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GLOSSARY OF TERMS AND PROPER NOUNS


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 once targeted the vampires for extinction out of resentment directed toward the Scribe Virgin. Existed in a non-temporal realm and had extensive powers, though not the power of creation. Now eradicated.


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.


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


the Tomb (pr. n.) Sacred vault of the Black Dagger Brotherhood. Used as a ceremonial site 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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ONE


Exit 38S, The Northway (I-87)
Plattsburgh, New York


HIS DOCTOR, THE one who’d been keeping him alive, was dead.


As Daniel Joseph gunned his Harley up the Northway, he swerved around a semi, played hopscotch with a pair of sedans, and then eyed an upcoming break in the woods in the median and prayed there wasn’t a cop hiding in the pine trees. He had bigger problems to worry about than speeding tickets and hey-where’s-your-helmet citations: No weapon. No backup. No intel.


But hey, at least the woman he loved more than anything else on the planet was with him. Which was the precise offensive strategy you wanted when you were rushing into a crime scene that hadn’t been cleared, that no one in conventional law enforcement could know about, and that you were bringing no weapons, no backup, and no intel to.


And it had started to fucking snow.


The shit that had begun to fall halfway through the rocket ship ride was only a non-issue, mid-November squall in the morning—but that was if you were in a car or had a visor. As the flakes hit his face, they were shards of glass, on his cheeks, in his eyes, up his nose—


Thank God, he thought as their exit appeared and he pared off at the same speed he’d been going.


At the top of the ramp, he didn’t slow down for the stop sign before merging onto NY 22S, and as he and the bike zoomed into the turn, Lydia Susi tightened her arms around his waist and ducked her head into his back. During the twenty-minute, breakneck roar from that apple orchard in Walters to this road leading into Plattsburgh, he had taken the brunt of the cold air, and he was feeling it. She was warmer, though.


He hoped she was warmer.


Goddamn it, he wished she weren’t with him—


“We need Route Twenty-six,” Lydia shouted in his ear over the din. “Toward the bay.”


“Roger that.” He turned his head to the side. “You okay?”


She gave him a squeeze. “Yes.”


As he looked ahead of them again, all he could think was, Don’t do it. Don’t ask back.


She didn’t.


Lydia was a master navigator, not that finding the condo development in question was all that hard, and once they were inside the ring-around of fifty or so white-sided, black-shuttered, Lego-like two-stories, the unit they were gunning for was easy to locate on the far side.


Pulling into the shallow driveway, he opened his mouth to tell her they had to stick together—


His woman ejected herself off the back of the Harley, landed on a lithe run, and raced up the front walk.


“Wait! Stop—” He tried to catch his breath. “Lydia—”


She all but attacked the door, twisting the knob, jerking, yanking. “Gus!”


Back at the bike, Daniel put his hand on his chest and tried to inflate his lungs, but for some reason, they weren’t responding to the command. It was like he was suddenly breathing water—


“Around back,” he wheezed as she pounded on the panels. “Go ’round . . .”


While an old guy from the unit next door stopped in the process of checking his mailbox, she took off again, jumping over some short-stack bushes, sprinting past the garage door, and disappearing around the far corner. The idea that she might find some bad news in the rear gave Daniel the energy he needed to dismount, but as he stumbled, he couldn’t feel the asphalt beneath his boots.


“Everything okay?” the neighbor with the envelopes and the flyers in his hand called out.


Daniel coughed into a fist. “Oh, yeah.” He cleared his throat so he could get more volume in his voice. “Cat on the loose.”


“Dr. St. Claire doesn’t have a cat.”


Great. Just what he needed. “He was cat-sitting ours.”


“Then why’d you come on a bike?”


Daniel narrowed his eyes, noting the cardigan, the reading glasses on the end of the nose, the salt-and-pepper gray hair trimmed Father Knows Best fifties style. For a split second, he almost asked whether the guy had seen anything suspicious around Gus’s place. But then he thought of Lydia, and decided the well-preserved grandpa was a gossip grenade best kept with the pin in.


“Thanks for checking on us,” Daniel said. Then in a lower tone, he muttered, “And if we need a hostage, I’m volunteering you.”


Raising his hand in a little wave, he started off in the direction Lydia had gone—and holy fuck, he felt like he was dragging the Harley behind him: He was out of energy, a marathoner who had pushed too hard and was collapsing right before the finish line.


“Why don’t I have a gun,” he mumbled as he shambled his way along, batting away the gnat-like flakes. “Why am I unarmed . . .”


As he emerged onto the quilt-sized grass patch that passed for the backyard, he answered himself: “Because you’d been about to pop the question. And who brings a—wait for me! Christ!”


