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      GLOSSARY OF TERMS AND PROPER NOUNS

      
      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 exist apart from civilians, having little contact with members of the other classes except when
         they need to feed. They are the subjects of legend and the 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 largely been discontinued, though it has not been outlawed.
      

      
      the Chosen (n.) Female vampires who have been bred to serve the Scribe Virgin. They are considered members of the aristocracy, though
         they are spiritually rather than temporally focused. They have little or no interaction with males, but can be mated to Brothers
         at the Scribe Virgin’s direction to propagate their class. They have the ability to prognosticate. In the past, they were used to
         meet the blood needs of unmated members of the Brotherhood, but that practice has been abandoned by the Brothers.
      

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

      
      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.
      

      
      the Fade (pr. n.) Nontemporal 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.
      

      
      leelan (adj.) 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.
      

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

      
      nalla (adj.) A term of endearment meaning “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.
      

      
      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 nontemporal realm and has extensive powers, though not the power of creation.
      

      
      princeps (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.
      

      
      rythe (n.) Ritual manner of assuaging 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 is counselor to the king as well as the keeper of vampire archives and the dispenser of privileges.
         Exists in a nontemporal realm and has extensive powers. 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 aspects 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.) Species 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 to extinction.
      

      
      tahlly (adj.) A term of endearment loosely translated as “darling.”
      

      
      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.
      

      
      
      transition (n.) Critical moment in a vampire’s life when he or she transforms into an adult. Thereafter, they must drink the blood of
         the opposite sex to survive and are 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.
      

   
      
      ONE

      
      “Goddamn it, Zsadist! Don’t jump—”
      

      
      Phury’s voice barely carried over the sound of the car crash in front of them. And didn’t stop his twin from leaping free
         of the Escalade while the thing was going fifty miles an hour.
      

      
      “V, he’s out! One-eighty us!”

      
      Phury’s shoulder slammed against the window as Vishous sent the SUV into a controlled skid. The headlights swung around and
         caught Z rolling on the snow-covered asphalt in a ball. Split second later he sprang to his feet and hauled ass, gunning for
         the steaming, crumpled sedan that now had a pine tree for a hood ornament.
      

      
      Phury kept an eye on his twin and went for his seat belt. The lessers they’d chased out to Caldwell’s rural edges might have just had their ride screwed by the laws of physics, but that didn’t
         mean they were out of commission. Those undead bastards were durable.
      

      
      As the Escalade heaved to a stop, Phury popped his door while going for his Beretta. No telling how many lessers were in the car or what kind of munitions they had. The vampire race’s enemies traveled in packs and were always armed—Holy hell! Three of the pale-haired slayers got out, and only the driver looked wobbly.
      

      
      The goat-fuck odds didn’t slow Z down. Suicidal maniac that he was, he headed right for the undead triangle with nothing but
         a black dagger in his hand.
      

      
      
      Phury tore across the road, hearing Vishous pound it out behind him. Except they weren’t needed.

      
      As silent flurries swirled in the air, and the sweet smell of pine mingled with leaking gas from the busted car, Z took down
         all three lessers with just the knife. He sliced the tendons behind their knees so they couldn’t run, broke their arms so they couldn’t fight
         back, and dragged them across the ground until they were lined up like gruesome dolls.
      

      
      Took four and a half minutes tops, including stripping them of their IDs. Then Zsadist paused to catch his breath. As he looked
         down at the oil spill of black blood smudged across the white snow, steam rose from his shoulders, a curiously gentle mist
         teased by the cold wind.
      

      
      Phury holstered the Beretta on his hip and felt nauseous, like he’d hammered a six-pack of bacon grease. Rubbing his sternum,
         he looked left, then right. Route 22 was dead quiet this time of night and this far outside of Caldwell proper. Human witnesses
         were unlikely. Deer didn’t count.
      

      
      He knew what was coming next. Knew better than to try to stop it.

      
      Zsadist knelt down over one of the lessers, his scarred face distorted with hatred, his ruined upper lip curled back, his fangs long as a tiger’s. With his skull-trimmed
         hair and the hollows under his cheekbones, he looked like the Grim Reaper; and like death, he was comfortable working in the
         cold. Wearing only a black turtleneck and loose black pants, he was more armed than dressed: The Black Dagger Brotherhood’s
         signature blade holster crisscrossed over his chest, and two more knives were strapped on his thighs. He also sported a gun
         belt with two SIG Sauers.
      

      
      Not that he ever used the nine-millimeters, though. He liked to get personal when he killed. Actually, it was the only time he ever got close to anyone.
      

      
      Z grabbed the lesser by the lapels of its leather jacket and jerked the slayer’s torso off the ground, getting mouth-to-mouth tight.
      

      
      “Where is the female?” When there was no answer other than an evil laugh, Z coldcocked the slayer. The crack echoed through
         the trees, a stark sound like a branch snapping in half. “Where is the female?”
      

      
      The slayer’s mocking grin jacked Z’s rage so high he became his own arctic circle. The air around his body grew magnetically
         charged and colder than the night. Snowflakes no longer fell anywhere near him, as if they disintegrated in the force of his
         anger.
      

      
      Phury heard a soft rasp and glanced over his shoulder. Vishous was lighting up a hand-rolled, the tattoos around his left
         temple and the goatee around his mouth getting highlighted in the orange glow.
      

      
      At the sound of another fist pop, V took a deep drag and shifted his diamond eyes over. “You okay there, Phury?”

      
      No, he wasn’t. Z’s savage nature had always been the stuff of a morality tale, but lately he’d become so violent he was hard
         to watch in action. The bottomless, soulless pit of him had been on a rampage ever since Bella had been abducted by the lessers.
      

      
      And still they hadn’t found her. The Brothers had no leads, no info, no nothing. Even with Z’s hard-core questioning.

      
      Phury was a mess about the abduction. He hadn’t known Bella for long, but she’d been so lovely, a female of worth from the
         highest level of aristocracy within the race. Though to him she’d been more than her lineage. So much more. She’d reached beyond his vow of celibacy to the male beneath the discipline, stirring up something deep. He was as desperate
         as Zsadist to find her, but after six weeks, he’d lost faith that she’d survived. The lessers were torturing vampires for information on the Brotherhood, and like all civilians, she’d known little about the Brothers.
         Surely she would have been killed by now.
      

      
      His only hope was that she hadn’t endured days and days of hell before she went unto the Fade.

      
      “What did you do with the female?” Zsadist growled to the next slayer. When all that came back at him was a “Fuck you,” Z
         pulled a Tyson and bit the bastard.
      

      
      Why Zsadist cared about a missing civilian female, no one in the Brotherhood could understand. He was known for his misogyny
         … hell, he was feared for it. Why Bella mattered to him was anyone’s guess. Then again, no one, not even Phury, as his twin,
         could predict the male’s reactions.
      

      
      While echoes of Z’s brutal work cut through the isolation of the forest, Phury felt himself cracking under the interrogation
         even as the lessers stayed strong and gave up no information.
      

      
      “I don’t know how much more of this I can take,” he said under his breath.

      
      Zsadist was the only thing he had in his life other than the Brotherhood’s mission to protect the race against the lessers. Every day Phury slept alone, if he slept at all. Food gave him little pleasure. Females were out because of his celibacy.
         And every second he was worried about what Zsadist would pull next and who would get hurt in the process. He felt like he
         was dying from a thousand cuts, slowly bleeding out. A target by proxy for all his twin’s murderous intent.
      

      
      
      V reached out with a gloved hand and clasped Phury’s throat. “Look at me, my man.”

      
      Phury glanced over and cringed. The brother’s left eye, the one with the tattoos around it, dilated until there was nothing
         but a black void.
      

