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      ‘Now here’s a band of brothers who know how to show a girl a good time’ 

      New York Times bestselling author, Lisa Gardner

       

      ‘It’s not easy to find a new twist on the vampire myth, but Ward succeeds beautifully. This dark and compelling world is filled with enticing romance as well as perilous adventure’ 

      Romantic Times 

       

      ‘These vampires are hot, and the series only gets hotter… so hot it gave me shivers’ 

      Vampire Genre 

       

      ‘Ward wields a commanding voice perfect for the genre… Intriguing, adrenaline-pumping… Fans of L. A. Banks, Laurell K. Hamilton and Sherrilyn Kenyon will add Ward to their must-read list’ 

      Booklist 

       

      ‘These erotic paranormals are well worth it, and frighteningly addictive… It all works to great, page-turning effect… [and has] earned Ward an Anne Rice-style following, deservedly so’ 

      Publishers Weekly 

       

      ‘[A] midnight whirlwind of dangerous characters and mesmerising erotic romance. The Black Dagger Brotherhood owns me now. Dark fantasy lovers, you just got served’ 

      USA Today bestselling author of Evermore, Lynn Viehl

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

       

      J.R. Ward lives in the South with her incredibly supportive husband and her beloved golden retriever. After graduating from law school, she began working in health care in Boston and spent many years as chief of staff for one of the premier academic medical centres in the nation. 

       

      Visit J. R. Ward online:

       

      www.jrward.com 

      www.facebook.com/JRWardBooks 

      @jrward1 
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      Dedicated to:

      You both. I can’t think of

      two more kindred hearts or souls.
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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 by the Omega 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. Inducted into the society by the Omega, they retain a ceramic jar thereafter into which their heart was placed after it was removed.

        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 has targeted the vampires for extinction out of resentment directed toward the Scribe Virgin. Exists in a non-temporal realm and has extensive powers, though not the power of creation.

        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.

        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 has recently stepped down and given 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. They are near extinction.

        the Tomb (pr. n.) Sacred vault of the Black Dagger Brotherhood. Used as a ceremonial site as well as a 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, 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.
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MIAMI, FLORIDA


      
 

      Sola Morte, a.k.a. Marisol Maria Rafaela Carvalho, opened the sliding door, pulling the glass panel out of the way. Even though it was past midnight and into January, the ocean air that greeted her was seventy degrees and humid, a sweet kiss as opposed to a frigid slap. After a year of living in Miami, however, she was no longer pleasantly surprised. The kinder climate had become, like the slow pace, the palm trees, the beaches and the tides, simply part of life.

      Exotic was a function of rarity, and so, as with beauty, was in the eye of the beholder.

      Now, the snow-covered pines of Caldwell, New York, would be captivating and unusual.

      Shaking her head, she tried to stick to the present. The “terrace” for this fifth-floor condo she shared with her grandmother was nothing more than a shelf with a railing, the sort of outdoor space added not for the functional utility and enjoyment of the owners, but so “ocean terrace” could be included in the sales description of the building’s thirty units. And come to think of it, the “ocean” part was also a fudge, as it was Biscayne Bay, not the Atlantic, she was overlooking. Still, water was water, and when you couldn’t sleep, it was more interesting than staring at your ceiling.

      She’d kitted out the two-bedroom, two-bath place about three years ago, buying setups from Rooms To Go because they were priced right and someone else had done the thinking about throw pillows and color combinations. And then for her “luxury” “ocean” terrace, she’d hit Target and scored two yellow-and-white lawn chairs and a coffee table. The former worked fine. The latter had a translucent plastic top with what had turned out to be annoying waves in its surface. Nothing sat flush on it.

      On that note, she parked herself in the chair on the left. “Full moon tonight.”

      As her voice drifted off, she stared across the nocturnal vista. Directly in front of her, there were a number of short houses, old ones built in the forties, and then a series of crappy T-shirt shops, bodegas, and cantinas between her and the beach. To say that she and her vovó lived in Miami was similar to the terrace-false-advertising thing. They were actually on the northern knife-edge of the city limits, well away from the mansions and nightlife, although she was willing to bet that in about ten years, this down-market neighborhood was going to get a glitzy overhaul.

      Fine with her. She’d have a great return on her cash investment and —

      Oh, who was she kidding. They weren’t going to be here for more than another year.

      She had another bolt-hole in California and one in Toronto. After they cycled through those, it was going to be somewhere else.

      For her, there were few requirements for establishing a home base: cash purchase, Catholic church within blocks, and a good Latino market close by.

      As a breeze rolled up and played through her newly blonded hair, she sat forward because it was hard to stay still. The repositioning didn’t last, and not just because the top railing now blocked the view of the bay. Easing back, she tapped the heel of her flip-flop, the metronome of restless energy only bearable because it was her own foot doing the up and down, and, at least theoretically, she could stop it.

      To say that memory was a lane you could walk along, a path to follow, a linear progression you embarked on from start to finish, was way off base. After this past year, she had decided it was more like a piano keyboard, and the musical notes her mind played in the form of moving-picture images were a pick-and-choose determined more by the sheet music of her mourning than the well-founded logic of her decision to leave Caldwell.

      For example, if she were rational about things, she would be focusing on what it had been like to come home one night and have those attackers abduct her as her grandmother roused and started to come down the stairs. Then she would recall her trip up north in the trunk of a car. Yup… if she were smart, her brain would be projecting a slide show about her taking a lit flare and stabbing it into the eye socket of the man who yanked her out of the back of that sedan. She would picture herself getting shot in the leg as she had tried to run away through the forest, and then remember the cell with the bars in the underground level of that torture camp.

      She would visualize with precise detail the thug with the two-toned face who had stripped her and tried to rape her – until she had twisted his nuts and beat his head in with a heavy chain.

      And finally, she would see herself dragging a dead man across the floor to try to use his fingerprint to open the way out. And when that didn’t work, she would retrace her steps as she returned to the basement and pulled that two-toned attempted rapist’s arm through the bars of a cell so she could take a kitchen knife and cut the hand off at the wrist.

      How about recalling the successful use of that still-warm thumb on the keypad to open the steel door? Or bursting out of that hellhole wearing nothing but a parka and the blood of the two human beings she had killed?

