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ahstrux nohtrum (n.) Private guard with license to kill who is granted his or her position by the King.


ahvenge (v.) Act of mortal retribution, carried out typically by a male loved one.


Black Dagger Brotherhood (pr. n.) Highly trained vampire warriors who protect their species against the Lessening Society. As a result of selective breeding within the race, Brothers possess immense physical and mental strength, as well as rapid healing capabilities. They are not siblings for the most part, and are inducted into the Brotherhood upon nomination by the Brothers. Aggressive, self-reliant, and secretive by nature, they are the subjects of legend and objects of reverence within the vampire world. They may be killed only by the most serious of wounds, e.g., a gunshot or stab to the heart, etc.


blood slave (n.) Male or female vampire who has been subjugated to serve the blood needs of another. The practice of keeping blood slaves has been outlawed.


the Chosen (pr. n.) Female vampires who had been bred to serve the Scribe Virgin. In the past, they were spiritually rather than temporally focused, but that changed with the ascendance of the final Primale, who freed them from the Sanctuary. With the Scribe Virgin removing herself from her role, they are completely autonomous and learning to live on earth. They do continue to meet the blood needs of unmated members of the Brotherhood, as well as Brothers who cannot feed from their shellans or injured fighters.


chrih (n.) Symbol of honorable death in the Old Language.


cohntehst (n.) Conflict between two males competing for the right to be a female’s mate.


Dhunhd (pr. n.) Hell.


doggen (n.) Member of the servant class within the vampire world. Doggen have old, conservative traditions about service to their superiors, following a formal code of dress and behavior. They are able to go out during the day, but they age relatively quickly. Life expectancy is approximately five hundred years.


ehros (n.) A Chosen trained in the matter of sexual arts.


exhile dhoble (n.) The evil or cursed twin, the one born second.


the Fade (pr. n.) Non-temporal realm where the dead reunite with their loved ones and pass eternity.


First Family (pr. n.) The King and Queen of the vampires, and any children they may have.


ghardian (n.) Custodian of an individual. There are varying degrees of ghardians, with the most powerful being that of a sehcluded female.


glymera (n.) The social core of the aristocracy, roughly equivalent to Regency England’s ton.


hellren (n.) Male vampire who has been mated to a female. Males may take more than one female as mate.


hyslop (n. or v.) Term referring to a lapse in judgment, typically resulting in the compromise of the mechanical operations of a vehicle or otherwise motorized conveyance of some kind. For example, leaving one’s keys in one’s car as it is parked outside the family home overnight, whereupon said vehicle is stolen.


leahdyre (n.) A person of power and influence.


leelan (adj. or n.) A term of endearment loosely translated as “dearest one.”


Lessening Society (pr. n.) Order of slayers convened first by the Omega, and now by his son, for the purpose of eradicating the vampire species.


lesser (n.) De-souled human who targets vampires for extermination as a member of the Lessening Society. Lessers must be stabbed through the chest in order to be killed; otherwise they are ageless. They do not eat or drink and are impotent. Over time, their hair, skin, and irises lose pigmentation until they are blond, blushless, and pale eyed. They smell like baby powder. Now inducted into the society by the Omega’s son, they no longer keep jars for their hearts, as they did in the past. Women now may be inducted.


lewlhen (n.) Gift.


lheage (n.) A term of respect used by a sexual submissive to refer to their dominant.


Lhenihan (pr. n.) A mythic beast renowned for its sexual prowess. In modern slang, refers to a male of preternatural size and sexual stamina.


lys (n.) Torture tool used to remove the eyes.


mahmen (n.) Mother. Used both as an identifier and a term of affection.


mhis (n.) The masking of a given physical environment; the creation of a field of illusion.


nalla (n., f.) or nallum (n., m.) Beloved.


needing period (n.) Female vampire’s time of fertility, generally lasting for two days and accompanied by intense sexual cravings. Occurs approximately five years after a female’s transition and then once a decade thereafter. All males respond to some degree if they are around a female in her need. It can be a dangerous time, with conflicts and fights breaking out between competing males, particularly if the female is not mated.


newling (n.) A virgin.


the Omega (pr. n.) Malevolent, mystical figure who previously targeted the vampires for extinction out of resentment directed toward the Scribe Virgin. Existed in a non-temporal realm and had extensive powers, though not the power of creation. Now eradicated, and replaced by his son, Lash.


phearsom (adj.) Term referring to the potency of a male’s sexual organs. Literal translation something close to “worthy of entering a female.”


