise would have been a huge living room. “That is, if you still intend to do this mad thing.”

“I do.” Her back throbbed. She wished she could unleash the full extent of her power. But she couldn’t risk it. Such release would alert not only those who were looking for her, but would also allow him to sense her presence. She reached for her bottle of Percocet and took one, chasing it with the last swallow of her glass of wine before looking out the picture window at the moonlit waves crashing against the beach outside. She needed to be relaxed and as close to numb as possible.

“And there’s no way to talk you out of it?” Nik turned back to Doug and saw the vampire’s knuckles whiten as they tightened around the brim of the cowboy hat that he always removed in her presence. “The Order of Eternal Night has grown more powerful over the past year. They say that Mephistopheles has returned and is bestowing his favor on his followers once more.”

Annarkie spat in her empty wine glass. “Never say that name aloud. Who knows which whispers will carry these days? Of course, I will not be dissuaded. The talk of that monster coming back is exactly why I need to destroy his followers before he can use them to steal more souls.”

“They say our kind lack souls in the first place.”

Our kind. Annarkie bit back a bitter smile. If Doug only knew.

She rose from her blue La-Z-Boy and crossed the cluttered room to her weapons cabinet. Tonight, she’d wield her favorite sword. Forged over a thousand years ago, with techniques long gone from Earth, the blade was imbued with magic, strength, and lightness. She wished she could use it to kill rather than merely slow down her enemies.

At least she could use her blade to prepare those enemies for her hired crew of rogue vampires to deliver the killing blows if she couldn’t take her targets alive.

Doug replaced his cowboy hat and regarded Annarkie with a grim smile. “When you saved my life, I told you I’d follow you into hell. I suppose that night has come. I’ll get my weapons and make sure the others are ready to move.”

An hour later, she and the three rogue vampires she’d recruited passed through the portal in Newport, emerging in a remote forest ten miles from Shellandria for only moments before she created a portal to take them back to Earth to La Grande, Oregon, effectively cutting their trip by hundreds of miles. The pill she’d taken had kicked in, easing the tension in her back, and giving her an edge of euphoria that she would channel into combat.

A van was left for them in the Denny’s parking lot as promised, no questions asked when the money was exchanged.

Nervousness churned in her belly as she slid into the driver’s seat, Doug settling into the front seat beside her. According to her spies, there were around forty members of the Order of Eternal Night, a deranged vampire cult, outside of Baker City. A quarter of the Baker City group were involved in a child trafficking ring. Annarkie had never stormed a cell this large, nor attempted to take so many prisoners.

Temptation to have her people execute the monsters instead of delivering them to the Elders whispered through her mind. But no, she couldn’t. The whole point of this was to keep the Elders aware that their efforts to maintain law and order were not cutting it. And to show Delgarias that he did not have as firm a grip on his people as he assumed.

Her own hypocrisy niggled at her. If not for her belief that Delgarias would bring lawbreaking vampires to justice, she wouldn’t continue with such a risky endeavor. The man may be a traitor and…worse to her personally, but he was fair, and his efforts had kept his fellow vampires from being anywhere near the danger to humans and other species as they’d originally been intended to be.

And he was powerful. Possibly more powerful than she was. If he were not, Annarkie wouldn’t take such pleasure in tweaking his nose.

Once more, shame twisted her belly. Taunting the oldest vampire in the world was not her main priority this night. Ensuring the safety of countless children should consume her focus until the task was accomplished.

When Annarkie and her small band of rogue vampires were a mile from the cultist’s lair, a compound of steel and concrete buildings that resembled a commercial farm, she pulled the van off the main road and parked it behind a house that she knew was vacant.

Doug and the other vampires, Nance, and Sven, scented the air. Annarkie joined them, even though her senses weren’t as enhanced in that way. Still, she sniffed the night air that held that crisp and somewhat burnt scent that came every fall, trying not to shiver in the cold that weakened her. A difficult feat when the butter-soft leather pants and jacket she wore for protection and ease of movement seemed to absorb the chill in the air. To distract herself from the cold, she looked up at the full moon and smattering of stars. The tranquil view contrasted with her jittering anticipation of the chaos and bloodshed soon to follow.