      But nah, those were not the notes her cerebral Steinway played.

      As tunes went, the one that her brain kept on repeat was altogether different and far more destructive.

      Even though it was certainly sexier —

      “Stop it.” She rubbed her eyes. “Just stop.”

      Above the landlocked bay, over the breakwater rim of North Beach, the moon was a great silver plate, its illumination hazy and tickled by wisps of clouds.

      Assail’s eyes had been like that, silver with a deep purple rim.

      And she guessed they still were, assuming he was alive – although with the kind of life he was leading? Drug lords were in risk pools over and above the generic ones like cancer and heart disease.

      Not that she had judged him for his choice of business – come on, her profession as a burglar was how she’d ended up in that trunk.

      Such odd, hypnotizing eyes he’d had. Like nothing she had ever seen, and no, that was not romanticizing on her part. As with his strange name, and the accent that she couldn’t quite place – was it German? French? Romanian? – and the mystery that surrounded him, he had been what other men had never come close to: irresistible. With hair so black, she’d assumed it had been dyed, and a widow’s peak on that high, autocratic forehead, and his powerful body and sex drive, she had often felt that he was a figment from some other world.

      A deadly presence.

      A gorgeous predator.

      An animal in human skin.

      Between one blink and the next, she saw him the night he had come to rescue her from that camp – but not as he had approached her with open arms and a calm voice just as she had run out of that steel door, all wounded and disorientated. No, she remembered him a short time later, when he had somehow met her at a rest stop some twenty miles down the highway.

      She had never understood how it was possible that he had stayed behind as his cousins had driven off with her – and yet Assail had caught up with them as if he could fly.

      And then there was what he’d looked like. His mouth had been covered with blood as if he had bitten someone. And those silver and purple eyes had shone brighter than this moon in this southern sky with the light in them so unholy, it had seemed the stuff of exorcism.

      Yet she had not been afraid of him – and she had also known at that moment that Benloise, her captor, had not lived. Assail had somehow killed her kidnapper, and in all likelihood, his brother, Eduardo.

      It was the way of the business they had all been in. And the way of the life she had been determined to leave after she had healed.

      After all, when you were held by madmen and prayed to God to see your grandmother again, and that actually happened? Only a fool didn’t keep their end of the bargain.

      Hello, Miami.

      Sola pushed her fingertips into her forehead and tried to get her brain off the well-worn path it seemed determine to process and re-process – even though it was a year later, for godsakes. She couldn’t believe she was so fixated on a sound decision that she had made with her own survival at the forefront.

      Nights were still the worst. During the day, when she was busy with such high-level endeavors as grocery shopping, and going to mass with her vovó, and constantly looking out from under the brim of a baseball cap to see if they were being followed, she managed better. But with the darkness came the haunting, the ghost of a man she never should have slept with tormenting her.

      She had long been aware that she had a death wish. Her attraction to Assail was confirmation of that, and then some.

      Hell, she didn’t even know his last name. For all the spying on him that she had been hired to do, and then that which she had done on her own, she knew almost nothing about him. He had a glass house on the Hudson that was owned by a real estate trust. His two closest associates were his twin cousins, and both were as mute as brick walls when it came to his personal details. He’d had no wife or children.

      At least not around him, but who knew. A man like that certainly had plenty of options for companionship.

      Shifting to the side, she took her old iPhone out and looked at its black screen. When she woke the thing up, there was a picture of the beach from back right after she had arrived here.

      No texts, no missed calls, no voicemails.

      For a long while, she had had these regular hang-ups from a restricted number.

      The intermittent calls were the only reason she’d kept the phone. Who else would be reaching her on it except for Assail? Who else had the number? It wasn’t the phone she’d used with Benloise or any of her shadowy business, and the account was under an alias. He was the only one who had the digits.

      She really should have left the thing up north and canceled the service. Clean cut was best. The safest.

      The issue seemed to have resolved itself, however. Assuming Assail had been the one calling, he’d stopped – and maybe it wasn’t because he’d found his grave. He had probably moved on – which was what people did when they got left behind. The whole pining-away-for-a-lifetime thing only happened in Victorian novels, and then usually on the woman’s side.

      Yeah, no Mr. Havisham going on up north. No way —

      Another memory took her back in time, and it was one she hated. Even after Benloise had ordered her off the trail, she had followed Assail out to an estate, to what had appeared to be a caretaker’s cottage. He hadn’t gone there for a business transaction. No, it was for a dark-haired woman with a body and a half, and he’d taken her down onto a sofa like he’d done it before. Just as he’d started to have sex with her, he had looked directly at the window Sola had been watching him through – as if he were putting on the show for her.

      At that point, she had decided to pull out of the surveilling and had resolved never to see him again.

      Fate had had different ideas, however. And had turned her silver-eyed drug dealer into a savior.

      The sad thing was, under different circumstances, she might have stayed with him in that glass house of his. But in the end, her little deal with God had superseded that kind of fantasy.

      Getting to her feet, she lingered at the rail for a while longer, wondering exactly what she hoped she would find in the view. Then she turned away, shut herself back in the condo, and kicked off her flip-flops. On silent, bare feet, she whispered through the living room area and went into the kitchen. Her grandmother’s standards were such that not only could you eat off the floor, you could toss a salad in any of the drawers, roll your bread dough out inside the cupboards, and use the shelving to cut your steak on.

      The tool kit was under the sink, and she got out a full-sized hammer.

      The iPhone went into a double Ziploc bag–setup on her way to the door and she disengaged the alarm before exiting into the corridor. The fire stairwell was down on the right, and as she strode over to it, she listened out of habit, but not necessity. The people in the building were elderly, and what little she saw of them confirmed she had chosen the right unit. This was the land of snowbirds who didn’t have the money to fly up and back for the spring and summer, so the building never emptied out.

      There would always be nosy witnesses, even if those eyes and ears were not quite as sharp as they had once been. And her fellow residents represented a complication that people coming after her would think twice about.

      Plus, as always, she had a compact nine with a laser sight on her. Justincase.