      
      “Vishous, no … I don’t …” Shit. He didn’t need to hear about the future right now. Didn’t know how he would handle the fact that things were only going
         to get worse.
      

      
      “The snow falls slowly tonight,” V said, rubbing his thumb back and forth over a thick jugular vein.

      
      Phury blinked as an odd calm came over him, his heart slowing to the rhythm of his brother’s thumb. “What?”

      
      “The snow … it falls so slowly.”

      
      “Yes … yes, it does.”

      
      “And we’ve had a lot of snow this year, haven’t we?”

      
      “Uh … yes.”

      
      “Yeah … lot of snow, and there’s going to be more. Tonight. Tomorrow. Next month. Next year. The stuff comes when it comes
         and falls where it will.”
      

      
      “That’s right,” Phury said softly. “There’s no stopping it.”

      
      “Not unless you’re the ground.” The thumb stopped. “My brother, you don’t look like the earth to me. You’re not stopping him.
         Ever.”
      

      
      A series of pops and flashes broke out as Z stabbed the lessers in the chest and the bodies disintegrated. Then there was only the hiss from the shattered car’s radiator and the heavy pump
         of Z’s breathing.
      

      
      Like a wraith he rose from the blackened ground, the blood of lessers streaking his face and his forearms. His aura was a shimmering haze of violence that warped the scenery behind him, the forest beyond him wavy and indistinct where it bracketed his body.
      

      
      “I’m going downtown,” he said, wiping his blade on his thigh, “to look for more.”

      
      Right before Mr. O went back out hunting for vampires, he released the clip from his nine-millimeter Smith & Wesson and eyed
         the inside of the barrel. The gun was overdue for a cleaning, and so was his Glock. He had other shit he wanted to do, but
         only an idiot let his heat degrade. Hell, lessers had to be on top of their weapons. The Black Dagger Brotherhood was not the kind of target you wanted to get sloppy with.
      

      
      He walked across the persuasion center, making a little detour around the autopsy table they used for their work. The one-room
         layout had no insulation and a dirt floor, but because there were no windows, the wind was mostly kept out. There was a cot
         that he slept on. A shower. No toilet or kitchen because lessers didn’t eat. Place still smelled of fresh boards, because they’d built it only a month and a half ago. Also smelled of the
         kerosene heater they used to warm it up.
      

      
      The only finished fixture was the shelving that ran from dirt to rafters down one whole forty-foot-long wall. Their tools
         were laid out, nice and neat, on the various levels: knives, vises, pliers, hammers, Sawzalls. If something could rip a scream
         out of a throat, they had it.
      

      
      But the place wasn’t just for torture; it was also used for storage. Keeping vampires over time was a challenge, because they
         could poof! on you if they were able to calm themselves and concentrate. Steel prevented them from pulling the disappearing
         act, but a cell with bars wouldn’t have sheltered the things from sunlight, and building a solid-steel room was impractical. What worked nicely, though, was
         a corrugated-metal sewer pipe set vertically into the ground. Or three of them, as the case was.
      

      
      O was so tempted to go over to the storage units, except he knew that if he did he wouldn’t make it back out into the field,
         and he had quotas to meet. Being the Fore-lesser’s second in command gave him some extra benes, like having the run of this place. But if he was going to protect his privacy,
         he had to dial in an adequate performance.
      

      
      Which meant taking care of his weapons, even when he’d rather be doing other things. He pushed a first-aid kit out of the
         way, grabbed the gun cleaning box, and pulled a stool over to the autopsy table.
      

      
      The only door in the place swung open without a knock. O glared over his shoulder, but when he saw who it was, he forced the
         pissed-off expression to bleed out of his puss. Mr. X was not welcome, but the Lessening Society’s tough-ass in charge could
         hardly be denied. If only for reasons of self-preservation.
      

      
      Standing under a bald lightbulb, the Fore-lesser was not a good opponent if you were looking to stay in one piece. At six foot four, he was built like a car: square and hard.
         And like all members of the Society who were long past their initiation, he was paled-out. His white skin never blushed and
         didn’t get windburned. His hair was the color of a spider’s web. Eyes were the light gray of an overcast sky and just as glowless
         and flat.
      

      
      With a casual stroll, Mr. X started looking around the place, not measuring the order of objects, but searching. “I was told
         you just got another one.”
      

      
      O put the cleaning rod down and counted the weapons he had on his body. Throwing knife at his right thigh. Glock at the small of his back. He wished he had more. “I picked him
         up downtown about forty-five minutes ago outside of Zero-Sum. He’s in one of the holes, coming around.”
      

      
      “Good work.”

      
      “I’m planning on going out again. Right now.”

      
      “Are you?” Mr. X paused in front of the shelving and picked up a serrated hunting knife. “You know, I’ve heard something that’s
         pretty goddamned alarming.”
      

      
      O kept his yap shut and moved his hand onto his thigh, closer to the butt of his blade.

      
      “Not going to ask me what it is?” the Fore-lesser said as he walked over to the three storage units in the earth. “Maybe that’s because you already know the secret.”
      

      
      O palmed his knife as Mr. X lingered over the mesh metal plates that covered the tops of the sewer pipes. He didn’t give a
         shit about the first two captives. The third was no one’s business but his.
      

      
      “No vacancies, Mr. O?” The tip of Mr. X’s combat boot nudged at one of the sets of ropes that disappeared down into each of
         the holes. “I thought you killed off two after they had nothing worthwhile to say.”
      

      
      “I did.”

      
      “So with the civilian you caught tonight, there should be one empty pipe. Instead, you’re jam-packed.”

      
      “I caught another.”

      
      “When?”

      
      “Last night.”

      
      “You are lying.” Mr. X kicked off the mesh cover of the third unit. O’s first impulse was to surge to his feet, take two running strides, and punch his knife into Mr. X’s throat. But he wouldn’t make it that far. The Fore-lesser had a nifty trick of freezing his subordinates in place. All he had to do was look at you.
      

      
      So O stayed put, shaking from the effort of keeping his ass on the stool.

      
      Mr. X took a penlight out of his pocket, clicked it on, and angled the beam into the hole. As a muffled squeak came out, his
         eyes peeled wide. “Jesus Christ, it really is a female! Why the hell wasn’t I told?”
      

      
      O slowly rose to his feet, letting the knife hang by his thigh in the folds of his cargo pants. His grip on the handle was
         steady, sure. “She’s new,” he said.
      

      
      “That’s not what I hear.”

      
      In quick strides, Mr. X went to the bathroom and threw back the clear plastic shower curtain. With a curse, he kicked the
         bottles of girlie shampoo and baby oil that were lined up in the corner. Then he marched over to the ammunition supply closet
         and pulled out the ice chest that was hidden behind it. He upended the thing so the food inside hit the floor. As lessers didn’t chew and swallow, that was as clear a confession as any.
      

      
      Mr. X’s pale face was furious. “You’ve been keeping a pet, haven’t you?”
      

      
      O considered his plausible denials while he measured the distance between them. “She’s valuable. I use her in my interrogations.”

      
      “How?”

      
      “Males of the species don’t like to see a female hurt. She’s an inducement.”

      
      Mr. X’s eyes narrowed. “Why didn’t you tell me about her?”

      
      
      “This is my center. You gave it to me to run as I want.” And when he found the fucker who’d squealed, he was going to peel
         the bastard’s skin off in strips. “I take care of business here, and you know it. How I do the job shouldn’t matter to you.”
      

      
      “I should have been told.” Abruptly, Mr. X went still. “You thinking of doing something with that knife in your hand, son?”

      
      Yeah, Dad, as a matter of fact I am. “Am I in charge here or not?”
      

