
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


DARK ASCENSION

AN EMA MARX NOVEL BOOK FOUR

[image: image]

J.D. BROWN

––––––––

[image: ]


[image: image]

Dark Ascension. Copyright © 2017 by J.D. Brown

All rights reserved and preserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission of the author.

First Published in the United States of America by NightMare Publishing.

Second Edition, March 2020

Cover Art Design by BZN Studio Designs

Edited by: Carrie RO

Layout and Interior Design by: NightMare Publishing

This book is a work of fiction. The characters, settings, incidents, and dialogues are products of the author’s imagination and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for the author or third-party content.

NightMare Publishing logo is a trademark ™ of NightMare Publishing USA.

For my niece and nephew.

“We don’t stop playing when we get old.

We get old when we stop playing.”

I hope you play forever,

And dream just as long.
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Doctor Gordon donned a pair of blue latex gloves, covering her immaculate French manicure, and squeezed a dollop of cold gel onto my exposed abdomen. I leaned back against the exam table, gripped both sides of the mat in my fists, and released a slow breath.

Relax, damn it.

Easier said than done. I half-expected Apollyon’s face to appear on the ultrasound monitor like a horror movie. I couldn’t look at the screen, so I focused on Dr. Gordon’s expression while she moved the transducer across my belly. Her sculpted eyebrows dipped toward the center.

“Hmm.”

My fingernails tore through the leather mat and bit into my palms. “Uh, doc? Was that a good hmm or a bad hmm?”

Her million-dollar smile would’ve been billboard worthy if not for the fangs. “Well, you’re right. You’re having twins. Congratulations.”

“But isn’t this...” I released the exam table and twirled one hand in the air as though to summon the right words. Failing, I settled for, “unusual?”

“Having twins?” Dr. Gordon upped her brow. “Not at all. It’s perfectly normal to miss the second heartbeat during the early stages.”

Maria had said something similar the first time we discovered my unborn child had an unborn sibling. Two for the price of one. Lucky me. Except Apollyon’s evil alchemy might be involved.

“So both embryos are healthy?” I asked, still not looking at the screen.

Dr. Gordon nodded. “Both heartbeats are very strong. No sign of complication. Would you like to hear them?”

Before I could answer, she flipped a switch on the ultrasound machine and a rapid thump-thump filled the room. A knot welled in my throat as my gaze slid to the sonogram screen. My little raspberries had grown into two little peanuts. They had little heads and little bellies. Little arms and little legs. My heart swelled in my chest.

Dr. Gordon lowered the volume. “Have you thought about what type of birth you want?”

I blinked at her, caught off guard. “The normal kind?”

She chuckled. “I mean do you want to do it naturally, without an epidural?”

“Do vampyres need epidurals? With our tolerance for pain...”

“If I only had a nickel.” Her kind smile lit her features. “It’s your first pregnancy and you’re expecting twins. Trust me, you’ll feel it.”

I pulled my lower lip between my teeth and gnawed on the skin. I never thought much about procreation beyond using the proper preventatives, but now that labor stared at me from the not-so-distant future, the idea was terrifying.

Dr. Gordon pressed a few buttons on the ultrasound machine then wiped the gel from my abdomen. “You have a while to decide. Talk it over with the father and let me know.”

The father. Right.

I sat upright and lowered the hem of my T-shirt over the sticky residue on my stomach. A printer atop the counter space opposite the exam table whirred to life and printed a photograph copy of the image from the sonogram screen. The doctor removed her gloves and then handed the photo to me. The whole thing still seemed so surreal.

Me, pregnant? With actual real live babies?

I looked at the picture. Their heads were as large as their bodies, like cartoon people. They had tiny fingers and toes like nubs on a doll.

They’re perfect.

My chest swelled and I rubbed my nose to hide a sniffle. “Um, Doc?” I shifted my weight and looked to the side, trying to find the correct words. Somehow, asking if it were medically possible for either of my offspring to be the reincarnation of evil didn’t seem like an acceptable question to ask one’s doctor. She could have me committed, my children taken away. Then again, she was a vampyre too. Maybe she’d understand. Maybe fetal possession was common.

And maybe unicorns eat rainbows for breakfast.

Dr. Gordon watched me expectantly. “Yes?”

“I was just wondering...” I lowered my gaze to my lap and winced. “How soon could I do a paternity test?”

She blinked and her porcelain cheeks turned rosy. “How unprofessional of me. I didn’t mean to assume—”

“No, it’s okay, really.” I waved my hands to dismiss her apology, trying to downplay the situation as much as possible. “I’m ninety-nine percent sure I know who the father is, I’d just feel better with confirmation.” The back of my neck burned and I cleared my throat.

“Well, we can get your blood drawn now if you’d like, but we’ll need the father’s too, of course. Is he available?”

Gosh, how could I explain that one of the possible fathers was currently locked in a castle dungeon while the other was metaphysically imprisoned in a magical gemstone?

“I can get a hair sample. Will that work?”

Her mouth thinned as she leaned against the counter and tapped her fingernails. “Ema, do you have someone you can talk to about this? A parent, perhaps?”

A scoff burst from my lungs before I could stop myself. My parents were the last people on earth I wanted to talk to, especially about the buns in my oven. I covered my mouth and gave the doctor an apologetic look. “Sorry.”

She sighed and then turned to open a small drawer. “I’ll draw up the labs. Our phlebotomist, Tracie, is in the second room on the right.” She selected a pamphlet from the drawer and handed it to me. I glanced at the title and rolled my eyes.

Parents without Partners.

Great, she probably thought I was some kind of abuse victim. After all, she’d seen the ugly brand above my navel. It wasn’t the kind of scar one could get by accident. The geometric shapes were too exact and too deep. It looked like something a satanic cult would carve into their followers.