Nance spoke first. “No others nearby that I can smell.”

“I don’t smell anyone either,” Doug said.

Annarkie and Sven nodded in agreement. Still, they unpacked their weapons quietly as possible. Everyone except Annarkie carried at least one firearm along with their blades.

“You must be very old,” Nance remarked, eyeing Annarkie’s sword. “Even though you shield well enough not to radiate the aura of an ancient, the old ones never seem to like guns.”

You have no idea how old, she thought, biting back a bitter smirk. Aloud she said, “I could just be a terrible shot.”

Doug chuckled. “I cannot imagine you being bad at anything.”

In the early days of their acquaintance, she would have taken such remarks as shameless flirting, but now she knew that Doug held her on too high a pedestal to entertain amorous notions. He’d been her loyal assistant for over fifty years.

If he knew where I truly came from, his mind may break.

Nance may be able to handle the truth, though. She’d been with Annarkie even longer, and they’d developed a comfortable rapport. Sven was a newcomer to Annarkie’s band of rogues, so she hadn’t gotten a good read on him except that he was quick and cool under pressure and could be relied on to get the job done.

When they got as close as they dared to the compound, the essence of vampires radiated outward, almost like a thick odor. Annarkie swore she could sense their evil. She signaled a halt and motioned for Doug to go over the entrances and exits with Sven and Nance one last time.

Once everyone was briefed on the layout of the cultists’ lair, Annarkie and her team still had to wait a few more minutes before attacking. There were few times when all cult members were together in the same room, and thus, most vulnerable.

One time was when the cult gathered at midnight for one of their deranged prayers.

Two phones in Annarkie’s group vibrated when the clock struck midnight.

Annarkie gave the signal, and her group moved on silent feet toward the compound chapel they’d mapped out on the diagram.

With three vampires holding guns on them and Annarkie wielding her blade, hopefully, the slightly more innocent cultists would give up the traffickers.

If they decided to protect the criminals…well, there would be blood.

Rounding the corner of the building, they reached a barn that was converted into a sort of chapel used for worshipping Mephistopheles. Every cult property had one. Annarkie prayed that this wasn’t one of the places the Evil One had chosen to manifest at. She’d fight him, oh, how she burned with the need to fight him…though…she would likely lose. Especially if the rumors of his growing army were true. She’d need her own army to face him.

Annarkie and her rogues counted to ten, then burst through the door and aimed their weapons.

The enormous chamber was empty, aside from a crude, plaster statue of Baphomet that looked nothing like Mephistopheles. Stairs led to a vacant platform and an altar of sorts, where the cult leader would prattle through his ridiculous vows to worship the Evil One and plead for the cult to be welcomed back.

Above the platform was an old hayloft. That too was empty, aside from a little round table, a chair, and a few cardboard boxes.

Tension vibrated through the air, raising the hairs on the back of Annarkie’s neck.

“What—” Nance started before a horde of vampires charged through the rear door of the barn.

At the same moment, Sven shot Doug in the head, then in the heart.

Sven betrayed us, Annarkie realized with a mixture of horror, fury, and a shocking stab of hurt. She’d thought Sven was fully with her cause. But there wasn’t time to rage at the traitor, for the vampire pointed his gun at her heart.

She didn’t flinch or blink. Instead, she flicked her wrist and sliced off the hand that held the gun.

Sven’s eyes widened in shock that she’d moved so fast. Then Nance shot him pointblank in the heart.

“Well…done…Mistress,” Doug croaked past bloody lips before falling to his knees on the bare pine floor. The hole in his chest testified the awful truth that he would not survive. A vampire’s heart was one of their only vulnerable points. And there wasn’t enough of his left for blood infusions to work even if they’d had time to try.