      The stairwell was cooler, but no dryer than the great outdoors, and she didn’t go far. She put the phone in its little plastic bag–coffin on the concrete floor underneath the coiled fireman’s hose and checked one last time that there had been no calls.

      Then she drove the hammer down once. Twice. Three times.

      That was all it took to destroy the phone.

      As she went back to the condo, she turned the loose pieces over in her hands, the two baggies keeping things together. Tomorrow morning, she would go online from a secured computer and cancel the service, her last tie, flimsy though it was, cut forever.

      The idea that she would never know what happened to Assail was almost as bad as the reality that she would never see him again.

      Letting herself in once more, she resolved to go to bed, but was drawn back to the view of the water and the moon.

      She missed the man she shouldn’t have ever had as if he were a piece of her soul, left behind.

      But that was the way of it.

      Destiny was such a thief.
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THE BLACK DAGGER BROTHERHOOD TRAINING CENTER


      
CALDWELL, NEW YORK


      Doc Jane checked her watch and resumed her pacing. As she went back and forth in the concrete corridor outside her main exam room, she was very aware of her own heartbeat – which was a little odd considering she was, for all intents and purposes, not alive.

      In the back of her head, she heard Bill Murray saying, Have you or your family ever seen a spook, specter, or ghost?

      Pretty much every time she looked in the mirror, Dr. Venkman. Thanks.

      On that note, she headed down a couple of doors and stopped. Staring ahead without seeing anything, she found that she couldn’t breathe right and decided that, of all the parts of her job as a trauma surgeon, what was about to happen next was something that she had never gotten good at. No matter how much training, experience, or continuing education she had, proficiency in this most vital part of her calling had not come.

      And she hoped it never did.

      Assail, I have failed you, she thought. I am so sorry. I did everything I could.

      A clanking sound brought her head around. Down at the far end of the training center’s long, main corridor, past all kinds of class-, break, and interrogation rooms, the reinforced-steel vault panel that separated the subterranean facility from its multi-level parking area opened wide. Rhage, one of the Brotherhood’s newest fathers, came in and stood off to the side.

      The two dark-haired males who entered after him were, from what she understood, an anomaly in the vampire species. Identical twins did not happen that often and few of them made it to adulthood. Ehric and Evale had proven to be the exception to a lot of rules, however.

      For example, she wasn’t sure they were any more living than she was. For all the emotion they had ever shown, they might as well have been cyborgs. Such dead eyes – they had stares with all the luminosity of matte paint. Then again, they had probably seen a lot. Done a lot. And that translated, from what she had learned about war, into people who dissociated from the world around them, trusting no one.

      Not even themselves.

      Rhage indicated the way toward her, even though her presence was a self-explanatory destination, and as the twins walked forward, John Matthew entered as well, adding a caboose to the train.

      Where was Vishous, she wondered. He and Rhage were supposed to be on transport with them?

      Taking out her phone, she did a quick check. No texts or calls from her mate, and for a moment, she considered reaching out to him.

      Shaking her head, she put the cell away and refocused on her job. She had to get through this conversation first, before she did anything personal.

      As the twins approached, proximity didn’t increase the warm and fuzzies of those males in the slightest. The closer they got, the bigger they became, until they were stopping in front of her and reminding her that immortality was so not a bad thing. They were killers, these two, and though they had extended a professional courtesy exemption to the Brotherhood’s household by virtue of shared interest, she was glad she was a ghost.

      Especially given what she had to tell them.

      “Thank you for coming,” she said.

      The one on the left – the one that… yup, there was that mole behind the ear, so he had to be Ehric, not Evale – nodded once. And that was it from the both of them. No greeting. No nervousness. No anger. No sadness, even though they knew exactly why she’d asked them here. In all their robotic stoicism, with their black hair, and their platinum eyes, and their powerful builds, the cold-as-ices were like a matched set of Glocks, deadly and emotionless.

      She had no idea how this was going to go.

      “Will you excuse us?” she said to Rhage and John Matthew.

      The Brother shook his head. “We’re not leaving you.”

      “I appreciate your concern, Rhage, but patient confidentiality is an issue here. If you don’t mind, maybe you could wait down by the office?” She pointed over there even though they knew perfectly well where it was. “This really needs to be a private conversation.”

      She knew better than to order any of the Brotherhood or the fighters off the kind of duty Rhage and John Matthew felt they were doing here. To them, she was Vishous’s shellan, and as such, her advanced degrees and recent karate training didn’t mean diddly: Even though the twins and their kin had proven loyal to the King and they had never shown any untoward behavior around her, they were still unattached males near a bonded Brother’s female.

      So she was going to be guarded like she was in a wet T-shirt and a pair of stripper heels.

      It was ridiculous, but going Gloria Steinem on the situation was just going to delay things. Putting the very real privacy concern on the table, however, was going to get the job done. And it did.

      “We’ll just be right there,” Rhage muttered. “Right over there. Like, no distance at all.”

      “Thank you.”

      When they were out of earshot, she said to the twins, “Would you like to talk in my —”

      “Here is good,” Ehric said in his thick, Old Country accent. “How is he?”

      “Not very well, and I don’t think we’re gaining any traction with Assail’s recovery.” She crossed her arms over her chest and then dropped them because she didn’t want to come across as hiding anything or being defensive. “His neurological functions are compromised and they are not improving. I’ve spoken with Havers and shared with him all of the scans as well as video of the behaviors and affects, including the change that happened about a week ago. With the onset of the catatonic state, he is less of a danger to himself and others, but that is a far distance from responsive —”

      “Is it time to put him down.”

      Doc Jane blinked. When she’d made the transition from human surgeon to vampire healer, there had been all kinds of things to get used to. There was new anatomy to learn, new drug reactions and side effects to be aware of, a completely different circulatory system, as well as hormonal and pregnancy issues she had never seen before.

      She’d also had to adjust to the race’s end-of-life decisions. In the human world, sustaining life was the imperative, even when there was no quality to it. Assisted suicide remained an ethical decision to be debated, with only seven states allowing it within prescribed parameters. With vampires? It was a matter of course.

      When a loved one was suffering, and there was no chance of that improving, terminal aid was rendered. Still, they were not talking about a cherished pet that had come to the end of its life cycle here.