“Thanks.” I stood, shoved the pamphlet into the back pocket of my denim shorts, and then went to see Tracie. She was a stocky woman with a gray bob and a chipped fang. She didn’t speak a word while taking my blood. I scheduled my next appointment with the receptionist then exited into the lobby where Maria and Jesu waited. They immediately stood.

“Well?” Jesu kept his voice down, but the urgency was obvious. I handed him the sonogram photo and then fished my sunglasses out of my purse. Jesu’s jaw tensed as he scanned the image. Maria pushed onto her toes and leaned against his arm to see. She grinned, and her gaze sparkled—looking every bit like the proud grandmother even though we shared no relation. But her eyes were wary too. Guarded.

“They’re healthy,” I said. “They’re normal.” I slid the sunglasses over my nose and pushed past the main exit to the parking lot. Jesu and Maria soon followed.

The July sun shined bright despite the late evening hour. My bare arms and legs tingled under the excessive UV rays, and I hustled a little faster toward the sedan we’d borrowed from the der Wölfe family.

“Did you show her the bracelet?” Jesu unlocked the car doors. “Did she see what it does?”

“No.” I slid into the front passenger seat.

“No?” He lowered into the driver’s side while Maria took the back seat. “Why not? That was the whole point of this appointment.”

I yanked the visor down for added shade. Jesu wore his black wraparound ski glasses, but I could feel him staring at me. “She’s an obstetrician, Jesu, not an alchemist. What was I supposed to say? ‘Hey doc, while you’re down there could you do a quick douche with holy water, see what happens’?”

Jesu frowned. “How can you joke about this?”

Guilt poked at my chest and my throat tightened. “It’s not that simple, okay?”

It wasn’t easy to admit I might be carrying something evil inside me. I already loved them. They had toes, and I already loved all twenty of them. How was that fair? In the hospital in Panama, I told Jesu and Maria about Jalmari’s warning. Jalmari had said the baby belonged to Apollyon; that his father had used us to conceive some sort of clone or reincarnation of himself. At the time, I thought Jalmari was just trying to weasel his way out of taking responsibility. But then my philosopher’s stone—the magical vessel I’d used to entrap Apollyon—started to glow bright red whenever it came in contact with my abdomen.

I glanced at my shoes. The silver rose-link bracelet that held the ruby-colored stone was visible over my left sock. Jesu had wanted to lock the stone in a safe, but I felt better keeping Apollyon where I could see him. Usually, the gem was hidden under my pant legs, but I wore shorts with the intention of showing the stone to Dr. Gordon.

Like she wouldn’t have freaked out.

“What’s important,” said Maria, “is that the babies are healthy and developing normally.” She leaned over the front arm rests and gave each of us a stern look.

Jesu glanced at the photograph and sighed. He handed the picture to me, then turned over the engine and pulled out of the parking space. I folded the image and shoved it into my purse.

“I’m getting a DNA test. If Jalmari is the father, then we’ll know the glowing doesn’t mean anything; that it’s just a fluke. And if he’s not the father, then...”

Then what? Jalmari’s words haunted me. You have to kill all of him, Ema.

“I’m afraid that won’t work, darling.” Maria leaned back in her seat. “Paternity tests aren’t perfect. Father and son are too similar. Without Apollyon’s DNA for comparison, the test will come up positive even if Jalmari is not the father.”

“Well, crap.” I slouched against the leather car seat and pouted. We were on the highway headed out of town to the country. Jesu kept his gaze on the road. His thin lips and hard jawline gave no hint to his thoughts. “I guess you haven’t had any luck finding an alchemist?”

“No,” Maria grumbled. “Not yet.”

She had been searching since we got back from Panama, but alchemists—real alchemists—were a rare and elusive bunch. Every lead ended with a con artist, a role-player, or a theater magician. Not a single one knew a thing about transmutation.

I was beginning to lose hope. The DNA test was my last good idea, and even that proved to be a dead end. The only other thing I could think of—the only other person who would know anything at all—was Lilith. She knew I was pregnant before I did. She was the reason I even bothered to take a pregnancy test. And she knew Apollyon was involved; that a part of his essence was inside me, tied to the lives growing in my womb.

But I hadn’t told anyone about Lilith. No one mentioned her after the battle, and no one had any idea I had ever met her at all. Not that it mattered now. I missed my chance to get answers from her. The last time I spoke to Valafar, he promised to take Lilith far away, and as far as I could tell, he kept his word. I had no idea where either of them had disappeared to.

Maria clapped her hands, and I jumped. Her chipper tone was a complete turnaround from the glumness of a moment ago. “So, does everyone know what they are wearing tonight?”

I glanced at her reflection in the visor mirror and shrugged. “Black. It’s a funeral, right?”
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Helena’s slow, even breath feathered against mine, her pulse the only sound in the room. Her scent... She wore perfume, but it did nothing to mask the rot of her race. Ropes of dull grey hair in elegant tangles framed a withered face. Ema’s mum lay sound asleep. The posh blue comforter of the king-sized bed swallowed her emaciated frame.

I hovered mere inches above her, horizontal in the stuffy castle air, and gathered my courage. A shudder rolled through me as I reached out. My fingertips touched only the fuzz on her frail cheek. I swallowed the lump welling in my throat and closed my eyes.

Light brightened behind my closed lids. Images came into focus. Moving pictures. The colors and details dulled to that of an old film projection. A young girl peddled a pink tricycle. A sense of pride filled my chest. The feeling was not mine. The memory was not mine.

I sifted quickly past the dream to Helena’s more recent memory. I stopped at her recollection of waking this morning then moved more slowly through her day, watching every motion she made, hearing every word she uttered and all the thoughts she kept to herself, feeling her every emotion as though I had lived it. But Helena still did not have what I needed.