Princeps (pr. n.) Highest level of the vampire aristocracy, second only to members of the First Family or the Scribe Virgin’s Chosen. Must be born to the title; it may not be conferred. Have been outlawed by royal decree, but underground factions do exist.


pyrocant (n.) Refers to a critical weakness in an individual. The weakness can be internal, such as an addiction, or external, such as a lover.


rahlman (n.) Savior.


rythe (n.) Ritual manner of asserting honor granted by one who has offended another. If accepted, the offended chooses a weapon and strikes the offender, who presents him- or herself without defenses.


the Scribe Virgin (pr. n.) Mystical force who previously was counselor to the King as well as the keeper of vampire archives and the dispenser of privileges. Existed in a non-temporal realm and had extensive powers, but stepped down and gave her station to another. Capable of a single act of creation, which she expended to bring the vampires into existence.


sehclusion (n.) Status conferred by the King upon a female of the aristocracy as a result of a petition by the female’s family. Places the female under the sole direction of her ghardian, typically the eldest male in her household. Her ghardian then has the legal right to determine all manner of her life, restricting at will any and all interactions she has with the world.


shellan (n.) Female vampire who has been mated to a male. Females generally do not take more than one mate due to the highly territorial nature of bonded males.


symphath (n.) Subspecies within the vampire race characterized by the ability and desire to manipulate emotions in others (for the purposes of an energy exchange), among other traits. Historically, they have been discriminated against and, during certain eras, hunted by vampires.


talhman (n.) The evil side of an individual. A dark stain on the soul that requires expression if it is not properly expunged.


the Tomb (pr. n.) Sacred vault of the Black Dagger Brotherhood. Used as a ceremonial site and, previously, the storage facility for the jars of lessers. Ceremonies performed there include inductions, funerals, and disciplinary actions against Brothers. No one may enter except for members of the Brotherhood, the Scribe Virgin’s successor, or candidates for induction.


trahyner (n.) Word used between males of mutual respect and affection. Translated loosely as “beloved friend.”


transition (n.) Critical moment in a vampire’s life when he or she transforms into an adult. Thereafter, he or she must drink the blood of the opposite sex to survive and is unable to withstand sunlight. Occurs generally in the mid-twenties. Some vampires do not survive their transitions, males in particular. Prior to their transitions, vampires are physically weak, sexually unaware and unresponsive, and unable to dematerialize.


vampire (n.) Member of a species separate from that of Homo sapiens. Vampires must drink the blood of the opposite sex to survive. Human blood will keep them alive, though the strength does not last long. Following their transitions, which occur in their mid-twenties, they are unable to go out into sunlight and must feed from the vein regularly. Vampires cannot “convert” humans through a bite or transfer of blood, though they are in rare cases able to breed with the other species. Vampires can dematerialize at will, though they must be able to calm themselves and concentrate to do so and may not carry anything heavy with them. They are able to strip the memories of humans, provided such memories are short-term. Some vampires are able to read minds. Life expectancy is upward of a thousand years, or in some cases, even longer.


wahlker (n.) An individual who has died and returned to the living from the Fade. They are accorded great respect and are revered for their travails.


whard (n.) Equivalent of a godfather or godmother to an individual.









PROLOGUE
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Thirty-three years ago . . .


Bloomin’ Buds Flower Shop


Connelly, New York


Every night.”


Frowning, Milly Trumble put her purse down by the cash register and rubbed her sunburned shoulder. “Every night?”


Her best friend, Judy Descartes, nodded and stepped back to inspect the bouquet of red roses she was arranging on the counter. At the age of fifty-two, the woman had a cap of gray hair, an apron with ivy appliqué on it, and the direct manner of someone who’d raised four boys in a three-bedroom house with a husband who worked for the fire department.


“Yup, he started right after you flew out. He comes five minutes before closing and buys one white flower. Other than that, everything was business as usual—”


“One flower?”


“Yup, and he pays with a ten-dollar bill and leaves the change.” Judy put her hand out. “Could you pass me the baby’s breath?”


Milly glanced around at the shelves full of windowsill plants, scented candles, and cards for all occasions. Then she checked on the glass-fronted walk-in that was stocked with buckets of roses in different colors, as well as carnations and various other blooms. Nothing was out of place, and there were receipts overflowing the in-basket, all ready for her to go through.


“Will you stop.” Judy blew a wisp of hair out of her face. “Did you think I was gonna burn the place down in the last week?”


“Of course not.”


Judy waved a hand toward the pile of baby’s breath. “Hello?”


“Sorry.” She moved the tangle of tiny white sprays closer to her business partner. “Here.”


“Did you really come right from the airport? I figured you’d go home and get a good sleep first.”


“I wanted to make sure everything was okay.”