      She chose her words with care, wanting to be honest without advocating for any specific outcome. “Based on everything I have seen and all the tests we have run, I do not believe there is going to be a resumption of normalcy. We have done everything we can to support his systems in his cocaine withdrawal, but after the psychosis hit, we just… we’ve lost him and we can’t seem to get him back.”

      In every way that counted, she was uncomfortable leaving this decision in the hands of Assail’s cousins. It would be easier to trust whatever choice was made if they were upset. Troubled by conscience. Worried over whether they were doing the right thing.

      With their dispositions? She had a concern that they would throw out her patient like a broken toaster. And yet, according to the vampire standard of care, she was duty bound to offer them, as next of kin, the option to terminate Assail’s life now that the course of his care had reached this point of no return.

      Havers, the race’s healer, had been the one to bring the issue up to her, and her instinct had been to fight it – but that was a holdover from her human days. She did, however, continue to find it a potential contradiction to the spiritual lexicon of the species. In the vampire version of the afterlife, there was a belief that you couldn’t enter the Fade, or what they considered Heaven, if you committed suicide. That being said, if you were lingering, and especially if you were incapable of deciding for yourself, your closest family could ease your suffering in a way that apparently got you around that provision, a loved-one loophole, as it were.

      The reconciliation was evidently in the free will. If you pulled the trigger, that was suicide. If someone you loved said enough’s enough? That was destiny.

      Yet it was a slippery slope, especially if your next of kin was maybe angry about what you’d done to them over the holidays. Or pissed off that you’d borrowed money and hadn’t paid back the loan. Or morally deficient – which was what she worried about here.

      Still, Ehric and Evale had seemed to stick by their cousin, coming to see Assail regularly, receiving her updates, calling her back immediately. That had to mean something. Right?

      Besides, in her heart, she knew that Assail had suffered enough. He had walked in here to detox from his drug addiction, and months later, after a roller coaster of self-harm, hallucinations, screaming paranoia, and violent outbursts, he had been reduced to nothing more than a pulse and some respiration.

      “I’m very sorry.” She looked back and forth between the mirror images of face and body. “I wish I had better news.”

      “I want to see him,” Ehric said.

      “Of course.”

      She reached for the door and hesitated. “He’s still restrained. And I had to – well, you remember that we needed to shave his head. It was for his own well-being.”

      As she opened things wide for them, she searched their expressions, praying she saw something that eased her own conscience, that assured her this very serious decision was in the right hands… that their hearts were somehow involved.

      The twins stared straight ahead, only their eyes moving around, their heads staying static. They did not blink. Twitch. Breathe.

      Doc Jane glanced at her patient and felt a crushing sorrow. Even though her mind told her she had done everything she could, her heart regarded this outcome as a failure she was responsible for. “I am so very sorry.”

      After a long moment, Ehric said in a flat tone, “We will do what is necessary.”
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WEST POINT, NEW YORK


      
 

      From behind the wheel of the rental car, Vitoria Benloise was impatient. So long, all this travel. So long to come to this northern state in America. Such an inefficiency to transfer her physicality from where she had been to where she needed to be.

      At least the transition was over.

      Up ahead, her destination appeared as an island rising up from the vast midst of the sea, the great house sitting upon its rise, a showy declaration of wealth that due to its age was “venerable” as opposed to “ostentatious.”

      Her brother Ricardo would have had his manse no other way. Having come from little, he had sought validation through a persistent illusion of false aristocracy and old money. No new house for him. No flashy cars. No Eurotrash ostentation.

      Which she believed was what the Americans called it.

      Even in his legitimate business, the one that had been but a shell for his true revenue streams, he’d had to have an art gallery. Not a construction business, no, no. Not garbage removal or cement mixing. It had to be the art.

      Contemporary sculpture and painting, from what she understood, and she could guess why the exception to his preference for the aged. It was so much easier to launder money with the sale of modern offerings, as their value was more subjective than that of Old Masters and Impressionists, which had more provable prices.

      The drive into Ricardo’s property was a left-hand turn off this road by the big river, and she traveled up the gradual, plowed lane, taking note of the snow-covered lawn, the short stone wall holding back the tree line, the looming grand house. The mansion was larger than it appeared from down below, and as she closed in and parked by its front entry’s walkway, she felt the modernist sculptures around the manse sit in judgment and disapproval of her.

      It was her brother in her head. Her family, in her conscience. Her traditions, in her soul.

      This was quite unseemly of her, after all. This whole thing. An unmarried woman out in the world, seeking vengeance.

      Yes, it was true, the Benloise family had never been well off. Not until Ricardo had come along, at any rate. But that did not mean that there were not rules. Standards. Expectations. All of which were for the women, of course. The men were allowed to be who they were, do what they wished, carry on as they would.

      Not so for a sister, a daughter.

      But at least their parents were dead, and she did not care what anyone else in her family thought. More to the point, this was her chance.

      She had waited all of her life for this. Thirty-five miserable years of fighting for her right to get an education, to not take a husband, to be what she wanted to be, not what others decreed for her.

      She turned off the engine and got out. Cold, so very cold. She was going to hate being here, the loss of her native Colombia’s warmth and humidity a thing to mourn.

      Looking around, she noted that the snow had been shoveled up to the grand and glossy door, and also around to the back, all the way to the detached garage-like structure. One might be tempted to see such as a sign her brother remained alive, but she knew better.

      She had not heard from him in nearly a year – and clearly, this property was held in a trust whereby its upkeep was managed as if its owner were still alive.

      Money, however, was running short, and that was why she had come. For the first few months after Ricardo and Eduardo had not been in touch, she had wondered, worried, gotten concerned about her brothers. But as more and more time passed, and disgruntled suppliers had come to her with their inquiries about the business, she started to develop a plan.

      If Ricardo could run a drug trade back and forth across the ocean, why could not she? And then the reality of expenses had come home to roost. Her brother had expected her to look after his various real estate holdings in South America, given that she had failed at her true calling of becoming a wife and a mother – and all that upkeep was costly. The accounts were dwindling.

      No, both of her brothers were dead, and she had to do what was necessary to survive – no matter the risks.