Ema hid Apollyon’s ring when they returned from Panama, and the little minx had been crafty about it. She used Adders Tongue to smoke the entire guest wing, knowing the herb made it impossible for me to spy on her unawares. Days passed before the lingering stench stopped affecting my ability to phase. When my initial search failed, I decided to use a second set of eyes; someone completely ignorant and easily dismissible. Helena merely needed to glimpse the jewel or overhear some small detail about it, but the dumb cow had nothing. She didn’t even know what her husband was.

A dull ache throbbed at my temple and flashes of white-hot light tore holes in my concentration. I squeezed my eyelids tight and shook my head, hoping to temper the headache.

Watch it again. I might have missed something.

I ran my tongue between my lips and drew a deep breath, prepared to re-wind Helena’s memories of the day, when a knock at the chamber door snapped my eyes open and severed the link to Helena’s psyche. I phased to nothingness and flew to the ceiling rails.

The knock sounded again—a soft vibration that pushed through the air of my essence like a gentle tide against a buoyant leaf. Then a sharper ripple came. A voice. I deciphered the sound waves as one might decipher a code.

“Hello? Mrs. Marx?”

The door creaked open as Princess Sara peeked into the room. Though I could not physically see her while phased, millennia of practice made my oscillatory perception just as good as regular vision. Sometimes more so. The princess embodied a soft subdued essence, like the scent of a daisy amidst the pungent musk of the gypsy snoring in the center of the room.

I watched, completely invisible to the princess as she peered at Ema’s mum. Helena would sleep a while longer, but there was nothing suspicious about that. Humans often slept during the day. They called it a nap.

Sara came into the room carrying a dinner tray. She set it gently on the nightstand. I already knew what she would do next. When the gypsy did not wake, Sara swiftly and silently closed the chamber door. She dashed into Ema’s dressing room and rummaged through the wardrobe. Yesterday, she had searched the loo. The day before that, she had checked the vanity, under the bed, and inside the hearth. All places I had already thought of. All of them empty.

It amused me that Jalmari sent the princess to do his bidding. The more shocking fact, however, was that she obeyed him. To be honest, I wasn’t surprised by the betrayal. Sara might have called Ema a friend, but royals were all the same in their loyalty and traditions. Jalmari’s request outranked Ema’s friendship. Simple as that. Sara’s dishonesty to her brother, however... Well, that was rather like the pot calling the kettle black, wasn’t it? I should have told Brinnon about his sister’s actions, but Sara’s meddling helped me. If the docile princess managed to find the ring, I could easily overpower her and take it for myself. This knowledge was enough to placate the throbbing headache and calm my nerves. It was enough for me to leave Ema’s chambers and take in a few leisure activities.

Warmth filled my core as thoughts of Brinnon entered my mind. I phased through the walls, navigated through wood and drywall, plumbing and stone, until I reached the prince’s chamber. The scent of honey and cloves enveloped my essence. A shiver of excitement nearly dropped me into my three-dimensional form, but I remained invisible a moment longer. It would do no good to expose myself to an unwanted audience, however amusing it would be in the short term.

Instead, I spread my essence thin over the room. Brinnon’s location was easily discovered. He stood before a full-length mirror, admiring himself the way my cock jumped to admire his firm arse. When I could detect no one else in the room with him, I lowered to my feet, directly behind his broad shoulders and strong backside. I solidified my hands and slid my palms over his eyes.

“Guess who,” I whispered while leading him gently away from the mirror. A sharp gasp expanded his lungs as my physical form completed its shape. His back pressed firmly against my chest. The heat between us penetrated his silk shirt and my cotton knit sweater. It singed straight through to my heart, and I pressed against him in turn, letting him feel the tent in my trousers.

“Val.” Brinnon turned within the circle of my arms. His golden eyes found mine, and he smiled. He smelled of soap and wore black. Black socks, black shoes, black trousers, black dress shirt with the buttons not yet fastened. His ivory chest was amazing. Rock solid and so defined, I could count each individual muscle. I ran my fingers through the coarse black hair over his pectorals, then cupped his boyish jaw and kissed his supple lips. He tasted warm and sweet. The urge to shag him mounted with each breathless moment.

Brinnon deepened the kiss, burning me all the way to my soul. He pulled away for a breath sooner than I would have liked. I pressed my forehead to his and touched the tip of his nose with mine.

“We have time for a quick shag. Don’t say no.”

He chuckled. “I have a eulogy to deliver. You know that.”

“But I want you.” I slid a hand under his open shirt and skimmed his nipple, pressing my lips to his neck. “I need you.”

“Selfish,” he murmured. His head tilted to the side, giving me purchase as I left a trail of kisses along his collar bone. “I’m supposed to be downstairs.”

“No one’ll start the party without you, love.” I covered his lips with mine and kissed him. Tasted him. Stole from him. Brinnon was right, I was selfish. Tomorrow he would be crowned king and then he’d forget about me. He had to. Kings were obligated to procreate. There would be no room for me between running a clan and running a family. I’d learned that lesson long ago.

But for now...

I hooked my fingers in his belt loops and pulled his hips against mine. His arousal pressed against my thigh, heat pooling with my own erection. The need to tear his clothes from his body and feel skin on skin was a pain so good, I thought I would burst. I pushed his shirt from his shoulders. He shimmied out of it, letting it fall away, and then clawed at my trouser button. We stripped each other nude in a rush of jittery hands and urgent lips. He pushed me onto the bed, his gaze feral. I couldn’t help grinning in triumph as he stalked backward toward the door. His lithe body was the picture definition of male perfection; every muscle carved from smooth stone, every calculated step a testimony to his strength. His eyes, like liquid gold, entombed mine. He was definitely the most beautiful of my lovers.

With a mischievous smile, Brinnon reached behind him and turned the lock.
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I pulled a black cardigan over my cotton tank top. A dark peasant skirt brushed my heels, keeping the philosopher’s stone hidden. Mom massaged her knuckles and yawned. She stood near the mantle, where she lit a cluster of white pillar candles, and glanced at my reflection in the vanity mirror.