Which was true. But this was also her first vacation since the divorce two years ago, and the idea of walking into that dark, empty house made her stomach hurt. Plus the time away hadn’t been worth it. She’d gotten a sunburn, sand in every shoe she had, and all she’d done was worry about the shop.


And of course, she’d missed Roger. Who was on a honeymoon with the new Mrs. Trumble.


“Did you miss me?” she blurted as she patted at her hair. She’d gotten it cut and dyed it blond before she’d left.


She hated the way it looked.


“Of course I did.” Judy speared the baby’s breath into the arrangement, the tiny buds like fireflies against a red night. “And before you go and start counting peonies, yes, the flowers came in for the Clancy wedding bouquets and that ridiculous planner of theirs has already been in. Twice. That event is going to be ridiculous. We didn’t do ‘planners’ in our day. I don’t know what’s wrong with these girls now. Everyone thinks they’re a Hollywood star.”


“Sometimes it’s more about the pictures and the ceremony than the guy they’re standing next to.” Milly tilted to the side and frowned at the bouquet. “Hold up, that section on the left needs more—”


“I know, I’m working on it—”


Bing!


Judy lifted her wrist and tapped her watch. “Right on time.”


Milly turned to the shop door—and time slowed to a crawl. The man who entered her and Judy’s pastel paradise was dressed in black—was that leather? the whole outfit?—and standing tall and wide as the building itself. He was positively enormous, with shoulders that seemed to press on the walls of the shop, and a tightly shorn head of dark hair that nearly brushed the ceiling. But the holy-crap wasn’t just about his size. His face was harsh in the ways of winter, the bones showing in hard cuts as if he didn’t eat enough, his stare black as the pits of Hell, his expression harsh and aggressive.


Milly jumped as she felt a hand touch her arm.


“Relax, will ya,” Judy hissed. “And stop it. You don’t have to call the police.”


“I wasn’t going to—”


“Then why’s your phone in your hand?” In a louder voice, Judy said, “Nice to see you again.”


She squeezed out from behind the counter and approached the man like one of those circus wranglers who got into the ring with tigers.


“Would you like to enter the walk-in? I know you prefer to take your time picking.”


Judy went over and opened the glass door, standing to the side like an usher. And even though the giant man hardly seemed the type to take direction from anybody, he put his hands into his—leather!—pants, lowered his head, and went forward.


Ordinarily, Milly couldn’t stand that fridge being open for anything other than a quick pass through as you might as well burn money leaking all the cold out, but like she was saying anything?


When he was inside, Judy let things ease shut and came back behind the register. As she punched another sprig of baby’s breath into the roses, she said, “Stop staring.”


“I’m not,” Milly shot over as she kept . . . well, staring.


Inside the glass box, the man was a living shadow that blocked the view of the flowers, the moon not so much eclipsing the sun, but devouring it and leaving nothing on the plate, no crumbs or scraps.


Or that should be petals or leaves, right?


Oh, whatever. She was terrible with metaphors. That’s why she handled the accounting.


“How long does he take in there?” she whispered as she studied his profile. “I think his eyes are closed.”


“He stands there for a while. Then he picks something out, gives me that ten-dollar bill even though I tell him I’ll just charge him two dollars, and leaves.”


Milly glanced at the cash register. “And he’s never tried to . . . ?”


“Good God, you’re suspicious.”


“You didn’t think the same thing the first time he walked in here?”


“Shh, he’s coming out.”


Milly grabbed for her purse and resolved that she’d hit him with it if he started anything. Although that would be like taking a flyswatter into a brass knuckle boxing match. But whatever.


He’d chosen a white rose, she noted. And a good one, one that had just started to unfurl from its tight curl.


“Nice bloom you got,” Judy said. “Milly will take care of you.”


When Milly didn’t move, Judy glared and took over, wiping her hands on her apron and then ringing things up with a series of beeps. The register’s drawer shot forth like the ten-year-old machine was sticking its tongue out, and the money changed hands.


“You sure about this?” Judy held the bill up. “I keep telling you it’s only—”


“Keep the change.” The man didn’t meet Judy’s stare as he turned away. “Thank you.”


“Guess we’ll see you tomorrow,” Judy murmured as she put the tenner in the drawer and closed things up.


“No,” he said over his shoulder.


“No?”


As he paused, those hooded eyes lingered on the fragile white petals of the rose. That big hand could have crushed the stem, fisted the bloom, and thrown it all to the ground so those huge boots could destroy the delicate bud. Instead, he held what he’d purchased with care.


“I’ve got no one to buy flowers for anymore.” That dark stare skipped to Milly and dipped down to her purse. Then he scanned the shop. “Habit sometimes is all we have, though.”