      
      As Mr. X shifted his weight onto the balls of his feet, O primed for a collision.

      
      Except his cell phone went off. The first ring was shrill in the tense air, like a scream. The second seemed less of an intrusion.
         The third was no BFD.
      

      
      As their head-on got derailed, it dawned on O that he wasn’t thinking clearly. He was a big guy and a damn good fighter, but
         he was no match for Mr. X’s tricks. And if O got himself injured or killed, who would take care of his wife?
      

      
      “Answer it,” Mr. X commanded. “And put it on speakerphone.”

      
      The news was from another Prime. Three lessers had been eliminated at the side of the road only two miles away. Their car had been found wrapped around a tree trunk, and
         the burn spots of their disintegrations had scorched the snow.
      

      
      Son of a bitch. The Black Dagger Brotherhood. Again.
      

      
      As O ended the call, Mr. X said, “Look, do you want to fight with me or do you want to go to work? One way will get you killed
         for sure and right now. It’s your choice.”
      

      
      “Am I in charge here?”

      
      
      “As long as you get me what I need.”

      
      “I’ve been bringing plenty of civilians in here.”

      
      “But it’s not like they’re saying much.”

      
      O went over and slid the mesh top back on the third hole, making sure he could see Mr. X the whole time. Then he put his combat
         boot on the cover and met the Fore-lesser in the eye.
      

      
      “I can’t help it if the Brotherhood keeps themselves secret from their own species.”

      
      “Maybe you just need to focus a little harder.”

      
      Do not tell him to fuck off, O thought. Fail this test of wills and your female is dog food.
      

      
      As O tried to rein in his temper, Mr. X smiled. “Your restraint would be more admirable if it weren’t the only appropriate
         response. Now about tonight. The Brothers will go for the jars of those slayers they wiped out. Get over to Mr. H’s house
         ASAP and get his. I’ll assign someone to A’s place, and I’ll cover D’s myself.”
      

      
      Mr. X paused at the door. “About that female. If you use her as a tool, that’s fine. But if you’re keeping her for any other
         reason, we’ve got a problem. You go soft and I’ll feed you to the Omega piece by piece.”
      

      
      O didn’t even shudder. He’d lived through the Omega’s tortures once, and he figured he could do it again. For his woman he
         would go through anything.
      

      
      “Now, what do you say to me?” the Fore-lesser demanded.
      

      
      “Yes, sensei.”

      
      As O waited for Mr. X’s car to get gone, his heart was going off like a nail gun. He wanted to take his woman out and feel
         her against him, except then he’d never leave. To try and calm himself, he quickly cleaned his S&W and armed up. It didn’t
         really help, but at least his hands had stopped shaking by the time he was through.
      

      
      On his way to the door he picked up the keys to his truck and engaged the motion detector over the third hole. That techno
         prop was a real ass-saver. If the infrared laser was broken, a triangulated gun system would go off, and whoever got curious
         would have a serious case of the leaks.
      

      
      O hesitated before leaving. God, he wanted to hold her. The thought of losing his woman, even in the hypothetical, made him
         mental. That female vampire … she was his reason for living now. Not the Society. Not the killing.
      

      
      “I’m going out, wife, so be good.” He waited. “I’ll come back soon and then we’ll wash you.” When there was no answer, he
         said, “Wife?”
      

      
      O swallowed compulsively. Even though he told himself he should be a man, he couldn’t make himself leave without hearing her
         voice.
      

      
      “Don’t send me out with no good-bye.”

      
      Silence.

      
      Pain seeped into his heart, making the love he felt for her soar. He took a deep breath, the delicious weight of despair settling
         into his chest. He’d thought he’d known love before he’d become a lesser. He’d thought that Jennifer, the woman he’d fucked and fought with for years, had been special. But he’d been such a naive
         fool. Now he knew what passion really was. His captive female was the burning pain that made him feel like a man again. She
         was the soul that replaced the one he’d given to the Omega. Through her he lived, though he was undead.
      

      
      “I’ll be back as soon as I can, wife.”

      
      * * *

      
      
      Bella sagged inside the hole as she heard the door shut. The fact that the lesser was going out off-kilter because she hadn’t answered him pleased her. So the madness was complete now, wasn’t it?
      

      
      Funny that this insanity was the death that awaited her. From the moment she’d woken up in the pipe however many weeks ago,
         she’d assumed her demise was going to be of the conventional, broken-body variety. But no, hers was the death of self. As
         her body lingered in relative health, the inside of her was no longer living.
      

      
      The psychosis had taken its time getting a hold on her, and like corporeal illness, there had been stages. At first she’d
         been too petrified to think of anything except how the torture would feel. But then days passed and nothing like that happened.
         Yes, the lesser struck her, and his eyes on her body were revolting, but he didn’t do to her what he did to others of her species. Nor did
         he rape her.
      

      
      In response, her thoughts had gradually shifted, her spirits reviving as she’d grown hopeful that she’d be rescued. This phoenix
         period had lasted longer. A whole week, maybe, though it was hard to measure the passage of days.
      

      
      But then she’d begun the irreversible slide, and what had sucked her down was the lesser himself. It had taken her a while to realize it, but she had a bizarre power over her captor, and after some time had passed,
         she’d started using it. At first she pushed him to test boundaries. Later she tormented him for no other reason than that
         she hated him and wanted to make him hurt.
      

      
      For some reason the lesser who had taken her … loved her. With all his heart. He yelled at her sometimes, and he did terrify her when he was in one
         of his moods, but the harder she was on him, the better he treated her. When she withheld her eyes from him, he’d go into a tailspin of anxiety.
         When he brought her gifts and she refused them, he wept. With increasing fervor, he worried over her and begged for her attention
         and curled up against her, and when she shut him out, he crumbled.
      

      
      Toying with his emotions was her whole, hateful world, and the cruelty that fed her was killing her. Once she’d been a living
         thing, a daughter, a sister … a someone … Now she was hardening, setting like concrete in the midst of her nightmare. Embalmed.
      

      
      Dear Virgin in the Fade, she knew he wasn’t ever going to let her go. And sure as if he’d killed her outright, he’d taken
         her future. All she had now was just this god-awful, infinite present. With him.
      

      
      Panic, an emotion she hadn’t felt for a while, surged into her chest.

      
      Desperate to go back to the numbness, she concentrated on how cold it was in the earth. The lesser kept her dressed in clothes he had taken from her own drawers and closet, and she was insulated by long johns and fleeces
         and warm socks and boots. Except, even with all that, the chill was relentless, sneaking through the layers, burrowing into
         her bones, turning her marrow into an icy slush.
      

      
      Her thoughts shifted to her farmhouse, where she had lived for such a short time. She remembered the cheery fires she’d made
         herself in the hearth in the living room and the happiness she’d felt to be on her own … These were bad visions, bad memories.
         They reminded her of her old life, of her mother … of her brother.
      

      
      God, Rehvenge. Rehv had driven her crazy with all his domineering behavior, but he’d been right. If she’d stayed with the family, she never would have met Mary, the human who had lived next door. And she never would have crossed the meadow
         between their houses that night to make sure everything was okay. And she never would have run into the lesser … so she never would have ended up both dead and breathing.
      

      
      She wondered how long her brother had looked for her. Had he given up by now? Probably. Not even Rehv could keep going for
         so long without hope.
      

      
      She bet he’d looked for her, but she was glad in a way that he hadn’t found her. Although he was a highly aggressive male,
         he was a civilian, and liable to get hurt if he came to rescue her. Those lessers were strong. Cruel and powerful. No, to get her back it would take something equal to the monster that held her.
      