“Oh honey, you really ought to wear the pink dress. Black makes you look so pale.”

I lifted a hand to shade my eyes before turning to glare at her. Mom had gathered every candle in the castle and piled them all into my room—where she insisted on staying despite the perfectly empty guest rooms across the hall. Wax of every color and size lined the mantle, the sitting table, the bookshelves, and the bathroom sink. And every single wick was ablaze. The castle didn’t have windows. The rooms had electrical outlets, but no lamps. I knew Mom couldn’t see well in the dark, but I could hardly see anything through so much light.

To make matters worse, everyone had been right; the Romani essence stank. Mom smelled like wet dog or roadkill. She showered regularly and wore perfume, but that only seemed to make it worse. I didn’t know how to tell her, so I just dealt with it.

“It’s a funeral, Mama. I can’t wear pink.” I faced the mirror and pulled my fingers through my hair.

She pursed her lips and brushed a few strands of gray-black hair behind her ear. “You need to get more sunshine. You look ill.”

I glared at her reflection, but bit back the urge to tell her exactly why I wouldn’t be tanning any time soon. I hadn’t figured out yet if Mom knew vampyres existed, or that I had become one. Sometimes it seemed like she did. She had acted wary around Bridget when we found her with Dad and Anthony in Apollyon’s lair in Panama. She refused to speak to anyone in the castle and—aside from taking all the candles—refused to leave my room. But none of that was unusual for Mom. She’d always been something of a stuck-up recluse. The first time I met Jesu, Maria, and Jalmari, I had no idea they were anything other than human. That I was anything other than human. The mind believed what it wanted. Also, the R.E.D. had strict rules against spoiling the secret. I broke those rules once already. I couldn’t afford to break them again.

“I’m just saying. Sickly isn’t attractive.” She muttered the last part under her breath, but with supernatural hearing and all... I turned too quickly to respond, and blinding orange candlelight blazed across my vision. I sucked in a sharp breath and threw an arm over my eyes.

“Honestly, Mama, must you use every candle? My retinas are melting.” I marched into the dressing nook to get away from the harsh light and pressed my spine against the wall that separated the nook from my bedroom. With a sigh, I let my head roll back against the cream-colored wallpaper and glanced at the stucco ceiling.

Mom never asked what happened—how I disappeared from Chicago and ended up halfway across the globe in Berlin, or how she ended up in a cage in Panama with my father and ex-boyfriend. She didn’t ask who Jesu, Maria, or any of the others were, or when we’d go home. But she criticized the castle. The lack of lighting and heat. She criticized my clothes, my hair, my skin. It was like the last six months apart never happened. Worst of all, I was glad she didn’t ask questions. I didn’t know how to talk about it.

I pushed away from the wall and took a deep breath. My toes curled against the marble floor. The gentle scrape of the silver bracelet around my ankle served as a constant reminder of why I was attending a funeral today—of what I had done, how I had failed.

I need shoes.

The dressing nook looked like a sitting area in an upscale fashion boutique, complete with a pink and white loveseat, a full-length mirror, and a doublewide armoire. I opened the armoire and selected a pair of black ballet flats. I slipped them on as a knock sounded at the bedroom door.

“Come in,” I called out, already knowing who stood on the other side. Jesu’s spring rain scent reached me before his knuckles even touched the wood. Since Mom moved in, he stopped using our shared bathroom as an entrance.

I exited the nook to find him standing in the open doorframe. A suit and tie wrapped his tall, lean frame in black cashmere. His long raven locks formed a sleek ponytail at the nape of his neck. The tailored jacket added a touch of extra width to his shoulders and the crisp clean-cut lines tapered handsomely into his narrow hips. I released a slow breath.

Be still, my heart.

His left cheek dimpled as he offered a polite smile to my mother. “Mrs. Marx.”

She arched one eyebrow then turned away while kneading her hands together. I rolled my eyes. Even though Jesu and I weren’t an item, I still hoped she would like him. We were still friends, after all. But Mom didn’t like anyone with a pulse.

Jesu didn’t seem bothered by her behavior. He looked at me and his dimple deepened. “Ready?”

“As ready as I’ll ever be.”

He offered his arm, and I hooked my hand through the crook of his elbow. I could practically hear steam blowing from Mom’s ears as Jesu led me into the hall and I closed the bedroom door behind us. She hated being alone, but I really didn’t care. If I had to listen to one more word of criticism, I would lose my mind.

Three Alpan soldiers guarded the corridor; one for each human that occupied the guest wing. Tancred, King Nikolas’ Second in Command—now Prince Brinnon’s Second in Command—ordered them to keep my family in their rooms for the duration of the funeral and the following coronation. It was for their own safety since Alpan guests had been arriving all day. The der Wölfe family and friends were assigned lodging in other parts of the castle, but Tancred wasn’t the type to take risks. I appreciated it. His tact meant less for me to worry about.

The service took place outside, behind the castle grounds, near the edge of the woods. A thicket of lush summer greenery stretched all the way to the horizon. Starlight sparkled across a clear sapphire sky. Yet, the valley and everyone in it stood in stark shadow cast by the monstrous stone walls of the palace as it rose from the hilltop behind us.

I thought my doctor appointment would make us late to the service, but it hadn’t started yet. Jesu weaved through the waiting congregation to a spot near the front. Maria stood nearby. She grinned at us then continued her conversation with a man I didn’t recognize. Tancred and Queen Cecelia stood near a pyre, where the late King Nikolas rested. White linen enveloped the corpse, but it did nothing to obscure his silhouette. The strong arch of his nose and the hard lines of his jaw caused a knot to form in the pit of my stomach. Rudo, the Queen’s personal servant, stood behind his sovereign, his gaze downcast. Princess Sara stood with them too. She wore her hair down and it hid most of her features as she bowed her head; a curtain of black silk that brushed her sharp collar bones and angular shoulders. My heart ached for them.