      Taking a key out of her Chanel bag, she approached the ornate, old door and slid the slender, notched length into its home. A turn, a tumble, and she was… 

      An alarm began to sound the moment the seal was breached, and she left the portal wide as she followed the noise through rooms that were dark and stuffy, navigating by virtue of the exterior lights. She found the security panel in the professional-grade kitchen, by a hardy door that she guessed opened to the outside.

      The code she entered was going to work.

      And it did.

      Their mother’s birth date, month, day, and year. Eight numbers, unknown to anybody but the three siblings. That strict, hard-driving, fervently Catholic woman had had no patience for sentiment, but Ricardo had brought her a flower on the same day each year, and uncharacteristically, she had never thrown it out.

      That this was the code to his mansion was a clear tie to his hardscrabble youth. A measure of how far he had come. A defiance against the disapproval they had all grown up under.

      Childhood had been a struggle, a test of endurance, for the three siblings. Then again, their mother had had to raise them all on her own, without the benefit of a husband, a steady job, a roof over their heads. Not a lot of room for extravagances or indulgence in that reality – and then there had been all the rosaries, Hail Mary’s, and confessions.

      But that was over now.

      With the alarm silent, Vitoria’s return to the front entrance was more leisurely, and she took time to measure and add up the value of the antique chairs and Persian rugs, the ornate tables and the paintings of the ancestors of others. It was impossible not to draw comparisons with how Ricardo had always seen her. As with this art and these antiques, her role in his life had been to stick where she was put, without question or objection. Her virtue was part of his illusion, a saintly sister to add another layer of curtain to hide the truth of his origin.

      Her footfalls slowed and she stopped before a bronze statue that had to be a Degas. There was only one artist who could have composed and completed such a winsome, light-though-it-was-heavy object of beauty.

      Perhaps Ricardo had thought of it as the daughter he had never had, Vitoria mused. Certainly a far better bet than a living breathing offspring.

      Onward, onward, to the open front door.

      For a moment, she just stood there – and it was then that she realized she was waiting for a butler to appear and take her bags from the boot of the rental.

      As much as she derided Ricardo for his airs, she, too, had succumbed to the habits of luxury. It was, indeed, far better to be of means than not.

      She was going to need people. She could not do this alone.

      Fortunately, money talked, did it not.

      Planting her hands on her hips, she regarded the undisturbed snow cover of the vast, descending lawn. It was as if Ricardo had permanently disallowed all manner of deer and rodent from marring the pristine winter landscape. She would not have put it past him. Image had been so important.

      With a lift of her chin, she regarded the sky, measuring the bright, full moon.

      “I will avenge you, brothers,” she said to the heavens. “I will find out who killed you and take care of things as you would have wished.”

      Her smile was slow and did not last.

      In fact, Ricardo would not have wished this at all. He would have hated this whole thing. But that was his problem, not hers – and given that he was dead, he had no more problems, did he.

      Yes, she would find out exactly what had happened to her siblings, and when she was done addressing the wrongs, she was going to step into Ricardo’s handmade shoes.

      Her future was bright as the moonlight. She was finally free.
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THE COMMODORE


      
DOWNTOWN CALDWELL


      As Vishous took form on the terrace of his penthouse, the cold wind howling at the high altitude was to his back, pushing him, pushing him toward the glass doors. And yet he hesitated, his purpose for coming one that made him feel as though his marrow had turned toxic and was melting through his bones and flesh.

      Liar.

      Like the hateful secret he was embarking on, the interior of his sex den was dark. Like the haunting of his conscience, his moonlit reflection was a ghost of himself in all that glass: leather on his legs, leather on his shoulders, dark hair and a goatee, gloved right hand.

      Cheat.

      The last thing he wanted to do was look at himself, so he willed the black candles inside to light up, not one by one, but all at once. The insta-llumination was soft; what was revealed was not. His rough-honed sex rack, the one he had used for years, was a stained and studded piece of hardware sitting smack-center in the open living area, supplanting all manner of table and chair arrangements that would have been far more appropriate, far more vanilla. On the black walls, there was not art, but straps and chains. On the section of shelving, there were instruments. On the black floors, there was nothing on the bare wood.

      Cleanup. You know.

      Whore.

      This was not a home. This was a factory for sexual satisfaction and expression. He’d even gotten rid of the bed he’d had for a while.

      The place was also a relic. He had not visited it for how long now? Back when he and Jane had first gotten together they had sometimes come here for a little play, but compared to what he had been like before her, that had been lightweight stuff.

      Turned out when he cared about the person, he wanted different things from them.

      They hadn’t been back for… Jesus, a while. Then again, they hadn’t been together, sexually or otherwise, in… Jesus, a while.

      As he went to the closest sliding door, his head hurt, but not from the concussion he’d gotten during the great warehouse battle. No, that brain damage had cleared itself up nicely, along with the bruising and other minor injuries he’d sustained as the Brotherhood and the Band of Bastards had fought the Lessening Society side by side.

      Turned out those fuckers with the harelipped leader were handy.

      They were also now roommates at the BDB mansion —

      Am I really going to do this? 

      Pressing his thumbprint onto his new, discreetly mounted reader, he heard the metallic shift of the lock turning free and then he willed the door to slide open. Stepping inside, he left things wide, the winter gust barging in and ruffling the flames on all those wicks. No longer at peace, now the illumination trembled, sure as if his anxiety and unhappiness had become manifest and taken on properties outside of his heart and soul.

      The walls crawled now. The shadows thrown by his table spasmed. There were things moving across the floor.

      Shit, maybe that was just his conscience talking. But he had a remedy for that.

      The kitchen was a stretch of never-used and never-gonna-be, nothing in the sink, the drawers, the cupboards. Which was not to say he wasn’t prepared to be a good host. Four Grey Goose bottles were lined up on the counter, each of them facing label-out like bills put to right in a wallet.

      They were not for his guest to drink. They were for him so he could get through this.

      As he regarded these labels, he focused on the flying birds, soaring high above their little snowy, two-dimensional mountain scenes.