      
      An image of Zsadist came to mind, clear as a photograph. She saw his savage black eyes. The scar that ran down his face and
         distorted his upper lip. The tattooed blood-slave bands around his throat and wrists. She remembered the whip marks on his
         back. And the piercings that hung from his nipples. And his muscled, too-lean body.
      

      
      She thought of his vicious, uncompromising will and all of his high-test hatred. He was terrifying, a horror of her species.
         Ruined, not broken, in the words of his twin. But that was what would have made him such a good savior. He alone was a match
         for the lesser who’d taken her. Zsadist’s kind of brutality was probably the only thing that could have gotten her out, though she knew
         better than to think that he’d ever try to find her. She was just some civilian whom he’d met twice.
      

      
      And the second time, he’d made her swear she would never come near him again.

      
      
      Fear closed in on her, and she tried to bridle the emotion by telling herself that Rehvenge was still searching for her. And
         that he would call upon the Brotherhood if he found any clues as to where she was. Then maybe Zsadist would come after her,
         because he was required to, as part of his job.
      

      
      “Hello? Hello? Is anyone there?” The shaky male voice was muted, the tone tinny.

      
      It was the newest captive, she thought. They always tried to reach out in the beginning.

      
      Bella cleared her throat. “I am … here.”

      
      There was a pause. “Oh, my God … are you the female that was taken? Are you … Bella?”

      
      Hearing her name was a shock. Hell, the lesser had been calling her wife for so long, she’d almost forgotten she’d gone by something else. “Yes … yes, I am.”
      

      
      “You’re still alive.”

      
      Well, her heart was still beating, at any rate. “Do I know you?”

      
      “I-I went to your funeral. With my parents, Ralstam and Jilling.”

      
      Bella started to tremble. Her mother and her brother … had put her to rest. But then, of course they would have. Her mother
         was deeply religious, a great believer in the Old Traditions. Once she was convinced her daughter was dead, she would have
         insisted on the proper ceremony so that Bella could enter the Fade.
      

      
      Oh … God. Thinking they’d given up and knowing they had were two such different things. No one was coming after her. Ever.
      

      
      She heard something weird. And realized she was sobbing.

      
      
      “I’m going to escape,” the male said with force. “And I’ll take you with me.”

      
      Bella let her knees give out, and she slid down the ribbed wall of the pipe until she was lodged at the bottom. Now she really
         was dead, wasn’t she? Dead and buried.
      

      
      How horribly appropriate that she was stuck in the earth.

   
      
      TWO

      
      Zsadist’s shitkickers carried him through an alley off Trade Street, the heavy soles stomping apart frozen slush puddles and
         crushing through the icy ripples of tire treads. It was pitch-dark, because there were no windows in the brick buildings on
         either side of him and the clouds had shut out the moon. Yet as he walked alone, his night vision was perfect, penetrating
         everything. Just like his rage.
      

      
      Black blood. What he needed was more black blood. He needed it on his hands and kicking up into his face and splattering onto
         his clothes. He needed oceans of it to run onto the ground and seep into the earth. To honor Bella’s memory, he would make
         the slayers bleed, each death his offering to her.
      

      
      He knew she no longer lived, knew in his heart she must have been killed in a gruesome way. So why did he always start off
         asking those bastards where she was? Hell, he didn’t know. It was just the first thing that came out of his mouth, no matter
         how many times he told himself she was gone.
      

      
      And he was going to keep asking those fuckers questions. He wanted to know the where and how and with what they’d gotten her. The information would only eat at him, but he needed to know. Had to know. And one of them was going to talk eventually.
      

      
      Z stopped. Sniffed the air. Prayed for the sweet smell of baby powder to drift into his nose. Goddamn it, he couldn’t stand this … not knowing any longer.
      

      
      But then he laughed in a nasty crack. Yeah, the hell he couldn’t take it. Thanks to his hundred years of careful training
         with the Mistress, there was no level of shit he hadn’t survived. Physical pain, mental anguish, cringing depths of humiliation
         and degradation, hopelessness, helplessness: Been there, sweated that.
      

      
      So he could survive this.

      
      He looked up at the sky, and as his head shifted back he swayed. With a quick hand he steadied himself against a Dumpster,
         then took a deep breath and waited to see if the drunken sensation passed. No luck.
      

      
      Feeding time. Again.

      
      Cursing, he hoped he could squeeze out another night or two. Sure, he’d been dragging his body around by force of will the
         last couple of weeks, but that was nothing unusual. And tonight he just didn’t want to deal with the bloodlust.
      

      
      Come on, come on … focus, asshole.

      
      He forced himself to keep going, stalking the downtown alleys, weaving in and out of the dangerous urban maze of Caldwell,
         New York’s club and drug scene.
      

      
      By three a.m., he was so blood-hungry he felt stoned, and that was the only reason he gave in. He couldn’t stomach the disassociation,
         the numbness in his body. It reminded him too much of the opium stupors he’d been forced into as a blood slave.
      

      
      Walking as quickly as he could, he headed for ZeroSum, the Brotherhood’s current downtown hangout. The bouncers let him bypass
         the wait line, easy access being one of the perks of folks who dropped the kind of cash the Brothers did. Hell, Phury’s red smoke habit alone was worth a couple grand a month, and V and Butch only liked the buzz
         that came from top-shelf booze. Then there were Z’s own regular purchases.
      

      
      The club was hot and dark inside, a kind of humid, tropical, cave with techno music twirling in the air. Humans crowded the
         dance floor, sucking on lollipop rings, guzzling water, sweating while they moved with pulsing pastel lasers. All around,
         bodies were up against the walls, paired off or in triplicate, writhing, touching.
      

      
      Z headed for the VIP lounge, and the human horde gave way before him, parting like velvet cloth torn open. Though high on
         X and coke, those overheated bodies still had enough survival instinct to spot him as a coffin waiting to happen.
      

      
      In the way back, a bouncer with a buzz cut let him into the best real estate in the club. Here, in relative quiet, twenty
         tables with banquet seating were spaced far apart, with only the black marble tops spotlit from the ceiling. The Brotherhood’s
         booth was right by the fire exit, and he wasn’t surprised to see Vishous and Butch there with shot glasses in front of them.
         Phury’s martini glass was sitting all alone.
      

      
      The two roommates didn’t look glad to see him. No … they seemed resigned to his arrival, like they’d been hoping to take a
         load off and he’d just thrown them both an engine block.
      

      
      “Where is he?” Z asked, nodding at his twin’s martini.

      
      “Making a red smoke buy in the back,” Butch said. “Ran out of O-Zs.”

      
      Z sat down on the left and leaned back, taking himself out of the light falling on the glossy table. As he glanced around, he recognized the faces of meaningless strangers. The VIP section had a hardcore of regulars, but none of the big
         spenders interacted much beyond their tight groups. In fact, the whole club was permeated by a “don’t ask, don’t tell” vibe,
         which was one of the reasons the Brothers came here. Even though ZeroSum was owned by a vampire, they needed to keep a low
         profile about who they were.
      

      
      Over the last century or so, the Black Dagger Brotherhood had become secretive about their identities within the race. There
         were rumors, of course, and civilians knew a few of their names, but everything was kept on the QT. The subterfuge had started
         when the race had fragmented about a century ago and tragically, trust had become an issue within the species. But now, though,
         there was another reason. The lessers were torturing civilians for information on the Brotherhood, so it was imperative to keep on the down-low.
      

      
      As a result, the few vampires who worked this club weren’t sure the big males in leather who sucked back drinks and dropped
         bills were Black Dagger members. And fortunately, social custom, if not the way the Brothers looked, prevented questions.
      

      
      Zsadist shifted in the booth, impatient. He hated the club; he really did. Hated having so many bodies so close to his. Hated
         the noise. The smells.
      