Nikolas had a very large family. There were easily two hundred vampyres in attendance, and all four-hundred eyes seemed to be staring at me. Conversation buzzed like a chorus of cicadas. Though I didn’t understand German, I was positive my livelihood was the hot topic. Their king—their beloved father, uncle, and brother—was dead because of me. I lowered my gaze and drew a deep breath.

It’ll all be over soon.

But what then? What would happen to the contract?

A hand brushed along my back and gripped my shoulder. I lifted my gaze to find Jesu’s glimmering green eyes fixated on mine. A wrinkle etched his brow. “Are you all right?”

I looked at the others and sighed. “Shouldn’t you be asking everyone else?”

“They will be okay,” he murmured. “They have each other.”

“Speaking of which, is everyone here related to Nikolas?”

“No.” Jesu let his hand fall away as he scanned the crowed. “Some of the guests are Council members. Some are just colleagues.”

“But most of them are family, aren’t they?”

He nodded. “Aunts, uncles, cousins, and grandchildren.”

The grandkids were hard to miss. They looked like teenagers, but their postures were perfect, their clothes conservative. They shook hands and engaged in polite conversation. No cellphones. No video games. No eye rolling. I bet there wasn’t a single child present under the age of fifty. The aging process slowed to a snail crawl once a vampyre reached puberty. I never gave it much thought before, but it suddenly seemed very strange. Did they get married and start families with their bodies still so young and underdeveloped? I filed the question away for later.

I was about to tell Jesu that we ought to give Cecelia our condolences when I caught sight of someone in my periphery. Her athletic frame stood poised in a short black tube dress and thigh-high boots, her loose hair cascaded down her back. She noticed me staring, and her rust-orange gaze narrowed. I touched Jesu’s arm.

“What’s Bridget doing here?”

Jesu turned to follow my line of sight, but Bridget had already disappeared through the crowed. She was supposed to be a prisoner locked up in the holding center until Brinnon could question her as king.

“She got a pardon to attend the funeral.”

I scoffed. “Who would be that generous?”

Jesu cleared his throat. “I would.”

“You?” My brows rose in surprise. “But why?”

He looked toward the crowed and shrugged. “Bridget was always loyal to Nikolas. I do not believe she meant for this to happen. I convinced the Queen to let her atone for her mistakes.”

Do you forgive her?

I bit my lip and glanced away while locking the question deep inside. It wasn’t fair of me to ask. Bridget had put all of us in jeopardy when she practically handed Apollyon’s ring to him in Panama. Nikolas might not be dead right now if she hadn’t intervened. No—Nikolas’ death is my fault. I should have acted sooner.

I didn’t hate Bridget for interfering. At least not nearly as much as I hated her history with Jesu. But I had no right. Not after I had set him free.

The faint scent of sugar with a bitter note, like cocoa, triggered a sharp reaction in my gut, but a hush fell over the congregation before I could give it another thought. 

The guests parted down the middle, clearing a path as Prince Brinnon rushed to his mother’s side. Cecelia narrowed her gaze at her son, and a pale pink flush bloomed over his cheeks. He ran his hands down the front of his crumpled shirt and mouthed a silent, “What?”

Tancred stepped onto a low platform and cleared his throat, signaling the beginning of the sermon. He stood straight, shoulders squared, hands behind his back. His eloquent German baritone flowed over the guests. Every solemn word, every downward glance, every feather of tension along his jaw when he paused denoted the deep love for his former king. I wished I could understand the speech, but I did not miss the power of his grief. Loss, after all, was a feeling that transcended nations.

Tancred uttered something that altered the grim ambience, and suddenly all eyes were on me. My cheeks burned as I took an automatic step back. Jesu leaned in to whisper.

“He is telling everyone how bravely you fought in Panama. How you defeated Apollyon and saved the kingdom.”

“You speak German?” I suspected he did, but never confirmed it before now.

“A little,” he admitted.

I wanted to ask when he’d learned, but memories of that horrible night—of the battle in the tin building in the jungle—slammed to the front of my mind. The fighting itself was a blur of swords and fangs; snakes and venom; the screams of the dying. The only part I remembered with perfect clarity was the end, when I tricked Valafar into using his powers to put everyone into a deep sleep, and then siphoned Apollyon’s essence with my philosophers’ stone. I wouldn’t call defeating someone while they were asleep brave. Worse, I hadn’t acted until after Apollyon struck Nikolas dead. I was too scared. I’d hesitated.

If I was really brave, Nikolas would still be alive.

Jesu touched the top of my hand, and my thoughts returned to the present. Tancred stepped down from the dais, and Brinnon took his place. The crowd faced forward, my crimes forgotten for a moment, as they gave their undivided attention to their future king.

The Prince scanned the audience and his cheeks bloomed crimson. Poor Brinnon. I couldn’t imagine what he must be going through. Everyone would mourn Nikolas, but only the Crown Prince would suffer the weight of his father’s legacy. Brinnon’s wide frame, liquid gold eyes, and strong chin looked so much like his father’s, it hurt. He tugged on his jacket, smoothing out the lines, and then took a deep breath. His speech was rushed. Clumped together like one long, breathy word. When he finished, he dabbed his brow with a handkerchief and stepped off the platform. 

That scent, like cocoa, found its way to my nose again. I inhaled. The oddest sense of urgency tingled just beneath my skin, but I couldn’t place it. Someone needs better cologne.

Dismissing the scent, I watched as a woman mounted the platform and sang. Her voice was beautiful, but her appearance struck me as odd. She had the telltale yellow-gold irises of the der Wölfe family, but her shoulder-length waves were the color of corn instead of the usual vampyre brunette. Her skin glowed bronze instead of ivory, and her teeth were square—like a human.

“Who’s that?” I asked.