Lydia was at the back sliding glass door and in the process of opening things. “This glass door is unlocked—”


No shit. “Hold on.”


As she looked back at him, he grabbed the railing and hauled himself up onto the postage-stamp porch. He wanted to stop for a second to try to breathe again, but he knew her halt had a timer on it—


Bingo. She launched herself into the condo without him.


“Sonofabitch.”


On his own entry, Daniel tripped the tip of his boot on the lip of the slider, and as he pitched forward into thin air, he had a quick impression of a messy, nothing-special kitchen: clutter on the granite counter, trash bin overflowing with crumpled take-out bags, a GE stove with the Home Depot plastic sticker on the front like the oven part had never been used—


He caught himself on an Ikea-like table, and the thing screeched over the tiled floor, his forward momentum transferring to the inanimate object and making it live for a good yard or so. After the bumpy ride, he stayed where he was, draped as a human doily, grunting through his open mouth.


“Be careful . . .” he said weakly. “Lydia, you gotta . . . be . . . careful.”


Out in the front of the condo, she was racing from room to room, and he pictured her, so graceful, so strong, bouncing on the balls of her feet as she went around.


Holy hell, he loved her. With everything that he was, all that he had . . . and what little time he had left.


“There’s blood here on the carpet . . .” she said off in the distance. “Here where the mail is. Oh, God . . .”


“Don’t touch anything.”


“Where is he?” More footsteps. “I’m going upstairs.”


He opened his mouth to throw another wait-stop-slow-down onto the bonfire of good advice she was ignoring. But she was already halfway to the second floor—and with the drumbeat of her boots ascending, he followed her vertical example, pushing his chest up off the table. Getting to his full height was a process, and to give himself something to focus on other than how dizzy he was, he assessed the empty take-out containers and packets of sauce over by the refrigerator, and the empty Coke cans that were, well, everywhere.


Like Gus St. Claire had a breeding program for the damn things.


He glanced back at the four-top. Yes, the chairs were out of place, but he was the one who had messed them up—so this was normal living chaos he was looking at, not ransacked shit. And as he one-foot-after-the-other’d out toward the open living space, that opinion didn’t change. The colorful collection of psychedelic concert posters from the late sixties and seventies were on the walls in their frames at right angles, none of the glass broken, nothing off-kilter. The TV was set properly on a low-slung table, the couch cushions were undisturbed—


As he tripped on something, he managed to catch his balance by flapping his arms, and when he saw what had caught his boot, he cut the bird stuff and frowned.


The stack of paperwork was fanned out around its staple, as if it had been dropped or thrown. And he might have ignored whatever it was except for the fact that he recognized one of the signatures on the last page with all the notary stuff.


His own.


As Lydia strode through the upper level, he gingerly lowered himself down to his knees. His hand was shaking as he reached out, and he made a mess of the pickup, the papers flip-flopping, fluttering, justifying their need for that staple.


As he started to go through the document, he couldn’t believe what he was reading. So he went back to the beginning and gave it another shot. Because surely this wasn’t what it looked like—


WHEREBY the party of the first part, Catherine Phillips Phalen, does intend to transfer the ownership of the compound “Vita-12b,” its predecessors in development, and all relevant data to Dr. Augustus St. Claire . . .


“What the fuck . . .” His eyes continued to sift through the words, the operant meaning refusing to process. “What did you do, Phalen.”


Was this what Gus had been taken for?


As if the condo itself could answer that question, he looked around—and saw what had caught Lydia’s attention. In the midst of a messy pile of unopened mail on the floor by the front door, there was a pattern of dig-deeps in the wall-to-wall carpet and some bloodstains that were turning brown. So whatever had happened had gone down some time before. Like maybe twelve hours ago?


“He’s not here.”


Daniel was careful pivoting in his crouch toward the stairs. Lydia was halfway down them and finally stalled out, her hazel eyes wide, her cheeks windburned and bright red against a base of pasty white panic, her grown-out, blown-out, blond-streaked hair frazzled from the wild ride in. With her gray trail pants, and her black turtleneck and heavy fleece, she was wearing what he thought of as her uniform—and he wished she were covered head to toe in Kevlar.


“Where is he,” she whispered in despair.


For a split second, silhouetted on that staircase, she was all he could see, all he could think about—even with the urgency of what certainly appeared to be a kidnapping at best, a beatdown-and-disappearforever at worst.


Remember this moment, he told himself. Imprint this and store it with the hoard.


At the end, when things got really bad for him and he was just a flicker of consciousness trapped inside the husk of his body, he was going to need to remember what she looked like. Sounded like. Smelled like.


His beautiful wolven. An evolutionary masterpiece, two sides inhabiting the same body, both human and lupine. A shifter that was very real, instead of some Halloween myth.