      
      In a chatty tangle, a trio of human females approached the Brothers’ table. The three of them were working tonight, though
         what they were serving up didn’t fit in a glass. These were your typical high-class hookers: hair extensions, fake breasts,
         faces molded by plastic surgeons, clothes out of a spray can. There were a lot of their kind of movable feast in the club, particularly in the VIP section. The Reverend, who owned and ran ZeroSum, believed in product
         diversification as a business strategy, offering their bodies as well as the alcohol and the drugs. The vampire also loaned
         money and had a team of bookies and did God knew what else from his back office in service to his mostly human clientele.
      

      
      As the three prostitutes smiled and talked, they presented themselves for a buy. But none of them were what Z was looking
         for, and V and Butch didn’t pick them up either. Two minutes later, the women headed off to the next booth.
      

      
      Z was goddamned hungry, but he had one nonnegotiable when it came to feeding.

      
      “Hey, daddies,” another woman said. “Any of you looking for some company?”

      
      He glanced up. This human female had a hard face to match her hard body. Clothes were black leather. Eyes were glassy. Hair
         was short.
      

      
      Fucking perfect.
      

      
      Z put his hand into the pool of light on the table, lifted two fingers, then rapped twice on the marble with his knuckles.
         As Butch and V started shifting in the seat, their tension annoyed him.
      

      
      The female smiled. “Well, all right.”

      
      Zsadist leaned forward and uncoiled to his full height, his face becoming illuminated by the spotlight. The whore’s expression
         froze solid as she took a step back.
      

      
      At that moment Phury came out of a door to the left, his spectacular mane of hair reflecting the shifting lights. Right behind
         him was a hard-ass male vampire with a mohawk: the Reverend.
      

      
      
      As the two came up to the table, the owner of the club smiled tightly. Eyes the color of amethysts missed nothing about the
         prostitute’s hesitation. “Evening, gentlemen. You going somewhere, Lisa?”
      

      
      Lisa’s bravado came back with a vengeance. “Wherever he wants, boss.”

      
      “Right answer.”

      
      Enough with the yakkies, Z thought. “Outside. Now.”
      

      
      He pushed open the fire door and followed her into the alley behind the club. The December wind blew through the loose jacket
         he’d put on to cover his weapons, but he didn’t care about the cold, and neither did Lisa. Even though the icy gusts teased
         her cropped hair and she was close to naked, she faced him without shivering, chin up.
      

      
      Now that she’d committed herself, she was ready for him. A real professional.

      
      “We do it here,” he said, stepping into the shadows. He took two one-hundred-dollar bills from his pocket and held them out.
         Her fingers crushed them before she disappeared the cash into her leather skirt.
      

      
      “How do you want it?” she asked, sidling up to him, reaching for his shoulders.

      
      He spun her around to the brick wall, face-first. “I do the touching. Not you.”

      
      Her body tensed and her fear tingled in his nose, a sulfurous sting. But her voice was strong. “Watch it, asshole. I come
         back with bruises and he’ll hunt you down like an animal.”
      

      
      “Don’t worry. You’re going to walk away from this just fine.”

      
      But she was still scared. And he was blessedly numb to the emotion.

      
      
      Usually fright in a female was the only thing that could turn him on, the only way the it in his pants would get hard. Lately, though, the trigger wasn’t working, which was just fine with him. He despised the response
         of that thing behind his zipper, and because most females were scared shitless of him, the it got aroused a hell of a lot more often than he wanted. Not at all would have been better. Shit, he was probably the only
         male on the planet who wanted to be impotent.
      

      
      “Tilt your head to the side,” he said. “Ear to your shoulder.”

      
      Slowly she complied, exposing her neck to him. This was why he’d chosen her. Short hair meant he wouldn’t have to touch anything
         to clear his way. He hated having to put his hands on them anywhere.
      

      
      As he stared at her throat, his thirst rose and his fangs elongated. God, he was dry enough to drain her.

      
      “What are you going to do?” she snapped. “Bite me?”

      
      “Yeah.”

      
      He struck quickly and held her in place as she thrashed. To make it easier on her, he calmed her with his mind, relaxing her,
         giving her a kind of high she was no doubt very familiar with. While she settled down, he swallowed as much as he could without
         gagging, tasting the coke and alcohol in her blood as well as the antibiotics she was on.
      

      
      When he was finished, he licked the puncture marks so the healing process would get its groove on and she wouldn’t bleed out.
         Then he popped her collar to hide the bite, cleaned himself from her memory, and sent her back into the club.
      

      
      Alone again, he sagged against the bricks. Human blood was so weak, it barely got him what he needed, but he wasn’t about to drink from females of his own species. Not again. Ever.
      

      
      He looked up at the sky. The clouds that had brought the flurries earlier were gone, and between the buildings he could see
         a slice of the clear pincushion of stars. The constellations told him he had only two hours left to be out.
      

      
      When he had the strength, he closed his eyes and dematerialized to the only place he wanted to be.

      
      Thank God there was still enough time to go there. To be there.

   
      
      THREE

      
      John Matthew moaned and rolled over in his bed onto his back.
      

      
      The woman followed his lead, her naked breasts pressing down on his broad, bare chest. With an erotic smile, she reached down
         between his legs and found his heavy ache. He kicked his head back and moaned as she stood his erection up and sat down on
         it. While he gripped her knees, she fell into a good, slow ride.
      

      
      Oh, yeah …

      
      With one hand she played with herself; with the other she tantalized him, sweeping her palm over her breasts and up to her
         neck, taking her long, platinum blond hair with her as she went. Her hand moved higher to her face, and then her arm was over
         her head, a graceful arc of flesh and bone. She arched back and her breasts pushed out, the hard tips distended, rosy. Her
         skin was so pale it looked like fresh snow.
      

      
      “Warrior,” she said, grinding. “Can you handle this?”

      
      Handle it? Damn straight, he could. And just so they were clear on who was handling what, he grabbed her thighs and thrust
         his hips up until she cried out.
      

      
      When he retreated, she smiled down at him, working against him faster and faster. She was slick and she was tight, and his
         erection was in heaven.
      

      
      “Warrior, can you handle this?” Her voice was deeper now from the exertion.

      
      
      “Hell, yeah,” he growled. Man, the second he came, he was going to flip her over and pound into her all over again.

      
      “Can you handle this?” She pumped even harder, milking him. With her arm still over her head, she was riding him like a bull,
         bucking against him.
      

      
      This was great sex … awesome, incredible, great—
      

      
      Her words began to warp, distort … fall below the register of a female. “Can you handle this?”

      
      John felt a chill. Something was off here. Something was way off …

      
      “Can you handle this? Can you handle this?” Suddenly a man’s voice was coming out of her throat, a man’s voice was sneering
         at him. “Can you can handle this?”

      
      John struggled to throw her off, but she was clamped on to him, and the fucking wouldn’t stop.

      
      “Do you think you can handle this? Do-you-think-you-can-handle-this? Doyouthinkyoucanhandlethis?” The male voice was screaming now, roaring out of the female’s face.
      

      
      The knife came at John from over her head—only she was a man now, a man with white skin and pale hair and eyes the color of
         fog. As the blade flashed silver, John reached up to block it, but his arm wasn’t heavy with muscle anymore. It was thin,
         emaciated.
      

      
      “Can you handle this, warrior?”

      
      With a graceful slice, the dagger landed square in the middle of his chest. A blazing pain lit off from where it penetrated
         him, the violent burning sluicing through his body, ricocheting around inside of his skin until he was alive with agony. He
         gasped for breath and choked on his own blood, choked and gagged until he could get nothing into his lungs. Flailing around,
         he fought against the death that was coming for him—
      

      
      
      “John! John! Wake up!”