      For a male who spoke as many languages as he did, and knew more obscure facts about the world than a Jeopardy! champion, you’d figure he would be less surprised by this turn of events. Then again, he hadn’t expected to ever be mated. So how could he have foreseen this… resumption of his old life, his old ways… his former coping mechanism… rearing up to address an itch he could no longer stand and couldn’t seem to scratch any other way.

      Liar. Cheat. Whore. 

      From out of nowhere, he saw himself up in the Sanctuary, walking through his mahmen’s private quarters, proceeding out to the resting place of the Chosen who had had the Arrest and passed unto the Fade. He recalled reading the Scribe Virgin’s departing missive, the symbols in the Old Language floating in the air as if they were mounted on an invisible flag, disappearing as soon as he had read them.

      He had hated that sacred female for so long that it had become a habit, and now that she was gone, there was the strangest void in him. He couldn’t say he mourned her, however – really, the only time they had gotten along had been right after she had turned Jane into an immortal. And even after that gift, their relationship hadn’t stayed improved.

      There was something missing from his life, nonetheless.

      Two somethings missing, actually. Jane was also gone, and not just when she chose to be in ghost form, as opposed to corporeal.

      It was hard to recall the last time he had felt truly connected to his shellan. When they had spent a day sleeping together, for example, or had truly talked, or had —

      The image of the stone corridor of the Black Dagger Brotherhood’s Tomb came to his mind, and he remembered Jane coming to check Xcor’s vitals when the Bastard had been in their custody. Yes… it was then, when the pair of them had spoken about how neither of them wanted young. He’d felt such relief that they were both on the same page, that there was going to be no conflict on that subject. Now, it seemed ironic that they had bonded over a shared decision not to do what so many mated pairs built their entire lives around.

      Young required a shared, common commitment, a joint connection, a partnership.

      Yet he and Jane had dropped the prospect of all that entanglement like a hot potato and promptly resumed their separate, parallel, no-overlap existences: He was out in the field, fighting the war and engaging in the King’s business. While she treated a boatload of patients with astonishing competence and compassion.

      And never the twain shall meet.

      Freedom and autonomy were something he had valued in his mating and his mate – to the point where he had assumed those interrelated aspects were mission critical for him to find any future with any one person. But all of that non-constraint, which had seemed so important, had proven to be a double-edged sword.

      The flip side of the independence coin was neglect, distance… disintegration.

      No young to worry about, yay! had turned into Where are you? Where are we?

      At least in his mind.

      Somehow, with his mahmen “dying,” and the great massacre at that warehouse, and the addition of the Band of Bastards into the household… and almost every single brother he had suddenly having young… in the midst of that thick swill of change and confusion, he had lost the thread that had tied him to Jane, and on her side, she was too busy to notice.

      Neither of them was bad or wrong.

      Well, at least not until tonight. At least not until right now.

      He had agonized about whether or not to check his old email account, to sift through what had turned out to be hundreds of missives and pleadings for his attention, to choose one and reach out.

      And meet here.

      This evening.

      Liarcheatwhore. 

      The reality was, though, that his brain was clamoring under his skull, his demons were screaming at him, and there seemed like no end in sight to the torture. Fuck, if he didn’t purge the chaos, he was going to end up in Assail’s lunatic shoes.

      Psychosis was an old friend, after all.

      In fact, for him, madness was like a next-door neighbor who disregarded property lines now and again, not just trespassing on the land, but moving into the house.

      And wrecking the place.

      He had to do something or the pressure inside was going to consume him – and the fact that he didn’t even think to talk to Jane about what was going on with him? It was hard to know if that was a symptom or the disease itself. Hell, maybe it was more practical than that. Her priorities were many, her time was few, and in the grand scheme of things, as this hateful war ground to its bloody conclusion, whatever that looked like, everyone was better off with her treating her patients rather than trying to save him from himself.

      Division of labor and all that shit.

      So yes, he would do what he knew he could to bring himself back to earth. And then when his feet were not just touching the ground, but firmly on it, he could resume life next to her.

      What was his other option?

      As he waited for the hundredth time for a different course of action to come to him, he was dimly aware that he was seeking an answer out of the very thing that was broken: He was looking for his fucked-up brain to provide a path out of this infidelity, even though his mind was the very thing that was unreliable.

      Nothing like trying to survey a landscape with a broken compass, a flashlight with no batteries in it, and night goggles with busted lenses —

      The scent of a sexually aroused female bloomed in the penthouse and he did not turn around. He knew who had arrived and was standing in that doorway that he had left open. Knew precisely what she was wearing because he had informed her what he was going to see on her body. Knew that she would be, at this very moment, getting onto her hands and knees and entering on all fours.

      Knew she would wait until he gave her an order.

      Vishous reached out and took the first of the vodka bottles. He opened it like a pro, but then he had had plenty of experience.

      LIARCHEATWHORELIARCHEATWHORELIARCHEATWHORE — 

      He drank from the neck until his stomach burned as much as the center of his chest did. And then he turned around.
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      Wait, what are we doing here? Doc Jane thought as Assail’s cousins turned away from her and walked off down the training center’s corridor. What was the decision?

      John Matthew and Rhage were right on the pair’s exit, decamping from their leans by the office’s glass door and falling into a long stride that brought them past her.

      Rhage paused as the other fighter continued on. “What did they say?”

      Before she could weigh the privacy issues, she replied, “That they were going to do what was necessary.”

      “So they’re… ending things?”

      “They were really not clear.” She put a hand through her short blond hair. “I’ll follow up with them later.”

      It hadn’t felt right to press them, and besides, she was uneasy with this whole thing anyway. Tomorrow at nightfall, she’d call them and see if she could get some clarity. It wasn’t like they had access to Assail without her – so she didn’t need to worry about them going homegrown with a lights-out solution.

      Rhage frowned and put his hands on his black-leather-clad hips. “Well, if you need them escorted in here again, just let us know.”

      “I will, and thanks.” As the Brother went to stride off, she caught his arm. “Hey, Rhage? Wasn’t Vishous supposed to be with you?”

      “Yeah, he was. But he called in and John Matthew took his shift.”

      “Is he – well, that’s fine. He’s probably at the Pit.”

      “You know, you guys should take some time off.” Hollywood smiled, his Bahama blue eyes glowing. “All you do is work. Both of you.”