Annarkie’s chest ached as if she’d also taken a blow to the heart. The grief she felt for this vampire stunned her. But Doug had been a devoted servant for almost sixty years. He’d always been so eager to please her. And oftentimes he’d been the only being she could trust.

Rage strained the muscles of her back, agony pushing past the pain medication she’d taken. Annarkie gripped her sword hilt and took deep breaths. She would have vengeance. But she would not lose her composure and make a mistake.

 Footsteps of an entourage of some kind sounded on the steps near her.

“Which one of you is the one called Annarkie?” a robed vampire roared. “Throw down your weapon and surrender yourself. Our master will take mercy on you for slaying one of our flock if you come over to our side. He would value a fighter like you.”

Neither Nance nor Annarkie answered.

Instead, Annarkie roared, “Give us the following vampires, who are trafficking children, and we’ll let you keep your limbs intact.”

She opened her mouth to recite the names, but the vampires charged.

Nance grinned eagerly, already firing at their attackers. “I was hoping that we’d get to fight.”

Annarkie couldn’t bring herself to tell Nance that she’d run out of bullets before all were brought down. Especially since Nance probably knew. There were more than the forty vampires Annarkie was told would be here. Closer to sixty, maybe seventy. They were pouring down the stairs, coming at her and Nance too fast to count.

A chill raced up her spine. There was a good chance that she would die this night.

She raised her sword and shifted her back to the wall, ready to meet them. Taking a deep breath, she eased the pain in her back and gathered up all her anger to build in her chest, then she channeled her fury into her arms, her sword, her body, and mind, summoning her incalculable years of training to temper the rage properly, so she could better damage the enemy and so didn’t get herself or Nance killed.

That perfect blend of anger and knowledge took over the second the first vampire came to attack her. Annarkie dropped to one knee and sliced off his foot, sending him tumbling to the floor in a bleeding, shrieking mess. She didn’t look back at him as she met her next attacker, and the next, and then the next. Hacking and slashing as Nance methodically fired, dropping many vampires like sacks of flour.

Back to back, they made quick work of the enemy, like butchers in a slaughterhouse. Only a few cultists had guns, and they bobbed and ducked, while Nance returned fire with cold accuracy, taking out half of the gunmen. Some of the braver ones crossed swords with Annarkie, only to lose their limbs.

Then Nance’s gun jammed. She cursed and threw the useless weapon at a cultist’s head with such strength that he collapsed. Annarkie had turned and guarded her with her sword, while Nance withdrew her blade, a machete she’d kept strapped over her shoulder.

Even though Nance wasn’t nearly as good with a blade as she was with a gun, she still managed to take down three vampires in a row, like a farmer reaping sheaves of wheat.

Suddenly, one of the vampires Annarkie had maimed grabbed Nance’s ankle and pulled her to the floor. She went down in a sprawl. Another legless vampire yanked the blade from her hand. Too soon, Nance was swarmed by feasting, furious vampires. Some sank their fangs into her, hoping to take her blood for strength, others tore at her like zombies in a human horror film. Then Annarkie couldn’t see her anymore.

Annarkie brought her sword down, cutting off hands and kicking the writhing beasts off her friend’s struggling form and dismembering all who tried to stop her. Sometimes sword blades reached her flesh, and one vampire managed to bite her, but she didn’t give up.

But when she got Nance free, Annarkie immediately saw that she was too late. One of those monsters had cut under her ribcage, reached in, and removed her heart.

Tears blurred Annarkie’s vision as she screamed and hacked at every vampire in reach. She’d tried to tell herself that the rogue vampires she’d enlisted over the years were merely tools, things to be used for her own ends, but she couldn’t stop remembering the peaceful times talking with Nance about books, clothes, and movies. The great thing about Nance was that she’d always stayed in the present. Unlike so many others, she never asked Annarkie about her past, and Annarkie returned the favor. Somehow, over years of working together to capture law-breaking vampires and getting comfortable around each other during downtimes, they’d become friends. Not quite as close as she’d been with Doug, but…

Doug…A choked sob strangled her as her blade clashed with a cultist’s sword. These bastards had killed Doug too. Both of her friends had been lost trying to serve her.