      
      His eyes popped wide. His first thought was that his face hurt, though he had no idea why, because he’d been stabbed in the
         chest. Then he realized his mouth was stretched open, accommodating what would have been a scream if he’d been born with a
         voice box. As it was, all he was doing was letting out a steady stream of air.
      

      
      Then he felt the hands … hands were pinning his arms. Terror returned, and in what was for him an awesome surge, he threw
         his little body off the bed. He landed face-first, his cheek skidding on the low-napped carpet.
      

      
      “John! It’s me, Wellsie.”

      
      Reality came back at the sound of the name, shaking him free of the hysteria like a slap.

      
      Oh, God … It was okay. He was okay. He was alive.
      

      
      He launched himself into Wellsie’s arms and buried his face in her long red hair.

      
      “It’s all right.” She pulled him into her lap and stroked his back. “You’re home. You’re safe.”

      
      Home. Safe. Yes, after only six weeks this was home … the first he’d ever had after growing up in Our Lady’s orphanage and
         then living in hovels since he was sixteen. Wellsie and Tohrment’s was home.
      

      
      And he wasn’t just safe here; he was understood. Hell, he’d learned the truth about himself. Until Tohrment had come and found
         him, he hadn’t known why he’d always been different from other people or why he was so scrawny and weak. But male vampires
         were like that before they went through the transition. Even Tohr, who was a full-fledged member of the Black Dagger Brotherhood,
         had apparently been small.
      

      
      
      Wellsie tilted John’s head up. “Can you tell me what it was?”

      
      He shook his head and burrowed deeper into her, holding on to her so hard he was surprised she could still breathe.

      
      Zsadist materialized in front of Bella’s farmhouse and cursed. Someone had been in the place again. There were fresh tire
         tracks through the powdered snow in the driveway and footprints to the door. Ah, shit … There were a lot of footprints, so many back and forth to whatever car had been parked there that it looked as if things
         were being moved out.
      

      
      This made him anxious, like little bits of her were disappearing.

      
      Holy hell. If her family dismantled the house, he didn’t know where he would go to be with her anymore.
      

      
      With a hard eye, he stared at the front porch and the long windows of the living room. Maybe he should pack up some of her
         stuff for himself. It would be a bastard thing to do, but then, he wasn’t above being a thief.
      

      
      Once again, he wondered about her family. He knew they were aristocrats of the highest social order, but that was about it,
         and he didn’t want to meet them to find out more. Even on his best day, he was shit-awful with people, but the situation with
         Bella made him dangerous, not just nasty. No, Tohrment was the liaison with her blood ties, and Z was always careful not to
         run into them.
      

      
      He went around the back of the house, entered through the kitchen, and turned off the security alarm. As he did every night,
         he checked on her fish first. Flakes of food were scattered across the top of the water, evidence that someone had already taken care of them. He was pissed off that he’d been robbed of the opportunity.
      

      
      Truth was, he thought of her house as his space now. He’d cleaned it up after she’d been abducted. He’d watered the plants
         and taken care of the fish. He’d walked the floors and the stairs and stared out of the windows and sat on every chair and
         sofa and bed. Hell, he’d already decided to buy the damn thing when her family sold it. Though he’d never had a house before
         or many personal possessions, these walls and this roof and the shit sheltered inside—he would own it all. A shrine to her.
      

      
      Z made a quick trip through the house, cataloging the things that had been removed. It wasn’t much. A painting and a silver
         dish from the living room and a mirror from the front hall. He was curious why those particular objects had been chosen and
         wanted them back where they belonged.
      

      
      As he came into the kitchen again, he pictured the room after she’d been abducted, all the blood, the glass shards, the busted
         chairs and china. His eyes went down to a black streak of rubber on the pine floor. He could guess how it had been made. Bella
         struggling against the lesser, being dragged, the sole of her shoe squeaking as it left a trail.
      

      
      Anger crawled around his chest on all fours until he was panting from the ugly, familiar feeling. Except … Christ, the whole
         thing didn’t make sense: him searching for her and obsessing over her shit and walking around her house. They hadn’t been
         friends. Hell, they hadn’t even been acquaintances. And he hadn’t been nice to her on the two occasions he’d met her.
      

      
      Man, he regretted that. During those few moments he’d had with her, he wished he hadn’t been so … Well, not throwing up after he’d found out she was aroused by him would have been a good fricking start. Except there’d been no way
         to suck back the response. No female other than that sick bitch mistress of his had ever been wet for him, so he sure as hell
         didn’t associate slick female flesh with anything good.
      

      
      As he remembered Bella being up against his body, he still wondered why she’d wanted to lay with him. His face was a goddamned
         mess. His body wasn’t much better, at least not on the back. And his reputation made Jack the Ripper look like a Boy Scout.
         Damn it, he was angry at everyone and everything all the time. She’d been beautiful and soft and kind, a regal, aristocratic
         female from a privileged background.
      

      
      Oh, but their contradictions had been the point, hadn’t they? He’d been the change-of-pace male for her. The walk on the wild
         side. The savage creature who would shock her out of her nice little life for an hour or two. And even though it had hurt
         to be reduced to precisely what he was, he’d still thought she was … lovely.
      

      
      From behind him, he heard a grandfather clock start to chime. Five o’clock.

      
      The front door to the house opened with a creak.

      
      In a soundless rush, Z unsheathed a black dagger from his chest and flattened himself against the wall. He angled his head
         so he had a view down the hall to the foyer.
      

      
      Butch held up his hands as he walked inside. “Just me, Z.”

      
      Zsadist lowered the blade, then put it back in its holster.

      
      The former homicide detective was an anomaly in their world, the only human who’d ever been let into the Brotherhood’s inner
         circle. Butch was V’s roommate, Rhage’s lifting partner in the gym, Phury’s clothes-whore buddy. And for reasons of his own, he was obsessed with Bella’s
         abduction, so he had some shit in common with Z, too.
      

      
      “What up, cop?”

      
      “You heading back to the compound?” The guy’s question might have been framed as an inquiry, but it was more like a suggestion.

      
      “Not right now.”

      
      “Close to daylight.”

      
      Whatever. “Phury send you for me?”
      

      
      “My choice. When you didn’t come back from what you paid for, I figured you might end up here.”

      
      Z crossed his arms over his chest. “You worried I killed that female I took into the alley?”

      
      “Nope. Saw her working the club before I left.”

      
      “So why am I looking at you right now?”

      
      As the male glanced down like he was putting words together in his head, his weight moved back and forth in those expensive
         loafers he liked. Then he unbuttoned his fancy black cashmere coat.
      

      
      Ah … so Butch was a messenger. “Spit it out, cop.”

      
      The human rubbed his thumb over his eyebrow. “You know Tohr’s been talking to Bella’s family, right? And that her brother’s
         a real hothead? Well, he knows someone’s coming in here. He can tell because of the security system. Every time it’s shut
         off or turned on, he gets a signal. He wants the visits to stop, Z.”
      

      
      Zsadist bared his fangs. “Tough.”

      
      “He’s going to put up guards.”

      
      “Why the hell does he care?”

      
      “Come on, man, it’s his sister’s place.”

      
      
      Son of a bitch. “I want to buy the house.”
      

      
      “That’s a no-go, Z. Tohr said the family’s not putting it on the market anytime soon. They want to keep it.”

      
      Z ground his molars for a moment. “Cop, do yourself a favor and get out of here.”

      
      “Rather drive you home. Damn close to daybreak.”

      
      “Yeah, I really need a human telling me that.”