A miracle he still did not completely understand, but that he no longer questioned. How could beauty like hers be defined, anyway.


“Daniel . . . are you okay?”


I love you, he thought at her.


During the frantic ride in, with all his focus on getting them here, he’d slipped back into the black ops soldier he’d once been, and the return had landed him in such a familiar place that amnesia had wiped out reality. Everything was back now, though, from the rolling nausea in his gut to the god-awful wobble that dogged him—to the goodbye that was coming for them, sure as if they were stalked in the shadows, his killer closing in.


Fuck it, his killer was already here, inside of him.


He put up his palm as more alarm hit her face. “I’m fine. Don’t worry.”


Liar. And yet it was a truth. He was no more worse off than he had been, and when you had terminal cancer, no change was the new getting-better.


“What do we do?” she asked.


For a brief moment, a flare of intention reignited his body, purpose and sharp thinking tingling through him. But it was just a pilot light that flared and faded—


The sound of a vehicle screeching to a halt brought both their heads to the front door, and through a part in the drapes of the window seat, the blacked-out Suburban that had pulled in behind the bike was like a presidential detail rolling up.


He glanced back at Lydia and held out the documents. “I don’t know where he is. But we may have the ‘why’ of all this right here—”


The loss of consciousness came with no warning. One moment, he was up on his granted-they-were-loose legs. The next, the carpet was coming at him like a rugby player who felt his momma had been insulted.


The last thing Daniel was aware of was the graceful wings of the paperwork as the legal document that transferred ownership of a potentially billion-dollar cancer drug rippled to the floor ahead of him.


Goddamn it, he needed Gus more than ever right now.


And someone had gone and killed his fucking oncologist.
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TWO


LYDIA SUSI KNEW that Daniel was going down a split second before the collapse claimed him. Over the last six months, she’d developed a sixth sense about his passing out—or maybe a change in his scent was the tip-off, her wolven nose a barometer for the subtle shifts in his hormones.


With a lunge and a swing of her legs, she vaulted over the half-wall balustrade of the staircase, but she didn’t make it in time. Gravity was quicker than she was, and Daniel’s fragile body landed in a heap on the carpet, his arms flopping when he didn’t even try to brace himself against the impact, his head bouncing in an alarming recoil thanks to the face-first digger.


As she threw herself down beside him, the tile in the kitchen registered out of the corner of her eye. At least he hadn’t been in there when he’d—


“Daniel,” she said hoarsely. “Daniel . . .”


With gentle hands, she rolled him over, and the way his skull lolled to the side made her send up a plea to her dead grandfather. But like that Finnish specter ever did anything to help? And why hadn’t she thought more about Daniel on the ride over here? She should have known that he didn’t have the strength for that roaring trip, much less for what was waiting for them.


Gathering herself, she tried to calm down. “We just need Gus to have a look at you—”


Except there was no Gus. Anywhere. That was why they’d come.


Fine, someone else, then. Back at C.P. Phalen’s hidden lab. Where a possible cure that Daniel was refusing to try was still waiting for its first patient.


“Daniel, can you hear me?”


As she waited for a response, she pictured the love of her life as she had first seen him, coming into her office at the Wolf Study Project, knocking her off her feet even though she’d been sitting down. Candy, the receptionist, had given her a heads-up, but she hadn’t been prepared: Daniel’s face had imprinted on her brain before his features had even registered, and the sheer size of him, his big shoulders, his strong legs, his muscled arms, had made her aware of her own body from across the room in ways that should have gotten her written up for an HR violation.


“Daniel?”


Six months later, he was a fragile echo of that previous man. He was down fifty pounds, maybe sixty. After chemo, his hair was nothing but a shadow of new, lighter-colored growth on his head. His skin was sallow, and his eyes, which were a logy half-mast at the moment, had sunken into his cheekbones.


“Daniel—”


The door in from the garage flew open, and the woman who burst into the kitchen was another exercise in past-present, compare-contrast: C.P. Phalen, the corporate battle-ax, as Daniel called her, had downshifted from her black suits, stilettos, and precisely waved cap of blond hair, to sweatpants, sneakers, and all kinds of flyaway pinned down by a cheap barrette. She was going by Cathy now—not that Lydia had been able to make the name switch in her head.


Something about the woman screamed authority, even when she was in that fleece she seemed to wear all the time now.


Gus’s fleece.


“Oh, shit,” the woman said as she stopped short. “Is he dead?”


Can we not use that word, Lydia thought.


“No,” she replied in a croak. Not yet.


“Thank God. I’ll call Gus—”


C.P. shoved her hand into a pocket, but as the knee-jerk impulse went no farther—just as Lydia’s hadn’t—those cool blue eyes shot to the blood-stains on the carpet. As all the color in her face drained out, a twitch started to spasm in her left eyebrow.