      “That’s not true —”

      “I can’t remember the last meal I saw you guys at.” He shrugged and took out a Tootsie Pop. When he looked at it, he cursed. “Orange. I don’t like orange. Then again, I got it out in the dark. Thatswhathesaid.”

      Doc Jane laughed. “Really.”

      “Michael Scott is my hero, what can I say.”

      Rhage gave her shoulder a reassuring squeeze and then he caught up quick to the twins and John Matthew.

      Doc Jane checked her phone again, and when she saw that there was still just a lot of nothing on the screen, she mentally ran through her patient-status list. Assail was… exactly where he had been. Luchas was in the pool doing PT with Ehlena. No other beds were in use and she wasn’t due for Rhamp and Lyric’s regular checkup for another two hours.

      She thought about texting Vishous and asking where he was, but an awkward, unpleasant sensation stopped her – and it took her a minute to figure out what it was.

      Intrusion.

      She felt as though it would be an intrusion to reach out to him, and the more she considered the tightness in her chest, the clearer things became. When had this started, she wondered. When had she begun to believe she was bothering her mate if she shot him a text?

      That was wrong, she thought. All wrong.

      Turning around, she headed for the office, opening the way in and going past the desk and the filing cabinets. The supply closet was off to the side, and she entered the shallow space, shuffling by all the stacks of legal pads, the boxes of pens, and the reams of printer paper. At the hidden access door in the back, she entered a code, stepped through into the tunnel —

      And immediately chided herself for a lack of efficiency. Letting herself fade to ghost would have obviated all the opening and closing, but the longer she got used to being in her skin, so to speak, the more she fell into the habits and necessaries of regular mortals.

      Even though they no longer applied.

      Also… she kind of wanted to walk to clear her head.

      The subterranean tunnel that linked the training center to the mansion, where the Brotherhood household stayed, and the Pit, which was Vishous and Butch’s crash pad, was a straight shot of underground, the fluorescent lights on the ceiling like a landing strip that had gotten confused about gravity. As she walked along, she took her stethoscope from around her neck and put it into one of the square pockets of her white coat. Her scrubs were clean and blue, her Crocs red, her socks thick and from L.L. Bean.

      What season was it, she wondered. Winter, now. It was… yes, January.

      When was the last time she had gone outside?

      Okay, that was not that long ago. In the last couple of weeks, she and Manny, her medical partner in all things whether it was surgery, general medicine, or administration, had responded to a number of emergencies out in the field downtown. But in situations like that you couldn’t really enjoy the season – or even note whether it was hot or cold. Those trips were the same as going out of town for business: You might have been in New York City, but it wasn’t to see a show or visit a museum or grab a gourmet meal.

      No, during those times, she had been desperately trying to save someone’s life: Peyton’s, Rhage’s… so many others. The wounds that the Brothers, the fighters, and the trainees got while engaging with the Lessening Society could easily be life-threatening, and these vampires were not arm’s-length patients to her. They were her family.

      If she failed any one of them, she would never forgive herself.

      The tunnel’s exit up to the mansion was marked by a short set of steps, and she kept going, passing them by.

      God, the farther she went, the more a curdling sense of dread took root in her stomach – although that didn’t make any sense.

      She was going home. To see the male she loved.

      Why would that bother her?

      Maybe it was the Assail situation. Maybe the ringing warning at the base of her neck was just generalized anxiety squirting out during a moment alone, an emotion coloring outside of the line. Yes, that had to be it. Her Hippocratic oath was running up against euthanasia and she couldn’t reconcile the two.

      A good hundred, hundred and fifty yards later, she came up to the reinforced door to the Pit. Punching in the code, she went up the shallow half-flight of stairs and then through a second entry —

      The sound of a vacuum cleaner had her leaning around the door. Fritz, butler extraordinaire, was working a Dyson back and forth on the runner in the short hall. In his black-and-white uniform, he looked like something out of an ad for a housekeeping service that employed only English dukes.

      “Mistress!” As he extinguished the whrrrrring noise, his old, wrinkled face smiled, reminding her of drapes pulled back to let in sunlight. “You have come back to change then! I thought you had already vacated the premises or I would not have begun thus, forgive me.”

      She smiled back at him so he wouldn’t worry he’d done a badness.

      But she was totally confused here. “I’m sorry, what?”

      “Your interlude downtown with the sire.” Fritz glowed like a heart-shaped nightlight. “He asked me to get him candles and libations for the two of you.”

      A sensation of numbing cold hit the top of her head and ran down her like water until she felt it fill her legs up as if they were boots.

      “Mistress?”

      “Yes, of course. I – ah, right. Of course.” What was he asking? “But I’m just going to go as is.”

      “It will not matter to him. He will simply be glad to see you.”

      Jane said some more things. She didn’t know what they were. And then she walked out to the front room. The black leather sofa, the foosball table, and the gym bags were exactly what she had seen in here for the last however many nights, weeks, months, years.

      Vishous’s bank of computers was likewise – except now, as she stared at the monitors, towers, and keyboards, she noted that everything was screen locked and she didn’t have any of the passwords. Then again it never would have occurred to ask for them – or wonder what he was doing when he was sitting in his chair, brows tight, those tattoos on the side of his face pulled ever so slightly out of place.

      She had always assumed he was working on his security systems, his programming, his LearnedLeague stuff.

      What else had he been doing?

      Or… who else —

      Okay, Glenn Close, she thought. Why don’t you back away from the pot and the bunny until you actually know what’s going on here.

      Maybe there was a perfectly reasonable explanation for what Fritz seemed to suggest was going on. Maybe Vishous was planning something for them as a mated couple and he just hadn’t asked her yet.

      She checked her phone. Looked around. Heard the vacuum turn back on.

      Part of her didn’t want to go to the Commodore because it seemed like spying. Like something a girl, not a woman, would do. It also felt… too real. As if her mate actually had lied by omission and was in fact meeting someone else —

      Screw it, she thought. Waiting around for him to come home was just too passive.