The nod he gave them was almost courtly, and then he walked out.


As the bing! of the door faded, Milly looked at Judy—and then, as it had always been between the two of them, they came to the same conclusion at the same time: They both hustled for the exit, and leaned out to see around the appliquéd sign on the glass.


No one was there. Not on the sidewalks. Not getting into a car parked in the angled spaces. Not walking in the glow of the town square’s peach-colored gaslights.


Milly looked back and forth. “What—where’d he go?”


Connelly was a ghost town this late. Heck, seven fifty-seven p.m. might as well be after midnight. Even the diner was shut down, and so were the lawyer’s office, the shoe shop, the dressmaker’s, and the bank. The pharmacy was still open for another hour, but its glow was far off, on the next corner.


No car driving away. No purr of a departing motorcycle. Not even a pedaling bike disappearing down the road.


Also no big man, in black leather and massive boots, striding off heavily enough to crack the pavement.


“It’s like he up and disappeared,” Judy breathed.


“Oh, no. He lost his flower.”


Milly hopped out into the cold. The white rose had been dropped about ten feet from the door, and she picked up the stem. The petals were bruised from where they’d hit the sidewalk’s rough cement.


“It’s starting to snow,” Judy said as she looked up at the sky. “You’re really not in the Bahamas anymore.”


Milly took a moment to glance around at the tiny downtown that was as familiar as her own reflection. She’d been born and raised here, and she was going to die here, too. Alone. Because Roger had a new Mrs., like he’d traded in an old car for the newer model.


“First snow of the season,” she said as she tracked the flakes that were spinning down from the sky.


“Come inside, Milly. You’ll catch pneumonia.”


Heading back into the warmth of their little shop, the chill stayed with her as she pictured the man in black leather. It felt a little strange to feel compassion for a stranger, especially one who looked like that. But she was sad for him. Whoever he was.


Then again, she was the other side of his no-go coin: She had no one to buy her flowers anymore. And living in this town, where all the men her age were either married or relatives, she wasn’t going to find one.


She put the bloom to her nose and breathed in. The sense that life had passed her by already made her feel eighty years old.


The man had had the same air about him.


“I got chicken cacciatore leftovers tonight,” Judy said brusquely. “Too much for me and Joe to eat by ourselves now that we’re empty nesters.”


Milly looked at her best friend. Judy was back behind the counter, pushing at the roses like she didn’t approve of her efforts.


“You don’t have to do that.”


“Of course I don’t. But I did miss you.” Judy bent down and brought something out from under the counter. “Here. For your rose.”


The little vase was just the right size, and Milly blinked a couple of times. Good thing she had to turn away to the sink and fill it up.


“That sounds great,” she said roughly as she tucked the stem into the narrow neck. “Thanks—”


“Roger’s going to regret this whole thing,” Judy announced. “And when he comes back to you, you need to make him grovel.”


“He’s not coming back. He’s married.”


Judy emphasized her words with a red rose. “He still loves you. Mark my words.”


“Well, I can’t love him anymore. Not after this.”
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As Apex dematerialized away from the town square, he traveled through the cold night in a scatter of molecules, as any vampire could do, did do, often did. When he re-formed, it was in the parking lot behind the Willow Hills Sanatorium, and as he looked up at the building’s back elevation, he saw none of the stained brick, the decaying mortar, or the broken windows.


His memories were like a movie being projected onto the rear flank, the images eclipsing that which actually existed, taking over reality like a tax collector.


Instead of the central core and the two wings that seemed to stretch out for miles on either side, he saw an SUV screeching out from the lot, with Mayhem behind the wheel and Kane half dead from his burns in the back. Apex was in the rear as well, having tossed the latter in with him, and he’d been in charge of returning fire against the flank of prison guards who got right on their ass in their own vehicles.


Somewhere down the road, there had been an explosion. A crash.


And it was after that, when they’d surfaced from the wreck, that his life had changed forever.


Wolves had surrounded them . . . except they hadn’t been wolves. They’d been wolven, a mystical subspecies in the vampire world, two entities existing in one body.


Shifters.


He’d seen Callum for the first time that night, both in that lupine form . . . and in his humanlike one, the male’s hair white and flowing over his torso, his eyes a gleaming light blue, his body powerfully built as predators always were. The meeting had been unforgettable for so many reasons, not in the least because the guy had been buck-ass-naked after he’d shifted—because, hello, it wasn’t like Levi’s could spontaneously manifest themselves.


The wolven had been utterly unapologetic for the nudity. As any animal would be.


And he had been . . . heartbreakingly beautiful in the moonlight.