“He’s not here,” Lydia croaked unnecessarily. “I even checked under the bed.”


As more SUVs pulled up outside, there was a long, tense moment while C.P. blinked fast. Then her expression tightened into a mask of composure and she followed through on taking out her phone.


“I’ll get Lipsitz for him, then,” she said under her breath. “The man’s got a bedside manner like a toaster, but he’s an excellent doctor.”


Not as good as Gus, Lydia thought as she refocused on Daniel. He was still breathing, thank God, and she told herself the fact that his lids were partially open was good. Even though it probably didn’t mean anything.


“Wake up,” she whispered. “Come back to me . . .”


She was so consumed by measuring his every inhale and exhale, she didn’t notice the men who entered through the garage until they filed past her. The heavily armed guards were in black uniforms without any state, local, or military insignia, and they wasted no time fanning out and going through the rooms. She wasn’t going to bother to argue that she’d already looked around. They wouldn’t take her word for it.


Glancing up at C.P., she said, “I need help getting him back to the lab—we came on the bike—”


“We’ll put him in the Suburban—”


“I’m not leaving my Harley here.”


At the mumbled words, both of them looked down at Daniel. His eyes were open and his stare was more aware, though nothing much else had improved. His body was still in an awkward tangle and he didn’t seem to have the energy to straighten himself out.


But she’d take the consciousness.


“We’re not going to worry about that.” She smoothed a gentle palm over his brush of new-growth hair. “Let’s take care of you.”


As C.P. barked orders into her phone, Daniel tried to sit up—and of course, he fought the help that was offered, pushing Lydia’s hands away. When he finally managed to brace his upper body against his elbows, Lydia gave him some space and tried not to stare at him like she was searching for evidence that he was about to die. Right in front of her. On the pale wall-to-wall condo carpet. With there being nothing she could do to stop the Grim Reaper’s robbery.


A familiar helplessness settled on her shoulders like a pair of heavy claws, a crushing sense of inevitability causing her to collapse on the inside.


“I’m not leaving the bike,” he repeated with exhaustion.


“We have other problems—”


“Well, I have that problem. And it’s going to be solved before I go anywhere.”


His voice was sharp and she opened her mouth to argue. Except he didn’t have the strength for a heated exchange, and frankly, neither did she.


“We’ll come back for it.”


“No.” He shook his head, then swallowed like he was trying not to throw up. “I want you to take it back. They can load me into that SUV like luggage. You’ll be on my bike. That’s how it’s going to go.”


Who gives a shit about the Harley, she wanted to scream at him.


But she tried to put herself in his position. When easy options were impossibles, you thought in different ways. You put out demands because you had no choice. You dug your heels in on things that felt arbitrary and insignificant to other people because that was all you had.


“Okay.”


“Thank you,” he said roughly.


“They’re waiting for us back at the lab.” C.P. ended her call. “Let’s get you moving. My men will process this scene and I’ll drive you myself—”


“Why the hell did you do that to him,” Daniel cut in.


The other woman’s eyes narrowed, and instantly, the cold calculation Lydia had associated with C.P. Phalen at first entered that stare. Gone was the friend she had become.


“Excuse me.”


“You gave him . . . Vita-12b.” Daniel pulled over the paperwork he’d been holding and had dropped. As he held up the pages, they shook like they were in a breeze because his hand trembled so badly. “That’s what I signed in your office, when you asked me to witness your signature. You gave him the rights to the compound and you made him a target.”


“I’m not going to dignify that with a response.” The woman shoved her phone back in her pocket. “Can you stand? Or are we carrying you out of here—”


“You put him . . . in the crosshairs. You live with . . . an entire platoon of those rent-a-guns—and you gave him . . . the drug that requires all that security—”


“Right, we’re moving you.” C.P. motioned at the men who were coming down the stairs. “Pick him up and put him in my car. He’s going back to the lab right now—”


“Fuck off.”


Daniel grunted and heaved himself to his feet. As he lurched to the side, he threw his hands out for balance and before she could stop herself, Lydia jumped up and steadied him. When she realized what she’d done, she braced herself for more arguments—and as none came, she was grateful. But also more scared than ever.


“Come on,” she said in what almost passed as a level voice. “I’m sure we’ll get updates soon.”


She shot a meaningful look to C.P., and the woman nodded sharply in return. “As soon as I know anything, I’ll pass it along.”


With that settled, Lydia started leading Daniel slowly through the kitchen to the garage door. As they went along, he did lean on her strength, but his back was straight and he seemed determined to go out on his own two feet. He hadn’t been using his cane for the last couple of days, and as he struggled now, the pit in her stomach was a spotlight on how much she had internalized the relative improvement after his immunotherapy had ended. With all its side effects winding down after the infusions had been stopped, the rebound was real, but temporary.