“Princess Auda,” Jesu answered. “Brinnon’s eldest sister.”

“But she looks so...”

“Hair bleach and a spray-on tan. She had her teeth filed down as well. Last I heard, she was an Argentinian pop star.”

My brow shot upward. “Isn’t that against the rules?”

Jesu nodded. “Very. Her agent works for the R.E.D.”

“Well, I can respect a woman that fights for a career.”

“Careful,” Jesu warned. “Her fangs might be flat, but her bite is quite nasty.”

The song ended and Brinnon returned to the dais with a torch. He hesitated a moment, his gaze wide with the glow of the blazing flame, and then touched the fire to the wood of the pyre. I turned away, unable to watch the body burn. After a few minutes, the crowd began to thin. Maria came to my side and stood with us. Jesu took a step closer to me and leaned in.

“When are you going to tell Brinnon?”

I knew he was referring to the status of my womb. “After the coronation,” I promised. “When things settle down.”

“You mean after the entire royal family signs the contract.”

I gave him a wary glance. Despite his past insistence that he understood my reasons, the contract was still a sore topic for Jesu.

“It’s going to happen, Jesu. I’m not taking it back.” Or at least I hoped it would still happen. Nikolas was supposed to bring his family around to the idea, but now...

“Have you told your parents?”

“Are you kidding me? Have you met my parents?” My voice raised an octave, and a few lurkers who were still saying their goodbyes turned to stare at me. I mouthed a silent, “Sorry.”

Maria nodded in agreement. “You should talk to them, darling.”

“Not you too,” I groaned.

“They have a right to know.”

I blinked at Jesu as he turned away and headed toward the castle. A right? A freaking right? He must be joking. Maybe he got his English confused. No way could Jesu honestly believe my parents had a right to know anything. He was so lucky I wasn’t his girlfriend. He would have been in so much trouble.

I winced.

I’m not his girlfriend though. Not anymore. And Bridget was lurking around the castle grounds somewhere, free as a bird. I wanted a stiff drink, but remembered I was pregnant.

“At least this day can’t get any worse,” I grumbled.

“There’s always tomorrow.” Maria patted my arm.

I looked at her, but she simply turned away and followed Jesu without explanation. I figured she was being sardonic, but I was honestly too afraid to ask. What would tomorrow bring now that Nikolas’ reign had ended?
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Steam fogged the glass shower walls as hot water cascaded over my shoulders. I leaned toward the faucet, one hand pressed against the cool gray tiles, eyes sewn shut by the rivulets dripping from my lashes. Brinnon’s handsome face and tight body permeated my fantasies; his sensual lips around my cock, fingernails digging into my arse. I imagined those yellow irises looking up at me while he was on his knees. A ragged grunt punched from my lungs and I sighed into the release. God damn, he drove me wild. I ached for his return already.

My cellphone vibrated from its spot on the chrome sink just outside the shower stall. I blinked my eyes open, finished rinsing, and then shut off the water. Brinnon’s footsteps sounded in the hall just outside his chambers. I listened as the bedroom door opened and closed with his entry. He was alone, so I opened the glass shower door, stepped onto the posh rug, and grabbed the cellphone. Turning my back to the wall-length mirror, I tapped the screen and read the text message.


Anything yet?



The text was from Mummy Dearest, but I didn’t need caller I.D. to tell me. The blinding hot flashes behind my eyeballs confirmed it. Find the ring, the command whispered.

I replied to the text with a phallic-shaped emoji.

The bathroom door swung open. Brinnon took a step inside then jolted to a stop. He smelled like chocolate and sex and the ashes of his father. His vacant gaze quickly sharpened as he scanned my naked glory, and his mouth curved into a grin. Then his gaze lowered to the cellphone in my hand, and his expression turned serious.

“What’s going on?”

“Nothing.” I pressed the lock button to darken the screen and then set the phone aside.

Brinnon bit his lip as he stared at the phone. Whatever his suspicions, he seemed to think better of it, and his glorious gaze met mine. “Were you there? Did you hear my speech?”

Disappointment deflated my chest. “You thought I could stand among all those witnesses?”

He shrugged. “You can phase. No one would be the wiser.”

It wasn’t the first time he asked for more than I could give. He knew the limits of our romance. I’d made them quite clear. His commanding officer had guards stationed in every corner of the castle. If it wasn’t because the Alpans could not phase, I wouldn’t even be here.

Brinnon lowered his gaze. “I just thought, since Ema was present...”

I crossed the tiled floor and cupped his jaw in both hands before kissing him softly. He tasted like fire. The smoke of despair. Everything in him must be burning. My cock jumped against the silk swathing his warm thighs. I couldn’t help it.

“I’m sure your speech was lovely.”

His breath feathered against my lips in a small chuckled. “Good thing I came to change. You got me all wet.”

“That’s what she said, love.” I winked, and then released him.

Brinnon went to his closet and opened the doors. “I’m going to be busy for the rest of the night. Probably all morning, too.”

I watched as he tore off his jacket, tossed it on the bed, and then removed his tie. “Let me guess; phone calls to make, documents to sign, arses to kiss?”

“More like witnesses to interrogate.” He eyed me while popping open his shirt buttons. “You ought to be one of them, you know.”

I cocked my brow. “You can interrogate me all you want, love.”

“I would if I thought you would tell the truth.”

I lifted a hand to my heart and gasped. “I’m insulted. How dare you know me so well?”

Brinnon rolled his eyes. “Get a towel. You’re leaving a puddle.”

“No rest for the wicked, then?” I crossed the royal blue carpet, not giving a damn if I left a trail of wet footprints in the fibers. Brinnon finished unbuttoning his shirt. I slid my fingers under the collar and pushed the silk away from his broad shoulders, down his firm biceps. He felt both soft and strong all at once.

He watched me, his gaze lingering well below the flat plains of my stomach, and then he met my eyes. “I am glad you’re here.”