Coming back to the present, Apex became aware of a sting on his hand. Inspecting the sensation, he found a drop of blood on his forefinger.


Guess there had been one errant thorn on that rose. Go fucking figure.


Sucking the wound closed, he walked over to the rear entrance, put in the code, and went up a short stack of stairs. He paused at the second reinforced door. He knew what he was going to find on the other side, and hesitated. But come on, like anything was going to change if he waited out here? Came back another night? Never went inside again?


The male who mattered the most to him would still be gone. He needed to get used to it.


Opening the heavy steel door and stepping over the threshold, he regarded what had been the prison camp warden’s private quarters as if he had never seen them before. The open space was kitted out like the war room it had been, with munitions mounted at the ready on the blank walls, uniforms and supplies organized neatly, and the table with a map of the facility’s layout unfurled and kept flat by a couple of Coke cans at the corners.


These private accommodations were the crown jewel of whoever’d been running the place, and now that the liberation had occurred? Guess that hadn’t really changed.


And fuck him, he couldn’t help himself. Even though it made him feel like he’d been stabbed in the chest, he took a long, slow, deep breath in through his nose.


Callum’s scent lingered in the air, the heady spice bobbing under the fragrance of the other blooms that Apex had brought to the wolven. The cedar-ish cologne-that-wasn’t-cologne wasn’t fresh, though.


It was already fading.


“You’re pathetic,” he said. “Fucking insane and pathetic.”


In the center of the room, the empty bedding platform was surrounded by all the white flowers he’d brought in offering to a male who’d been so badly traumatized, he hadn’t even known Apex was there. The roses and peonies and carnations stood up in the little glass beakers he’d stolen from the prison camp’s drug processing rooms, and there was no reason to keep adding water now.


He pictured the wolven lying there, that white hair flowing over the pillows, that pale blue stare trained up at the ceiling like Callum had been waiting for some kind of rescue from above.


Like a zombie, Apex went across until the steel toes of his boots touched the mattress edge. As he looked down at the imprint of the body that had lain there for the last week, the contours in the memory foam were like the outline of the victim at a homicide scene.


More memories, now. Of the siege to overthrow the head of the guards and her crew of for-hire guns. The Black Dagger Brotherhood had come at just the right time, and they were in control now. It was a good thing. The prisoners who had survived were getting proper medical care and attention, and the drug shit had been shut down.


But not everyone had been okay.


“You were only here to help us,” he whispered. “It’s not fair.”


Sitting down on the edge of the platform, he splayed his hand out on the sheet, pushing his palm toward the depression. He stopped just short of touching the indent.


“I tried to save you,” he whispered. “But I was too late.”


Casualties were to be expected in any fight . . . gunshot wounds, soft tissue injuries of all kinds, broken bones. Deaths.


That last one wasn’t always the worst outcome. Sometimes living through what happened to you was harder.


Or rather . . . what was done to you.


That was the brutal lesson Apex had had to relive—and watching Callum lie in a comatose stupor had carved the truism into the soul: Though that wolven had breathed and had a heartbeat, what had made him who he was, that snark, that sass, that sexy taunt, was gone. All that had been left was the husk.


It made Apex want to kill that bitch all over again. She’d taken something that had been beautiful, used and abused it, ordered her own guards to rape the male—and had intended to keep Callum tied down, like some kind of toy to play with when she was bored.


And feed from at her leisure.


God, if he could just make her know the pain she had caused.


His vengeance made him believe in Dhunhd. But all Apex had been able to do was deal with the aftermath.


In a lame attempt to make a difference, he’d washed Callum’s battered body gently. Had put food to the wolven’s mouth and fed him. Made sure there was water. He’d sat next to this bed, his head propped on his knees, his eyes going sandpaper from lack of sleep . . . as if he could just will the recovery by devotion alone. The only time he’d moved aside was when Nadya had come to tend the wounds at Callum’s wrists and ankles, and make sure that certain . . . internal injuries . . . were healing.


And Apex had only left the private quarters to bring food back for them and then to go to that flower shop, every night right before it closed, to buy another flower. He hadn’t been able to tell the male how he’d felt before, and each of the blooms had been the words that he wished he’d spoken when he’d had the chance. He’d also hoped that the delicate fragrances might lead Callum back from wherever he was in that head of his.


Wasn’t smell supposed to be one of those senses that could reach through to a person, even when they weren’t completely conscious?


Except it hadn’t made any difference. The only thing he’d accomplished was giving the wolven a reliable schedule so that when Callum had decided it was time to go, he’d known when the coast would be clear to leave.