The Keytruda hadn’t worked. Just like the conventional chemo hadn’t.


This was the problem with smoking. Some people got away with it—and some did not. And you didn’t know which group you were in until it was too late. Meanwhile, Daniel’s terminal cancer was a bomb in her own life, blowing apart everything, laying ruin to her present and her future, but also taking her past, all those beautiful memories from the spring buried in a toxic swill of flashbacks featuring crash carts, and treatments that hadn’t worked, and scans that had spelled out more and more bad news.


“Here, let me get the—”


“I’ll get the door,” Daniel said firmly.


She stopped and waited for him to slowly move ahead of her, open things, and hold the panel wide. As she passed by him, his eyes stayed down on the tile, his dignity as a man ravaged by a cruel disease.


“Thank you,” she said quietly.


Emerging into the garage, the motion-activated lights came on and she glanced at Gus’s Tesla, thinking of the gas-guzzling Harley. How was it possible that they’d just been together in that apple orchard? The quiet moment they’d shared seemed like something that had happened months ago, and she missed that time like it was a friend she hadn’t seen for years. Then again, for a short shining moment, she’d felt as though they had stepped off to the side of their situation and been what they’d been before.


Two people without a disease.


But like all vacations, you had to return to your real life. Even if it was a nightmare.


“Can you make it to the SUV,” she asked as she looked past a set of rolling trash bins to the pedestrian door on the far side of the space.


“Yes,” he answered roughly. “I can.”


Lydia took his arm anyway.


I love you, she thought at him. Now and forever, you’re mine.


“We’re going to find Gus,” Daniel vowed as they shuffled along. “And if it’s the last thing I do, I’m going to make this right.”


She didn’t know how to respond to the vow.


No, wait. She did.


Reality was cruel, however, and reminding him of all he was limited by was mean. Besides, he knew the truth.


That was why he was drawing such a hard line.


This time, when they came up to a portal, she was the one who had to open it for them. Just the short distance from the kitchen had drained him of energy, and it was funny how you could miss arguing with your partner.


Not funny at all, actually.
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THREE


I HAVE SOMETHING MORE for you. Do you remember what it is?”


As the question was put out there, it was a tough call what language the words were in. The syllables were from a Romance-based system of communication, sure, but other than that—


“I asked you a question, Dr. St. Claire. Can you guess what it is?”


No, the shit was English. Just with an accent.


Gus opened his eyes. Or tried to—unless, wait . . . no. His eyes were open, it was his vision that was fucked. And what do you know, he didn’t need his HMS diploma to know blindness, in a person who had been sighted, was bad news—


“What do you want, man,” he said through lips that were swollen from bruising.


When the hell had he been punched? Where the hell was he? As he sent the questions upstairs to his gray matter, his brain was sluggish, his memory patchy. Likewise, the sensations in his body were distilled through a filter of numbness, nothing but echoes of aches and pains registering. Which given how fucked he felt was probably a good thing—


“You gave me something,” he mumbled.


“Sodium pentothal,” said the male voice.


Truth serum? What the fuck.


From out of his sensory swamp, he babbled, “Is this a Jean-Claude Van Damme movie? And it’s sodium thiopental. So you really are European, huh.”


“My accent betrays me.”


“That and the fact that the compound was outlawed for production in the U.S. in January of 2011 and there can be no official importation from European sources, either.” He frowned—and promptly cut that out because it made his eye sockets throb even more. “Then again . . . you don’t worry about the law, do ya.”


There was a pause. “I’m afraid you’re rather strong-willed, Dr. St. Claire.”


“Been called worse.”


“Indeed. Well, we are going to have to provide you with a secondary dose.”


Gus laughed in a burst—and then grimaced as his ribs hurt. “Careful,” he grunted. “You might kill me.”


“I shall be of great care.”


When he felt fingers brush the inside of his forearm, he swung his face down.


“Wait, no rubbing alcohol? You managed to get truth serum, but can’t go to a Walgreens and buy some—ow!”


When he went to massage away the pinch at the crook of his elbow, he discovered that both arms were bent at a forty-five-degree angle and tied down at the wrist—and this brought into focus that he was sitting up in a high-backed, hard-seated chair. His legs were likewise restrained at his ankles.


Like he was a prisoner in an old school electric chair.


And yet, there was something soft behind his head, as if a pillow had been tucked into the nape of his neck for comfort.


“Forgive me,” the voice said. “I am not formally trained in matters of infection. Such as yourself.”