A red haze overcame the tears, and a scream of molten rage poured from her throat. The remaining cultist vampires paused and stared at her, startled. Her eyes must be glowing. And some of her true power was leaking through.

Annarkie didn’t care. She would have vengeance. She couldn’t deliver the killing blows, but she could drag their maimed, squirming bodies outside and let the sun finish them off. At least that was within the rules.

She raised her blade and roared, coming at them with everything she had, fully determined to paint this loathsome chapel red with the blood of the wicked.


Chapter Three

 

Delgarias heard gunshots and screams as he neared the cultist’s compound. Damn. He was either too late or right on time, depending on how things worked out.

Annarkie had reached the compound before him. 

Razvan pulled out his gun and Radu drew his sword from its sheath. “Let us join the battle,” the twins said in tandem.

As they raced towards the sounds of the fight, Delgarias drew no weapon, but his magic fomented within, rippling below the surface. “Remember, we must be cautious. I want Annarkie taken alive.”

Radu’s brows drew together as he frowned. “But we don’t know what she looks like.”

“I have a feeling we’ll know her when we see her.”

When they slipped through the door, Delgarias’s words proved true.

Dozens of vampires swarmed a female warrior garbed in black leather, and she fended them off with a blade that he immediately recognized. Shellandrian steel. Medium-length and narrow, the sword looked like those made in the eastern regions of Earth, only slightly more curved. The metal itself was a work of beauty. The sword’s forging technique involved folding the molten steel and another metal called Plitatia tightly together and imbuing each molecule with magic. Only faelin royals and high-ranking warriors carried Shellandrian steel swords. Delgarias’s astonishment increased even as a fresh wave of unease that his assumptions and plans regarding this rogue’s capture had been very wrong. How did she get a sword like that? Vampires were banned from Shellandria, as the queen refused to take part in the integration. The internal questions faded as the sight of Annarkie’s fighting style drew his focus like a magnet.

Her movements were as exquisite as her body, bloodstained as it was. She danced in a blur, dodging blows from swords and staffs, slicing cleanly through elbows and ankles.

This was a warrior of the likes he hadn’t seen in hundreds of years. But even as he watched her hack, slash, and dodge with lightning deftness, oblivious to her own blood leaking from various wounds, frustration imbued him with the need to see her face.

Because he felt more than admiration and curiosity at the sight of her. Something else stirred within him: an old, aching wound, tormenting familiarity.

Could it be?

As he watched her drop to the blood-soaked floor and use the slickness to spin on her back like a modern dancer, severing the feet of her enemies in a swirling dervish, Delgarias caught a glimpse of blazing bronze eyes, a heart-shaped face, and full, arched lips.

Lips whose taste he’d always remember.

Razvan interrupted Delgarias’s stunned revelation by shooting a vampire whose sword nearly came down to impale Annarkie.

Radu lunged forward, eager to join the fight, but Delgarias held him back.

“That is no vampire,” Delgarias told the twins, unable to control the quaver in his voice.

“What is she?” Razvan’s low voice was nearly drowned out in the sounds of clashing blades, gunshots, and screams.

Mine, he answered silently. “Don’t you worry about that. Right now, I only want her captured and taken into my custody when this bloodbath is finished.”

“But if she’s not a vampire, that makes her an enemy for killing our kind, no matter how loathsome these cultists are,” Radu said. A glimmer of regret flashed in his black eyes, though his mouth was resolute. “For that, she must be killed.”

“I want her alive,” Delgarias growled through clenched teeth. Lightning danced across his fingertips, making both twins draw back warily. “Now go finish off the ones she’s kindly incapacitated for us and try not to let her take a pound of flesh from you as well.”

“Yes, Eminence.” Radu brought his sword down on an armless vampire who was trying to squirm away and Delgarias incinerated another with a fireball.