      Besides, it was, literally, the work of a moment for her to get downtown: One of the advantages to being nonexistent at will was that travel was more than a binary choice. Courtesy of V’s mother, the Scribe Virgin, Jane now had ambulation, motorization, and mentalization to pick from, with the latter being similar to vampires’ dematerializing: Her process of disappearing and reappearing required the same sort of concentration and will, and she could do it anywhere, anytime, with no apparent limit to the distance.

      Closing her eyes, she imagined herself as a breeze, a disturbance of air molecules, a draft. Nothingness. Lightness. A pane of glass.

      It had always worked in the past.

      Yup. Really. It… had.

      Yeah, well, not tonight, she thought as she lifted her lids.

      Rubbing the center of her chest, she went to the Pit’s door and let herself out in the event that Fritz finished with his Dyson and caught her standing there like an idiot. As she emerged into the night, the cold woof! of January’s frigid breath made her gasp and have to collect herself.

      The cottage she thought of as her home was the carriage house of the main mansion, located across the courtyard from the dour, stone mountain-on-top-of-a-mountain where the Brotherhood, the fighters, and their mates lived. She, V, Butch, and Marissa had been staying in the two-bedroom, two-bath setup since their relationships had taken root, and she had come to think of the four of them as a little family unit.

      Tilting her head, she stared up at the great gray vertical expanse of the mansion. There were gargoyles along the roofline, and three or four levels of diamond-pane windows, and shadows everywhere because of the various wings, levels, and dormers.

      Where else would vampires live?

      Shutting her lids again, she told herself she needed to get a grip – and her self-discipline came to the rescue. Becoming one with the air, she moved through the darkness in a swirl that, when she had first started doing this, had made her stomach queasy, but now was just the same as riding in a car.

      Traveling through the night toward downtown, she was no substance, all existence, her thoughts and feelings, her soul, remaining intact even as her body was ether – which meant her pain and uncertainty, her anxiety, her stress, came with her.

      Off the mountain, into the hills. Through the farm country. Over the suburbs. Past the old-fashioned apartment buildings, entering the urban core of skyscrapers, parking garages, and one-way streets.

      The Commodore was a high-rise right on the Hudson River, a Nakatomi Plaza–worthy show of twenty or thirty floors of steel and glass – and she landed, like a superhero, on a terrace right at its top.

      “Oh, thank God,” she muttered as she saw the darkened windows of the penthouse.

      Vishous was not here with someone else. He hadn’t made a decision she was going to have to do something about. There was, as it turned out, no deception, just a misunderstanding on the part of the butler and a paranoia on her side that, if she were smart and wanted to keep her mating strong, she’d use as a warning shot across her bow. She probably had been too wrapped up in her work lately – which wouldn’t have been any kind of excuse for infidelity on V’s part, but certainly would explain this distance she now was recognizing between them.

      And if she had been feeling connected to him, she wouldn’t have been so scared about all this.

      Taking out her phone, she got over herself and shot Vishous a text: Hey, off work for two hours. Let’s hang!

      Cheerful. Upbeat. Positive. Not hinting that she’d lost her damn mind for an instant and devolved into insecurity. Now, she just had to wait to see what he responded.

      As time passed, and she got nothing back, her heart began to beat hard again – and she thought, holy crap, it was like she was sixteen and trying to get a boy in her algebra class to ask her out.

      Cupping the phone in her palms, she kept waiting, not feeling the gusts of wind or the cold, not noticing the height that made the Hudson River seem like a stream, not dwelling on the near-miss.

      Okay, fine, she was dwelling on that.

      But hey, this was an opportunity for them. They needed to get away and be together. Maybe they could head up to Rehv’s Great Camp? She didn’t think of herself as a romantic person, but that old cedar-shingled Victorian with its stone hearths and view of the lake could be just the ticket. Snow everywhere, only the evergreens offering color. No pressures or responsibilities. They could cook their meals together and sleep side by side and re-forge that which had gotten eclipsed by nightly life.

      Taking a deep breath, she felt a surge of… optimism? Happiness? She hadn’t had whatever it was in so long that she didn’t know how to readily define the warm buoyancy.

      And yeah, that was probably another sign she needed to rebalance things.

      When a response still didn’t come, she turned to face the river. The other side of Caldwell was a much quieter landscape, with low buildings that glowed instead of skyscrapers that twinkled.

      Assail lived down the Hudson a little ways. On a peninsula in a glass house.

      Or at least had lived there.

      What was she going to do about him… 

      Light bloomed from behind her, and she wheeled around, putting a smile on her face. V was here and this was an opportunity —

      She frowned. Behind the glass doors, the interior of the penthouse was all wrong. Instead of black floors and all kinds of her mate’s kinky stuff, there was a calming interior of grays, the furniture modern and thoughtfully scaled and placed.

      Ruhn, Saxton’s mate, walked in from a hallway, proceeding to a kitchen that was all black granite and brushed-steel appliances.

      In her upset and distraction, she had gone to the opposite side of the building.

      Before Ruhn saw her and she had to explain what the hell she was doing on his terrace, she disappeared.

      This time, she knew immediately she was in the right place. Too bad it was clear she’d wrong-timed it.

      One of the sliding glass doors to V’s penthouse was wide open in spite of the cold, and black candles flickered all around the bald space’s interior, illuminating not only his sexual equipment, but the male himself: Vishous was sitting on his sex rack, his lower legs hanging free, his head down as he stared at his phone. He was in his leathers, which was a stupid relief, but his powerful upper torso was bare and she wondered who had taken his customary muscle shirt off.

      So he’d gotten her text.

      Or another from someone he was more interested in hearing from.

      Abruptly, Jane was aware of her palms becoming sweaty and her heart pounding and her stomach churning.

      This is not us, she thought. We don’t do things like this to each other.

      V’s head lifted and turned toward her, his brows frowning.

      For an instant, all she could do was absorb the sight of him. He was not one to ever be defeated. Between his intelligence, his physical brawn, and his incredible reflexes, he was an attacker, an aggressor, a beat-the-system, win-the-game, vanquish-the-foes source of superiority in the world. Not tonight. His broad shoulders were tilted into his chest, and exhaustion was like a stain in the air around him.

      His diamond eyes were dull with guilt as they focused on her.

      Jane started backing up even before he shifted off the rack and came forward.

      “No,” she said into the wind. “No…”
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