“So drugging people is more a hobby for you.” Gus tried to lick his dry lips, but his tongue was sandpaper. “You wouldn’t happen to have any Coke around . . . and I’m talking about the soda kind, not the nose—whoa. That shit is fast-acting, isn’t it.”


“Perhaps we have finally reached the proper dose for you.”


With a fresh wave of woozy cresting over his consciousness, Gus abruptly remembered being back at his condo. He’d walked in from the garage after having quit Phalen’s lab . . . found some crazy paperwork in an envelope on his doormat . . . and then discovered he wasn’t alone. A male figure in black had pointed a gun at him and shot him in the chest—but not with a bullet. A dart. And just as his brain had started making connections, he’d fallen forward and landed on his—


Face. Which explained the mouth.


Shit, he thought. He needed to stall. Maybe someone would be looking for him. Maybe he’d been missed—nah, that was wishful thinking. He lived alone and he’d just quit his fucking job and his new one didn’t start for two weeks. And the one person who might have missed him now hated him because he—


“You’re not following the script,” he mumbled.


“I beg your pardon?”


“The script. You know, as in a movie?”


“On the contrary,” the accented voice said. “Everything has gone right to my plan. Which makes me the writer, does it not.”


Aware that he was going in circles in his head, Gus tried to get with the program. What the hell had he been—


“No, no, no, if this were an eighties action movie . . .” His tongue clicked inside his desert mouth. “. . . the stakes would be higher. We’d be hanging off the side of a building . . . instead of wherever we are. Where did you say we . . . were?”


“I did not,” came the haughty response.


As another wave of whoaaaa hit him, it was like he’d been injected a third time. “Wow. DIY tip—if you ever do this yourself, get ready for the chaser. It’s a doooooooooooozy . . .”


“I suspect the tranquilizer has not completely worn off yet.”


“Which one did you use?”


“Does it matter?”


Keep talking, he had to . . . “No, it doesn’t—hey, where are we? I can’t see a thing.”


“You have an eye mask on.”


“Ohhh, that explains it.” Gus swallowed hard as his saliva glands started to tingle like his stomach was considering an evacuation. “You know . . . I think I might be sick.”


“Oh, good. We are where we need to be. Worry not, that will pass.”


“So you’ve done this before, huh.” Coughing a little, he told his goiter reflex to calm the hell down. “I need a drink, my man . . . my mouth is a dessert. Wait, I think that’s the wrong word.”


As his head listed off to the side, it was promptly reangled with gentle hands, the strain in his neck relieved, the pillow likewise rearranged with comfort in mind.


“Thanks,” he murmured. “You know . . . this whole kidnapping thing doesn’t work . . . out, you have a future in the hospitality . . . industry.”


“Why thank you, Dr. St. Claire.”


“You’re welcome. You can anticipate a good review . . . on Goodly . . . Google, I mean . . .”


“Yes, I believe we are ready, Dr. St. Claire.”


“Yeah, you better . . .” See, this was the problem with the thiopental. It made you too agreeable. “. . . get the questions done. I’m running out of time before I lose . . . consciousness.”


He should probably be more scared. It was doubtful he was coming out of this conversation alive, and he didn’t think anybody was going to find his body—


“I need to know how to get into C.P. Phalen’s house, Dr. St. Claire.”


Annnnnnnnnnnd there it was. No surprise.


“You try Zillow?” Gus laughed a little, then had to cough his throat clear. “Have you seen the SNL . . . skit they did on Zillow—”


“You are going to tell me the code to the entrances. And then we can be finished with our business.”


Gus’s scrambled-egg brain spit out an image of the blond woman in question, so tall in those heels she always wore, the black suits tailored onto her body, her hair all camera-ready. Fucking Phalen. She’d been too important to him from the second he’d first met her—and then things had gotten so much deeper that he’d had to quit her underground lab and defect to her biggest competitor. And the punchline? In the law of unintended consequences, it appeared he was taking Vita-12b with him thanks to her paperwork.


Not that he was going to be alive much longer.


Their goodbye had sucked, he thought. His and fucking Phalen’s, that was.


But how was it ever going to be a good one? He was in love with her.


“Oh, Hans,” he said sadly. “I think this is the end of the best part of our relationship.”


There was another pause. “My name is not Hans.”


“I’ve Gruber’d you in my head. Just so you know.”


“I’m complimented. Ivan Reitman is one of my favorite actors.”


“Alan Rickman, you mean. Reitman did Ghost-busters as a producer.”


A soft chuckle was almost a purr. “You are very smart, Dr. St. Claire. And the time for obfuscation is over.”


“Big word, there, Hans—and it’s too bad. I was enjoying our back-and-forth. The initial stupor is receding and I’m feeling quite chatty now.”


“Good. For you.”