Razvan remained where he was, methodically firing at any vampire who carried a gun. A good plan. Because if one of the cultists killed the woman who now called herself Annarkie, Delgarias would lose her forever.

But she seemed determined to thwart him, daring death as she was swarmed by enemy vampires and their blades. Both her blade and fighting skills were superior in quality, but the cultists had the advantage in quantity even after she’d taken out at least thirty from the sight of the bodies on the floor.

The horde tried to back her into a corner, but she charged up the wall, running across it in skittering steps that defied gravity.

“Goddamn,” Razvan breathed. “You’re right. A vampire could do that if she utilized her levitation, but it would look clumsy. Or if she used her speed, one wouldn’t see her move.”

Annarkie reached the stairs to the loft at the same time as her pursuers. With the same light steps, she darted up the banister, swinging her sword with exquisite precision, always maiming, never killing.

Because if she killed one of them—

A severed hand whooshed through the air, nearly striking Delgarias on the face. Flecks of hot blood spattered on his cheeks.

A sharp crack tore through the chamber as the railing of the loft above broke, sending splinters of wood and three vampires to crash to the wooden floor. One of the weathered boards swung up and split, impaling an unfortunate cultist through the heart.

Delgarias gasped. Would that count as her killing someone? Would it—

Annarkie let out a battle cry, terrible, keening and infused with defiance. He looked up to see her drop two more vampires her Shellandrian steel sword. But she was flagging. Delgarias saw it in the pallor of her skin beneath its coating of gore and the barely perceptible slowing down of her sword strikes.

She needed help. And yet, Delgarias hesitated. If she noticed him, the distraction would be too great and he could get her killed.

Another scream reverberated through the chamber, rattling his bones. Annarkie rose up in the air and wings burst through her back, the feathers gleaming copper and bronze. Her attackers froze where they stood, eyes wide with awe and terror.

“No!” Delgarias roared, for he’d seen this scene before.

But she didn’t even glance his way. Power rushed through the room, a heavy wind, seeming to suck the oxygen from the room.

Annarkie raised her hands, palms outward, and thrust her power at the remaining cultists.

The blast was deafening and powerful, throwing the cultists into the wall like a bomb had detonated. The building shook, boards snapped, and dust and debris fell from the rafters.

Delgarias retained his footing with great effort. With panic clawing at his throat, he looked up. Annarkie still stood, yet her glorious wings drooped like wilting flowers. The vampires she’d struck writhed on the floor of the loft, groaning in pain. Others were unconscious, yet thankfully breathing…until Delgarias made it otherwise. Thank the fates, she hadn’t done what Xochitl had done and only got away with because of her unique genetics.

Annarkie made her way down the stairs, swaying as she clung to the banister. Her leather jacket, split up the back from her wings, slipped off her arms in two shredded halves. Delgarias stared at her, marveling at how her kind could toe the line of their limitations.

But she may have crossed that line. His nervousness returned as he saw her sway too far forward. Her foot slipped on a blood-slick step, and she began to fall.

Delgarias rushed forward in a burst of preternatural speed and caught her before she could take an ugly tumble.

Tawny eyes the color of polished bronze widened as she stared up at him in stunned recognition.

“Del?” she whispered weakly.

“Nik.” He heard his voice crack. His eyes burned as they traced every contour of her face. “It was you all along? Arresting my people and taunting me for centuries?”

A dry chuckle emerged from her beautiful lips. Her words slurred as she smirked up at him. “I was wondering how long it would take before you found out.”

Her copper lashes fluttered closed, and she went limp in his arms.

Prickles of fear raced down his back as he remembered Xochitl’s long coma after she’d killed a man. So many of these vampires were near death. There was only one way to take them from Nikkita’s tally.

Carefully cradling the love of his life, Delgarias scooped up her sword and the halves of her jacket before he turned to Razvan and Radu. “Finish them. All of them. Then go home, and tell no one of what has happened this night.”
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