      
      Butch cursed on an exhale. “Fine, go crispy if you want. Just don’t come back here again. Her family’s been through enough.”

      
      As soon as the front door shut, Z felt a flush come over his body, like someone had wrapped him up tight in an electric blanket
         and cranked the dial. Sweat broke out on his face and his chest, and his stomach rolled. He lifted his hands. The palms were
         wet and the fingers sported a fine tremble.
      

      
      Physiological signs of stress, he thought.
      

      
      He was clearly having an emotional reaction, although damned if he knew what it was. All he picked up on were the ancillary
         symptoms. Inside of himself there was nothing, no feeling that he could identify.
      

      
      He looked around and wanted to set fire to the farmhouse, just burn the thing down to the ground so no one could have it.
         Better that than knowing he couldn’t go in anymore.
      

      
      Trouble was, torching her place was like hurting her.

      
      So if he couldn’t leave a pile of ashes behind, he wanted to take something. As he thought about what he could carry with
         him and still dematerialize, he put his hand up to the slender chain stretched tight around his throat.
      

      
      The necklace with its tiny inset diamonds was hers. He’d found the thing in the rubble the night after she’d been abducted, on the terra-cotta floor under her kitchen table. He’d cleaned her blood off of it, fixed the broken clasp,
         and had worn it ever since.
      

      
      And diamonds were eternal, weren’t they? They lasted forever. Just like his memories of her.

      
      Before Zsadist left, he took one last look at the fish tank. The food was almost gone now, snipped off the surface by little
         gaping mouths, mouths that came at it from the underside.
      

      
      John didn’t know how long he stayed in Wellsie’s arms, but it took him a while to get back to reality. When he finally pulled
         back, she smiled at him.
      

      
      “Sure you don’t want to tell me about the nightmare?”

      
      John’s hands started moving, and she stared at them hard because she was just learning American Sign Language. He knew he
         was going too fast, so he leaned over and picked up one of his pads and a pen from the bedside table.
      

      
      It was nothing. I’m okay now. Thanks for waking me up, though.

      
      “You want to go back to bed?”

      
      He nodded. It seemed as if he’d done nothing except sleep and eat for the last month and a half, but there was no end to his
         hunger or his exhaustion. Then again, he had twenty-three years of starvation and insomnia to make up for.
      

      
      He slid between the sheets, and then Wellsie eased down beside him. Her pregnancy didn’t show that much if she was standing,
         but when she was sitting there was a subtle swell under her loose shirt.
      

      
      “You want me to put the light on in your bathroom?”

      
      
      He shook his head. That would only make him feel more like a pansy, and right now his ego had pretty much taken all the shriveling
         up it could handle.
      

      
      “I’m just going to be at my desk in the study, okay?”

      
      As she left, he felt bad that he was kind of relieved, but with the panic gone he was ashamed of himself. A man didn’t act
         like he had just now. A man would have fought the pale-haired demon in the dream and won. And even if he’d been terrified,
         a man wouldn’t have cowered and shook like a five-year-old when he woke up.
      

      
      Then again, John wasn’t a man. At least not yet. Tohr had said the change wouldn’t come to him until he was closer to twenty-five,
         and he couldn’t wait for the next two years to pass. Because even though he now understood why he was only five feet, six
         inches tall and 112 pounds, it was still tough. He hated facing his bony body every day in the mirror. Hated wearing boy-sized
         clothes though he could legally drive and vote and drink. Cringed at the fact that he’d never had an erection, even when he
         woke up from one of his erotic dreams. And he’d never even kissed a woman, either.
      

      
      No, he just didn’t feel like much in the masculine department all the way around. Especially given what had happened to him
         almost a year ago. God, the anniversary of that attack was coming up, wasn’t it? With a wince he tried not to think of that
         dirty stairwell or the man who’d held a knife to his throat or those horrible moments when something irretrievable had been
         taken from him: His innocence violated, gone forever.
      

      
      Forcing his mind out of that tailspin, he told himself that at least he was no longer hopeless. Sometime soon he would change
         into a man.
      

      
      
      Itchy from thinking about the future, he threw the covers off and went to his closet. As he opened the double doors, he was
         still unused to the display. He’d never owned this many pants and shirts and fleeces in his whole life, but here they were,
         so fresh and new … all their zippers working, no buttons missing, no fraying, no tears at the seams. He even had a pair of
         Nike Air Shox.
      

      
      He took out a fleece and pulled it on, then pushed his spindly legs into a pair of khakis. In the bathroom he washed his hands
         and face and combed his dark hair. Then he headed for the kitchen, walking through rooms that had clean, modern lines but
         were decorated with Italian Renaissance furniture, textiles, and art. He stopped when he heard Wellsie’s voice coming out
         of the study.
      

      
      “… some kind of nightmare. I mean, Tohr, he was terrified … No, he fudged when I asked him what it was, and I didn’t press.
         I think it’s time he sees Havers. Yes … Uh-huh. He should meet Wrath first. Okay. I love you, my hellren. What? God, Tohr, I feel the same way. I don’t know how we ever lived without him. He is such a blessing.”
      

      
      John leaned against the wall in the hall and closed his eyes. Funny, he felt the same way about them.

   
      
      FOUR

      
      It was hours later, or at least it seemed like hours, when Bella awoke to the sound of the mesh plate sliding back. The sweet
         smell of the lesser drifted down to her, overpowering the pungent, damp earth.
      

      
      “Hello, wife.” The harness around her torso tightened as he lifted her out.

      
      One look into his pale brown eyes and she knew now was not the time to push any limits. He was wired, his smile way too excited.
         And unbalanced was not good with him.
      

      
      Just as her feet hit the floor, he jerked the harness so she fell against him. “I said hello, wife.”
      

      
      “Hello, David.”

      
      He closed his eyes. He loved it when she said his name. “I have something for you.”

      
      He left the straps on her and led her over to the stainless-steel table in the center of the room. When he handcuffed her
         to the thing, she knew it must be dark out still. He got lax about restraining her only during the day, when she couldn’t
         run.
      

      
      The lesser went out the door and left it open wide. Shuffling and grunting noises followed, and then he came back dragging a groggy
         civilian vampire. The male’s head rolled on his shoulders as if it were on a loose hinge, his feet trailing behind at the
         toes. He was dressed in what had been nice black slacks and a cashmere sweater, but now the clothes were torn and wet and blood-marked.
      

      
      With a moan choking in her throat, Bella backed away until her tether prevented her from going any farther. She couldn’t watch
         the torture; she just couldn’t.
      

      
      The lesser muscled the male over to the table and laid him out flat on it. Chains were looped with efficiency around his wrists and
         ankles, and the links were secured with metal clips. As soon as the civilian’s hazy eyes latched on to the shelves with the
         tools, he began to panic. He pulled against his steel binds, making them rattle against the metal table.
      

      
      Bella met the vampire’s blue eyes. He was terrified, and she wanted to reassure him, but she knew that wasn’t smart. The lesser was watching her reaction, waiting.
      

      
      And then he took out a knife.

      
      The vampire on the table screamed as the slayer leaned over him. But all David did was yank up the male’s sweater and slit
         it open, exposing his chest and throat.
      

      
      Though Bella tried to fight it, bloodlust stirred in her gut. It had been a long time since she’d fed, maybe months, and all
         the stress she’d been under meant her body needed badly what only drinking from the opposite sex could give her.
      

      
      The lesser took her arm and pulled her around, the handcuff sliding down the table’s rail with her.
      

      
      “I figured you must be thirsty by now.” The slayer reached out and rubbed her mouth with his thumb. “So I got this for you
         to feed from.”
      

      
      Her eyes rounded.