As some kind of second phase ramped up, tremors began to go through his body, a buzzy energy making his teeth rattle.


Seizure coming? he wondered.


“Not that you care,” he chattered, “but I hate the fact that Alan Rickman died so young. And you know another thing that’s always bothered me? Alex Trebek. Which then makes me think of Patrick Swayze . . . Michael Landon. John Hurt. Do you know what those five have in common?”


“Dr. St. Claire, we are off track—”


“Pancreatic cancer.” Gus shook his head and felt the facial mask move, the band around his ears shifting. “Silent killer, most don’t find out until it’s too late, and then it’s a fucking bitch with conventional treatments—and even if you do the Whipple procedure, the five-year survival rate is only twenty percent. We need to do better with so—”


A sharp, thin line of pressure across the front of his neck stopped him.


“The codes, Dr. St. Claire.”


Gus swallowed, and felt the blade cut into his Adam’s apple. “Is that a knife, Hans?”


“It is not a pencil.”


“Look at you, quite the jokester.”


Abruptly, another image of C.P. Phalen came to the forefront of his mind. No suit or stillies this time, and her pale hair was all frazzled, her face younger without the makeup. She was wearing one of his fleeces, the soft folds of navy blue fabric billowing around her upper body, and sitting on a hospital bed down in the lab. She had been scared and keeping a lid on the fear as best she could, just like all the other patients he’d ever had.


She was just like that Daniel Joseph. Stage four. Different kind of cancer, though, not that that mattered because hers couldn’t be treated anymore, either.


God, he hated that woman.


Fine. He just wished he could hate her. And on that note . . .


“You might as well use that knife now, Hans,” Gus said softly. “Because I’ll die before I help you hurt that woman.”
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FOUR


SO WHY ’D YOU give Vita to Gus.”


As Catherine Phillips Phalen glanced over her shoulder to the Suburban’s middle row of seats, two things occurred to her. One, given the angle of her view, apparently she was driving. This was a news flash that shouldn’t have been a surprise—and probably a contraindication for her being behind any wheel. Secondly, with the way Daniel was propped up against the rear door’s blacked-out window, his shoulders collapsed into his chest, his mostly bald head at a bad slant, one arm lying dead across his lap, she probably should have laid him out flat in the back-back.


“We’re almost home,” she heard herself say as the great stone wall marking her acreage started to run beside them on the shoulder of the rural road. “Less than a mile.”


The guard next to her nodded, but didn’t look up from his phone. His role in this fast-track back to her estate was monitoring an overhead drone feed. Meanwhile, his assigned partner for this shift was in the rear bench seat and on a constant pivot, his eyes swiveling an owl-worthy three-sixty. The other two she’d brought with her were still in Plattsburgh going through Gus St. Claire’s condo, looking for what she was willing to bet they would not find: fingerprints, footprints . . . hair and fiber samples that were not the doctor’s.


Her hand went to rest on her abdomen. Gus. I’m going to find you, I swear.


As she looked down, like she intended to make the vow or prayer or whatever it was stick, it was as if the child she was carrying were God or something.


Which would make her the Virgin Mary. Or the Virgin Catherine, as it were—


Okay. It was official. She’d lost her mind.


Daniel spoke up again. “You might as well have put a target on the man’s back. He’s not like you and me.”


That’s right on too many levels to count, she thought.


Gus was the finest oncologist, researcher, and doctor she’d ever met—but he was also a prince among men, an Afro-sporting counterculture rebel with a Nobel Peace Prize brain, the moral compass of a saint, and an inexplicable, yet somehow charming, penchant for concert t-shirts from the seventies. He also liked basketball. Coke from a can.


What was she, his eHarmony profile?


“Why didn’t you tell me?” Daniel demanded.


“About what,” she said with a low warning.


Which naturally went ignored: “That you were going to give that drug away.”


“You decided you weren’t going to be our patient one. So why do you care.” When there was no response, she glanced up into the rear view. “Funny, how when something is out of reach, its value to us becomes more clear, isn’t it.”


Wow. She was an asshole saying that to a terminal patient. But the shit applied to her as well.


And she missed the man just as much as Daniel did.


“Gus was your doctor,” she continued—because she always doubled down when it hurt and she was talking to herself at the same time. “Not your family, not your friend, not one of your black ops clients. Besides, when you witnessed my signature, you told me it didn’t matter what you were signing, remember?”


“I worked for the government, remember—so I didn’t have clients. And you lied to me. You told me it was a healthcare proxy or some shit.”


She glanced back at him again. “Considering all you kept from people at the beginning of your little adventure here in Walters, I wouldn’t throw stones in that glass house, if I were you—”


“He could have lived with you. Jesus, these interchangeable rent-a-guns you stack the house with would have protected him, too. Or maybe you could have spared one or two out of your hundred or so and had him watched—”


“I am not going to debate this issue with you.”