Even though there hadn’t seemed to be any change in his condition, a recovery had been happening, all those meals that had been fed, all those drinks that had been soda-strawed into those lax lips, being used for exactly what they’d been for: Callum had been getting stronger. He’d just kept that to himself—and tonight, he’d waited for Apex to go down and gather First Meal provisions.


The eggs and bacon, toast and coffee, were stone-cold over there on the table, next to the map.


When Apex had come back, he hadn’t believed what he was looking at when he saw the empty bed. And then the assassin in him had done a quick sweep of the room and cataloged which guns had been taken. Which knives. As well as the combat pants, the fleece, the jacket. The boots and knapsack.


“So you haven’t found him, either—”


Spinning around, Apex ripped a forty caliber autoloader out from under his arm and pointed it at the male vampire who had come to stand behind him.


Whoever it was put his hands up. “Easy there. It’s me. You know who I am.”


Blink. Blink—


All at once, the handsome, patrician features came into focus. Kane, the former aristocrat, was looking like he’d inadvertently bumped into a wasp’s nest—and had left his Raid can back in the car. He was also dressed like the soldier he now was, and maybe that was the confusion.


Nah. Apex was just losing his mind. That was the problem.


The gun lowered on its own. And as he reholstered it, he nodded at the empty bed. “Callum’s really gone.”


Kane’s arms returned to his sides. “So you didn’t find him in the building? On the grounds?”


“No reason to look. We’re not going to find him.”


Kane glanced around the private quarters, like he was expecting the wolven to jump out from behind a folding chair or maybe the table with the cold food on it.


“He couldn’t have gone far.”


“Bullshit.” Apex shrugged and got to his feet. “He’s in better shape than he let on. I should have known. I watched those bruises heal over the last week with my own damned eyes.”


The flowers around the bed seemed stupid now. No more Bloomin’ Buds Flower Shop for him. No doubt that woman, and her paranoid, sunburned friend, were going to be glad to see the last of him.


“He’ll be back,” Kane said.


Apex focused on that indentation on the mattress. “No, he won’t.”


“But he didn’t say goodbye. So he’ll be back.”


Apex took one last look around. Then he did a subconscious check of his weapons: two guns under the arms, both forty calibers. A knife on his belt. A chain in the chest pocket of his leather jacket, and a set of brass knuckles on the other side.


“So you’re leaving, too, then?” Kane murmured.


“I only stayed because of him.” He shrugged again. “Sorry, I’m no great savior, ready to roll up the sleeves and help around here. But you already know this, don’t you.”


Kane’s eyes narrowed. “What I know is everything you showed me when you stayed by my side.”


Great. The last thing he needed was a reminder that this was his second trip through the park with a male who didn’t love him back. Oh, wait. Kane had been burned, instead of sexually assaulted by multiple people.


Guess Fate, that fucking asshole, had decided to change things up, after all.


To keep from seeming like a total SOB, he muttered, “Take care of yourself, Kane. You have my number—”


“And I’ll call you when Callum returns.”


“Yeah, you do that. Sure.”


Funny, he couldn’t remember the first time he’d met Kane, but he was not going to forget this moment as they parted for good. He went over, stuck out his palm, and lied:


“See you later.”


The reality was, Kane wasn’t going to be calling him, Callum wasn’t coming back—and there was absolutely no reason Apex was going to cross paths with this male he’d once thought he was in love with. Hell, the fact that the pair of them had met at all had been an impossibility. An aristocrat and an assassin? Nope. Destiny had a fucked-up sense of humor, though. Kane had been falsely accused of his crime and that was how he had ended up in the glymera’s hellhole. And Apex had belonged in the prison: He’d killed all the people he’d been accused of early-graving.


Kane glanced down at what was being extended out to him. “We’re staying here, Nadya and I. The Brotherhood’s going to use this facility long-term to take care of what’s left of the prison population and transition them . . .”


The male kept talking and Apex just checked out. He didn’t have any energy to spare for the happy endings of other people—


When his hand was taken by a firm grip, he came back to the present. “Take care of yourself.”


Hadn’t he already said that? Whatever, he only wanted to get the fuck out of here.


“That sounds like a permanent kind of goodbye,” Kane said softly.


You bet your ass it is.


Apex pulled his hand away and turned for the door he’d come through—


“I never thanked you.”


Frowning, Apex glanced over his shoulder. “For what?”


“All those hours you spent by my bedside. You were a good friend.”


Staring across at the male, who was now so much more than just a vampire, Apex thought back to the old location of the prison camp—and everything that had happened there. He hadn’t looked too far into his feelings then, especially when it came to Kane. He’d known he wouldn’t like what he found.