The shirt fell away and I lifted my hand to his neck, just under his jaw, where I slid my thumb over his lips. If only I could kiss away his delicate feelings. I knew what he meant; he was glad I was here for him—for his father’s funeral and the coming coronation—even if I could not be by his side, could not be seen supporting him, loving him, holding the ashes of his heart together. But he was wrong. I was here for Ema.

No—worse—I was here because mother commanded it. My time with Brinnon, like my time with Ema, was limited. I had but days left, maybe hours. The headaches were a constant reminder. How was it so easy for him to forget the fleetingness of it all? Did he simply cling to the moment out of necessity, or was he truly so naive to think I could stay—that I ever had the option of such a luxury—when my very presence was a danger to us both?

My lungs burned and I released a breath I didn’t know I was holding.

“Christ, Val.” Brinnon grabbed my wrist and removed my hand. “I have to go.”

I nodded and then went back to the bathroom to dress. The wall-length mirror was much more difficult to avoid this time, as it often was when I felt sorry for myself. I hated the ugly, old man on the other side. I dressed quickly, avoiding his gaze, but Brinnon was already gone when I returned, leaving me alone with my demons.
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I entered my room to find Mom snoring in bed, the covers pulled up to her eyelashes. Thank goodness vampyres didn’t sleep. She made the bedsheets smell like a dirty hamster cage. I went to the bathroom and ran the shower faucet. My hair smelled like smoke and my fingers itched to scrub the scent away. Pyres were worse than open caskets. Add one burning body to the list of mental images I wished I could erase. And, because I had literally been to hell, I couldn’t help wondering if Nikolas’ dead essence now lay atop a mountain of other lifeless essences—or if he had been wrapped in eternal spider silk like Apollyon.

I need therapy. Years and years of therapy.

I showered, dried, and wrapped a towel around my torso before going back into the bedroom. Someone had left a dinner tray on the nightstand while I was washing. I lifted the lid to find a bowl of chicken noodle soup—the pre-cooked canned type that was more water than chicken or noddle—and a peanut butter sandwich.

Being pregnant meant I had to eat human food again. My parents’ presence provided the perfect excuse for Maria to fill the kitchen pantry with non-perishable items, but no one in the castle knew how to cook for a human, so canned soup and sandwiches quickly became the main course of every meal. I could have done my own grocery shopping and cooking, but the point seemed moot when everything tasted like chalk to my vampyric tongue.

I reset the lid over the tray and then went to the dressing nook for underwear, jeans, and a T-shirt. I’d dressed and slipped my feet into my trusty canvas sneakers when a loud crash sounded in the hallway. The guards shouted in German as I ran to the door and threw it open. Peering into the hall, I immediately saw the source of the commotion. My ex-boyfriend, Anthony, wriggled in the arms of an Alpan soldier like a toddler mid-tantrum.

“Let go of me!” Anthony threw a punch. His knuckles connected with the vampyre’s jaw, but the poor idiot didn’t know the creature he was dealing with. The guard didn’t even flinch. Instead, the soldier lifted all of Anthony’s six-foot-three frame by the seat of his pants and tossed him into his room before quickly shutting the door.

Dad stood across the hall. He leaned against the frame of his open guestroom, watching the event. Jesu watched as well, but he was nothing more than a strip of shadow hidden behind the slim space of a door slightly ajar. His one visible eye seemed to look past me. He nodded and then disappeared into his room.

Huh, what was that about?

“Ema.” Dad gestured to Anthony’s room. “We should really say something to that boy.”

I winced. “I have to check on Mom.” I turned away and noticed Princess Sara standing at the end of the hall. “Sara?”

The youngest of Nikolas’ children matched my petit height, but with a slender grace that was all her own. She hadn’t changed out of her funeral digs yet and still smelled of smoke. The dark attire made her ivory complexion seem paler, her golden irises brighter, and her raven hair blacker. She tucked a strand behind her ear and lowered her gaze.

“My brother asked me to fetch you.”

“Brinnon? Sure. Where is he?”

“Father’s office.” Her gaze lifted and a pale pink colored her cheeks.

Hmm. I knew Sara was a timid person, but I thought we were past that. I’d have to remember to make an effort to repair our friendship.

“Thanks.” I glanced over my shoulder at Mom. She’d rolled onto her side but didn’t wake. I closed the bedroom door gently and then headed toward the tower stairs.

“Ema,” said Dad.

“Not now. Busy.” I waved him off while entering the tower, and then took the stone steps two at a time.

The foyer and ballroom were uncommonly crowded. The castle had enough space to accommodate at least seven large families, but it was quickly becoming obvious that Nikolas’ brood liked to stick together in the common areas. I recognized a few faces as the der Wölfes glanced at me in passing, but no one I knew by name. One thing I noticed was how the male guests far outnumbered the females. I shouldn’t have been comforted by the fact, but just because I let Jesu go didn’t mean I was ready to watch him fall in love with someone else. Bridget or otherwise.

I crossed the ballroom and ducked around the back wall, into the hidden corridor, where I made a left at the T-intersection. The large office door at the end of the hall stood ajar. I sucked in a deep breath, pushed the door open, and entered.

Nikolas’ office—now Brinnon’s office—looked like the inside of Tarzan’s treehouse. Animal skins covered the floorboards and cushioned the furniture. Hunting trophies lined the walls, and I could swear their dead beady eyes followed me as I took a seat before the large polished desk.

Brinnon sat behind the desk, in his father’s armchair. It was an odd sight. Nikolas had been very tall and very wide—corded with sinewy muscles—and I was positive his desk and chair had been custom ordered to his size. Brinnon—who in no way whatsoever could be described as small—looked like a dwarf in his father’s place. He had to be uncomfortable, but he hid it well. His statuesque expression portrayed the epitome of discipline.