      
      “That’s right. He’s just for you. A present. He’s fresh, young. Better than the two I have in the holes now. And we can keep him as long as he serves you.” The lesser pushed her upper lip off her teeth. “Goddamn … look at those fangs getting longer. Hungry, aren’t you, wife?”
      

      
      His hand clamped on the back of her neck and he kissed her, licking at her with his tongue. Somehow she kept her gag reflex
         down until he lifted his head.
      

      
      “I’ve always wondered what this looks like,” he said, eyes roaming around her face. “Is it going to turn me on? I’m not sure
         whether I want it to or not. I think I like you pure. But you’ve got to do this, right? Or you’re going to die.”
      

      
      He pushed her head down toward the male’s throat. When she resisted, the lesser laughed softly and spoke into her ear.
      

      
      “That’s my girl. If you’d gone willingly to him, I think I would’ve beaten you out of jealousy.” He stroked her hair with
         his free hand. “Now drink.”
      

      
      Bella looked into the vampire’s eyes. Oh, God …
      

      
      The male had stopped struggling and was staring up at her, his eyes about to pop out of his skull. Hungry though she was,
         she couldn’t bear the idea of taking from him.
      

      
      The lesser gripped her neck hard, and his voice got nasty. “You better drink from him. I went to a lot of fucking trouble to get this
         for you.”
      

      
      She opened her mouth, her tongue like sandpaper from the thirst. “No …”

      
      The lesser put the knife up to her eyes. “One way or the other he’s going to bleed in the next minute and a half. If I go to work on
         him, he’s not going to last long. So maybe you want to try, wife?”
      

      
      Tears speared her eyes at the violation she would perpetrate.

      
      
      “I’m so sorry,” she whispered to the chained male.

      
      Her head was yanked back, and the lesser’s palm came at her face from the left. The slap snapped her upper body around, and the slayer grabbed a chunk of her hair
         to keep her from falling. He pulled hard, arching her against him. She had no idea where the knife he’d had went.
      

      
      “You do not apologize to that.” He clapped his hand on her chin, digging his fingertips into the hollows under her cheekbones.
         “I’m the only one you worry about. We clear? I said, are we clear?”
      

      
      “Yes,” she gasped.

      
      “Yes, what?”

      
      “Yes, David.”

      
      He took her free arm and bent it behind her back. Pain shot into her shoulder. “Tell me you love me.”

      
      From out of nowhere, anger lit off a firestorm in her chest. She would never say that word to him. Never.
      

      
      “Tell me you love me,” he yelled, blasting the demand into her face.

      
      Her eyes flashed and she bared her fangs. The instant she did his excitement shot out of control, his body starting to tremble,
         his breath falling into a fast pant. He was instantly primed to fight her, aroused for the battle, ready as if he were erect
         for sex. This was the part of the relationship he lived for. He loved to fight her. Had told her that his former woman hadn’t been as strong as she was, hadn’t been able to last as long before
         passing out.
      

      
      “Tell me you love me.”

      
      “I. Despise. You.”

      
      As he lifted his hand and made a fist out of it, she glared up at him, steady, calm, ready to take the hit. They stayed like that for a long time, their bodies suspended in twin
         arcs like a heart, tied by the strings of violence that ran between them. In the background the civilian male on the table
         whimpered.
      

      
      Suddenly the lesser’s arms shot around her and he buried his face in her neck. “I love you,” he said. “I love you so much … I can’t live without
         you—”
      

      
      “Holy shit,” someone said.

      
      The lesser and Bella both looked to the voice. The persuasion center’s door was wide open and a pale-haired slayer was stopped dead
         in its jamb.
      

      
      The guy started laughing and then said the three words that triggered everything that followed: “I’m gonna tell.”

      
      David went after the other lesser at a dead run, chasing him outside.
      

      
      Bella didn’t hesitate as the first cracks of the fight rang out. She went to work on the chains that bound the civilian’s
         right wrist, flipping the clips free, unraveling the links. Neither of them said a word as she freed his hand and then started
         on his right ankle. As soon as he could, the male worked as fast as she did, frantically stripping the left side of himself.
         The second he was free, he popped off the table and looked at the steel handcuffs that tied her.
      

      
      “You can’t save me,” she said. “He has the only keys.”

      
      “I can’t believe you’re still alive. I heard about you—”

      
      “Go, go on—”

      
      “He’ll kill you.”

      
      “No, he won’t.” He was just going to make her wish she were dead. “Go! That fight isn’t going to last forever.”
      

      
      “I’ll come back for you.”

      
      
      “Just get home.” When he opened his mouth, she said, “Shut the hell up and focus. If you can, tell my family I’m not dead.
         Go!”
      

      
      The male had tears in his eyes as he closed them. He took two long breaths … and dematerialized.

      
      Bella started shaking so badly she fell down on the floor, her arm stretching over her head from where it was handcuffed to
         the table.
      

      
      The noises of the fight outside abruptly stopped. There was a silence and then a flash of light and a popping sound. She knew
         without a doubt that her lesser had won.
      

      
      Oh, God … This was going to be bad. This was going to be a very, very bad day.
      

      
      Zsadist stood on Bella’s snow-covered lawn until the last possible moment, and then he dematerialized to the dreary, Gothic
         monster the Brotherhood all lived in. The mansion looked like something out of a horror movie, all gargoyles and shadows and
         leaded-glass windows. In front of the mountain of stone there was a courtyard full of cars, as well as a gatehouse that was
         Butch and V’s crash pad. A twenty-foot-tall wall encased the compound, and there was a double-gated entry as well as a number
         of nasty surprises set up to deter unwanted visitors.
      

      
      Z walked over to the main house’s steel-cored doors and opened one side of them. Stepping into the vestibule, he punched in
         a code on a keypad and was granted access immediately. He grimaced as he emerged into the foyer. The soaring space with its
         jewel-toned colors and its gold leafing and its wild, mosaic floor was like that crowded bar: too much stimulation.
      

      
      
      To his right, he heard the sounds of a full dining room: the soft clinking of silver on china, indistinct words from Beth,
         a chuckle from Wrath … then Rhage’s bass voice cutting in. There was a pause, probably because Hollywood was making a face,
         and then everyone’s laughter mingled, spilling out like gleaming marbles across a clean floor.
      

      
      He wasn’t interested in tangling with his brothers, much less eating with them. They’d all know by now that he’d been booted
         from Bella’s house like a felon for marking too much time there. Few secrets got kept within the Brotherhood.
      

      
      Z hit the grand staircase, taking the steps two at a time. The faster he went the more muted the meal’s noises became, and
         the quiet suited him. At the top of the stairs he headed left and then went down a long hallway marked by Greco-Roman statuary.
         The marble athletes and warriors were illuminated by recessed lighting, their white marble arms and legs and chests forming
         a pattern against the bloodred wall. If you walked fast enough, it was like going by pedestrians when you were in a car, the
         rhythm of the statues’ bodies animating what in fact did not move.
      

      
      The room he slept in was at the end of the corridor, and as he opened the door he hit a wall of cold. He never turned on the
         heat or the air-conditioning, just like he never slept in the bed or used the phone or put anything in the antique bureaus.
         The closet was the only thing he needed, and he went there to disarm. His weapons and ammo were kept in the fireproof cabinet
         in the back, and his four shirts and three sets of leathers hung closely together. With nothing much in the walk-in, he often
         thought of bones as he went inside, all the empty hangers and brass rods looking spindly and fragile.
      

      
      He stripped and showered. He was hungry for food, but he liked to keep himself that way. The pang of starvation, the dry yearning
         of thirst … these denials that were within his control always eased him. Hell, if he could pull off not sleeping, he’d take
         that away from himself, too. And the goddamned bloodlust …
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