Friendship had not been it, for him.


Yet what he’d thought had been love had just been training ground for the real thing: Callum had been the true love he had never wanted or needed.


“No problem.”


When he found himself in the parking lot once again, he pivoted and looked back at the abandoned sanatorium. He’d never thought about getting his freedom before. For the century he’d been held captive, he’d been too busy fighting for survival, and not really all that interested in life anyway. Besides, if you were into killing things, what better place to be? A lawless, hidden prison ruled by a succession of freelance dictators after the aristocracy forgot about the damn place—and all the people they had falsely put in with real killers and degenerates.


Liberation had never been in his future. Him falling in love with a wolven? Also not something he’d ever seen coming. But him once again alone in the world? Not tied to anyone or anything?


Apex turned away, closed his eyes, and concentrated on calming himself.


It’s my fucking theme song, he thought as he dematerialized off into the bitterly cold night.
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Thirty-three years later . . .


(Present day)


Snowplowing was like vacuuming. Except with heavy equipment.


As bands of flakes lashed against the truck’s windshield, the bright shock of the headlights was reflected back into the cab. Which was not what you wanted when it was a whiteout to begin with, but who the hell cared. On this thousand-acre estate, in the way-up-north part of upstate New York, what was the worst thing that could happen?


You ran shit off into the pine trees and walked home—


No, not home, Callum corrected in his head. He didn’t have one of those.


Reaching for the dash, he turned the heater down, then resettled in the seat. He’d been out for a good hour, and he had no interest in speeding the job up. The mile-long lane into the historic Adirondack great camp had been carved out of the forest back when construction on the big house had begun in the late 1800s, and in the winter, clearing the drive was a nightly thing. So, yeah, no reason to rush. There was also a meditative quality to the work, the way ahead mostly obscured, the piles on the sides growing higher and higher as he went all the way to the gate and came back.


Also, time had no meaning for him anymore.


He’d been employed at Camp Ghreylke as an off-season groundskeeper since September, and the isolation was the main reason he’d taken the position. Nobody fucked with him up here. He just cashed his checks, ate, slept, and didn’t think about what might be coming next.


He was choosy about the plow, though. Mounted on the front of the Ford Super Duty was a head that had more rust, scrapes, and dings than a beater from the twenty-twenties, but like all things that had been made in the good ol’ days, it was tougher and better than the new shiny red one that sported the property’s official logo.


That flimsy fucking thing, with its gold leaf and that crest, could stay in the maintenance garage. It had left streaks in the center of the plow field, had the wrong curve so a constant splash of snow was kicked up over the hood, and the angle was not steep enough for the side outflow to be high enough.


And who knew he’d have an opinion on any of that—


The streak came from the left.


The predator in him was the only reason he saw the flash of movement through the blizzard. Then again, his wolven side was always with him, even if he hadn’t shifted, so his eyes automatically tracked whatever it was through the snowfall.


As he felt his nostrils flare, a growl percolated up over the sound of the engine and the heater.


For a split second, everything inside of him came to life, his thigh muscles twitching, his skin pricking, his jaw burning, as the other half of him demanded to be let out. The contrast to his usual numb detachment was like a flare of light in the darkness, but he let it slide.


It had been a long, long time since anything had made him feel alive, and he preferred shit that way.


He just kept plowing forward in a slow, relentless path, one hand on the wheel, boot lolling on the accelerator, stare fixated out into the storm.


The next crossing was a minute later. And there were two of them.


Callum hit the brake, even as he didn’t know why. There were all kinds of four-legged things on the estate. What the hell did he care—


Three more.


The coyotes shot across the lane, hopping off the ridge he’d created on the right, flowing like water across what he’d cleared, jumping up and over the pile on the left.


Drumming the steering wheel, he opened his mouth to stretch his jaw. His teeth were tingling, especially the canines in the front and the large molars in the back. He could feel the rib bones of the prey breaking down as he gnawed on them, and taste the warm, fresh meat.


Then again, it was in the nature of predators to hunt and bring down—


Even more of the rangy little fuckers ran in front of him.


Callum was out of the cab before he was aware of deciding to move, the cold slapping at his cheeks and making his bare hands curl up. But the sounds from deeper in the pines were what got his attention.


The hunting pack was chattering with excitement, the vocalizations piercing through the falling snow. They’d found their next meal, and he knew they were circling the deer—or whatever it was—but taking their time with the attack because the torture of delay was part of the ritual of dominance.


His nostrils flared and he imagined the scent of the fear.