Tancred stood beside Brinnon, always the dutiful militant. Bridget’s perfect gymnast figure sat in the chair next to mine. Her booted legs crossed at the knees, causing the skirt of her dress to ride up her thighs. Really, who wears a tube-dress to a funeral? She kept her gaze pinned straight ahead, avoiding mine. I crossed my arms over my chest and glared at her while trying to think of something passive aggressive to say.

Brinnon cleared his throat. “Miss Ema, I’ve called you here because Miss de Loup has made me aware of some pertinent information.”

“Shouldn’t you be with your family?” I kept my narrowed gaze firmly on the French vampire while talking to Brinnon. “Eating dinner and sharing memories?”

Bridget glanced at her lap.

“Ordinarily,” Tancred answered for his sovereign, “yes. But His Majesty felt—”

Brinnon lifted a hand to dismiss his Second. “It’s about Apollyon. And Lilith.”

That got my attention. I straightened my spine and stared at the prince. “What?”

Brinnon drew a breath. “At the battle in Panama, there was an ancient woman standing next to Apollyon. Did you see her?”

My stomach twisted in knots. This was the first time anyone had mentioned Lilith since we got back, but no one knew how entwined I was with the crone. I nodded to indicate that I knew who he spoke of.

“She’s a succubus,” Brinnon continued. “She’s the succubus; mother of them all. Lilith.”

I already knew that, but I said nothing.

“And now,” Brinnon turned his gaze to Bridget, “it would seem that Lilith is also Apollyon’s sister.”

A little bit of bile rose to my throat. I swallowed it and winced. “I’m sorry, what?”

“I heard them.” Bridget kept her gaze down, head bowed. “Apollyon called her his sister.”

“Are you sure he didn’t mean it platonically?”

She blinked and then looked at me. “No, I don’t think so.”

Brinnon sighed as he leaned against the armchair. “Miss de Loup, can you give us a minute?”

Bridget nodded and then rose from her seat.

“You too,” he murmured to his Second.

Tancred gave the prince an uncertain look, but he joined the vampire in the hall and shut the door behind them. Brinnon waited until their footsteps faded. Then he placed his palms flat on the mahogany desk.

“Dad explained to us—to Mom and Sara and I—why he wanted you. Why he would risk everything for that contract, despite what you are. That’s why we agreed to sign it.”

I bit my lip. Despite what I am? I wasn’t sure why he was telling me this, but I anticipated the worst. “I did my part. I stopped Apollyon.”

“And we’re grateful,” Brinnon insisted. “But Apollyon was only half of the problem. Lilith could be—”

“No.” I pressed my hands against the desk and stood. “Lilith is gone. While you were all unconscious, I made Valafar promise to take her away. We won’t be seeing either of them again.”

Brinnon blanched and his brow pinched in the center. He studied me a moment. “I am not demanding anything right now. I only want to know if you will fight with us again when she comes back.”

I blinked at the prince and sat down.

When she comes back. Not if she comes back.

I wanted to believe Lilith was gone for good, because she scared the crap out of me, but I wasn’t that naive. I took great pains to hide Apollyon’s ring for a reason. “It’s not as if I have a choice.”

“But you do.”

I looked at Brinnon and narrowed my gaze in suspicion.

“At least until I convince the rest of my family to sign the contract,” he explained. “You still want it?”

“The contract? Yes.”

Brinnon nodded. “Then I think we should keep this information about Lilith to ourselves.”

“Okay,” I agreed.

“One more thing; I need to question your parents and friend.”

I tensed.

Brinnon must’ve noticed because he raised both hands in defense and explained. “It’s just procedure. I have to file their statements with the R.E.D.”

“I was hoping we could keep my family out of it.”

“Sorry, the Council and the R.E.D. already know. There were too many witnesses involved in their rescue.”

All the soldiers. Half of them died that night. Who attended their funerals?

“What will happen to them?” I asked, referring to my parents and Anthony.

“Your father is free to go as soon as I have his statement.” Brinnon wet his lips and then looked to the side. “Anthony and your mother may prove a more difficult task. As long as they remain ignorant to the truth, the R.E.D. will likely send them home with a reason never to contact you again.”

I furrowed my brow. “What kind of reason?”

Brinnon shrugged. “Oh, they’ll say you’re undercover for the government or some such nonsense. They’ll probably keep a close eye on them both until they feel confident neither one will try contacting you.”

I winced. Mom wasn’t the type to just let things go. “What if they don’t co-operate?”

“Then I suppose you’ll be adding their names to the contract.”

Was that a threat? Would the R.E.D. hurt Mom or Anthony if they didn’t stay away? I swallowed a lump welling in my throat. Of course, I had already planned on adding Mom to the contract. She was Romani, born and raised. Whether she knew the truth about vampyres or not, she was still fair game to the Elite who murdered the Romani to keep the bloodlines pure and prevent people like me from being born. Despite what you are, Brinnon had said.

“Can it wait until morning?” I asked.

Brinnon nodded. “I’ll call you down after their breakfast.”

I nodded and then stood.

“And thank you,” he added. “For coming to the service today.”

“Sure,” I murmured, but my mind was already a million miles away as I left the office. Could Lilith really be Apollyon’s sister? That would make her my great aunt. It would make Valafar my cousin. Many times removed, but still, they would be family. Holy cow, my brain hurt just thinking about it. But if the implication was true, then maybe Lilith wasn’t my enemy. She did rescue me. Twice. Maybe Lilith was protecting me the entire time, leading me to what she thought was my destiny to destroy Apollyon.

But to what end?

Lilith was the one who helped raise Apollyon from the dead in the first place. Why set the prophecy in motion? What was in it for her? And what did it have to do with my children?
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“Ema, wait.”

I was halfway across the ballroom when Bridget called out. My eyelids squeezed shut as I stopped in my tracks and sighed. No use pretending I didn’t hear her. I opened my eyes and faced the French vampire. “What?”
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