The prey drive that echoed in the center of his chest was familiar and all the easier to ignore because he’d been shutting it down for how long now? Yet it was hard not to remember that he’d once been a part of what the coyotes were: a community of hunters that went out to bring food back, that protected a territory, that were tied by blood and common interest to a clan—


The scream that threaded through the wind was an all-wrong that snapped him into focus For a second, he could have sworn he’d misheard it.


Like the coyotes, the sound came again.


Cranking his head to the side, he thought . . . nah, it couldn’t be. He couldn’t believe that female who’d been staying in the big house for the last couple of nights was out in weather like this—


When the desperate yell was repeated for a third time, Callum started running. Getting over the waist-high mound was just a one-two punch of his feet, but on the far side, he got into trouble. The snow was almost up to his mid-thighs, and it was like moving through poured cement as he dragged himself along.


Another pair of male forest dogs bolted by him.


They were whip lean and fully mature, and as his presence registered, they veered wildly away from him, recognizing an apex predator and not wanting to fuck with—


His surge of aggression was so great, Callum was powerless to fight the shift.


His wolven self exploded out of his molecular makeup, his jeans and his flannel shirt shredding under the force of the change, his limbs retracting before reconstituting in an entirely different form, paws extruding from his feet and hands, a lupine muzzle extending from his face, fur clothing his bare skin.


And now . . .


He ran.









CHAPTER TWO




[image: ]





Hey, I was glad to hear from you. Why’s that such an insult?”


When Apex didn’t respond, the other vampire in the Chevy Suburban’s passenger seat looked over. And kept fucking talking. Like Mayhem had been doing for the last two fucking hours on the Northway in a blizzard.


Why was air free? Maybe if it cost money, the male would ration the shit.


“I mean, I’ve missed our little yappy-yaps like this.” Mr. Chatty leaned across the console. “I know you have, too. Fireside talks. Yup, they’re my love language. Uh-huh. Yeeeeeeah.”


Annnnnd the fucker was sporting a mullet. Because . . . of course he was.


“So. How ’bout them Yankees?”


When Apex didn’t reply, cue the tapping: The male turned his thighs into a drum set, his forefingers sticks on the muscles under those jeans, the tippity-tappity-ratta-tat-a-lum-a-lim-a-ding-bat the kind of thing that made Apex question his choices in life.


He should have driven the luggage and equipment up himself, and had the guy ghost to the coordinates.


On that note, Apex eyed the shoulder of the highway. If the weather weren’t shit, he’d pull over and tell the twitchy bastard to go on ahead, for the love of God. As it was? He wasn’t interested in bottoming for the succession of semis that were behind them.


“—or are you a Red Sox man, like some people we know? Huh? Helllllllllllllllllllllllo.”


Fuck, he had to say something. “I don’t like basketball.”


Mayhem’s head cranked in his direction, and those super pale peepers popped. “Okay, that would be baseball. But we can argue about the Golden State Warriors and the Lakers if you want.”


“I don’t like football.”


When the male just kept staring, Apex was forced to glance across the interior. Over the last thirty years since the prison had been liberated, nothing much had changed in the guy. He was still lean, in a bare-knuckle fighter kind of way. He was still brilliant, and hiding his IQ under a bushel of smartass. He was still—well, yeah, he’d grown his white-blond-and-deep-black hair out into that Lethal Weapon mullet.


Probably because he didn’t make time to go to the barber and had whacked off the shit around his face with a pair of safety scissors.


“What,” Apex muttered as the windshield wipers slapped back and forth.


Mayhem slowly shook his head. Like he was contemplating something that violated the laws of physics and wasn’t sure whether it was going to wipe out the planet. “I’m just curious how they let you drive a car, s’all.”


“Huh?” Before there could be a follow-up, Apex leaned into the windshield and focused through the sweeping wipers and the waves of flakes that ebbed and flowed in the headlights. “Fucking finally.”


The exit sign was the beacon he had been praying for.


As they drifted onto the ramp, Mayhem muttered, “And here I thought we would be driving north forever. Or maybe this trip’s just feeling like eternity.”


The SUV handled the unplowed decline like a champ. The stop sign at the bottom? Not so much. They sailed right through the no-go with a set of locked winter treads—a reminder that four-wheel drive did not mean four-wheel stop. Fortunately, no one else was out at midnight in the blizzard, so as they came to a halt in the middle of the plowed county road, it wasn’t a problem.


“When are you going to tell me what we’re doing?” Mayhem pushed a hand into his wool peacoat and offered something. “Life Saver?”


Apex put his head down on the steering wheel. “Okay, I’m not that and neither are you. Don’t get ahead of yourself—”


“The candy? And fuck that, even if you’d throw a drowning male a rock, I’m always ready to save someone.”
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