“Was it your last-ditch effort to try and get him to stay? Giving him the drug?”


“Here we are.” As the front gates to her property appeared up ahead, they were the only break in that twenty-foot-tall stone wall, and she snapped the turning signal upward even though there was no one behind them. “We have medical staff on standby for me—I mean you. You.”


“Well, I don’t need them.”


“And neither do I.”


Hey, two could play at being defensive.


Hitting the brakes in front of the security checkpoint, she was ready to crash through the iron bars as a way to release some tension. So she twisted around, popped an eyebrow, and continued to pick fights.


“You sound like a toddler being asked to eat his veggies.”


“Fuck you, Phalen.”


“Back at you, Joseph.”


As the gates began to open, she refocused on the steering wheel and didn’t wait until the two halves were fully wide before hitting the gas. On the far side, the allée of trees that had been planted by the property’s previous owner was a green chute directly to her sprawling stone fortress’s front entrance, and as she stopped under the porte cochere, people in white coats and surgical scrubs streamed out into the gray daylight. The flow of doctors and nurses swamped the SUV, and the guard next to her got out and opened Daniel’s door like he was a bellhop.


Conversation layered up as the medical staff clustered around Daniel like he was liable to go into cardiac arrest at any moment. And naturally, the worst patient in the world refused to cooperate—especially as a wheelchair was brought out.


Batting at his own personal 911 medical response, the man’s mouth started running. Because of course, fight with an offer of help: “Get off me, I don’t need that, where is—”


“Lydia’s right behind us,” C.P. cut in over her shoulder. “Relax.”


At the sound of her voice, everybody paused—which was what happened when you were paying all the bills: People listened to you, did what you told them, and went where you ordered them to go. She liked that part of her life.


Gus had been the only one who hadn’t marched to her tune.


As her hand went to her lower abdomen again, she forced her palm back onto the wheel. Why the hell did she always do that whenever she thought of him? It wasn’t his baby, after all—


The Harley’s deep-throated growl grew louder as the motorcycle was piloted through the allée—and then there the wolven was, no helmet, hair streaked back, eyes keen on the chaos convention at the front door, looking for the man she loved.


For a split second, C.P. renewed her appreciation for the woman. Wolf. Whatever the hell she was.


Nothing was going to keep her from her man.


“Mr. Joseph, I’m going to have to insist—”


“If you would just let us assess you—”


“Let’s get you into the wheelchair—”


The volume on the medical chatter got turned up again, and she rolled her eyes. “He’s not going to fight you people anymore. He has what he needs now.”


Although Lydia had maintained she’d never driven a bike before, she handled the halting like a pro, pulling up in front of the SUV, hitting the brakes, killing the engine. After she kicked out the stand and put it in a lean, she took the keys with her as she dismounted—and by way of greeting, she stepped through the sea of staff and gave them over to Daniel.


As her eyes searched his face, he did the same to her, like the pair of them had been away from each other for years.


“How’d you like it?” he asked weakly.


“Now I understand.” The wolven brushed his face. “The bike is freedom.”


“Yes.” He closed his eyes and sank into the SUV’s seat. “That’s right.”


“He doesn’t want that,” Lydia said to the nurse with the wheelchair. “He’s going to walk into the house himself. Aren’t you.”


As Daniel nodded and put out his hand for Lydia to help him, the medical staff didn’t force the issue—then again, they’d been dealing with him for how long? Six months now? They knew what the angle of his chin meant.


Well, and then he had his woman.


Wolven, rather.


“We going back to Plattsburgh now?”


The male voice in C.P.’s ear was a confusing interruption. But then she shook her head to clear it and glanced at the guard, who had leaned back into the interior.


Was that what she wanted to do? In a quick sequence, she replayed pulling up to Gus’s house. She’d been frantic. Distracted. But she knew she was never going to forget the bike in that short driveway, or the way the snow fell in lazy circles, or how neat and tidy everything had appeared from the outside, given what had happened in the interior. If she hadn’t known better, she would have—like anybody else—assumed all was well.


The residence should have been stained with smoke, or pitted with bomb holes, or rotted and decayed and about to fall in on itself.


As she’d gotten out, she had barked at the two guards with her that she was going first—which in retrospect had been more about her need to take control than any rational thinking. But she had wanted to be the one to go over and punch in the code to lift the garage door. Gus had given her the six digits for the keypad on his first day in the new lab site, when she’d asked him about an emergency contact.


God, she could still picture him in her office, sitting on the other side of her glass-topped desk, wearing a pair of blue jeans with a hole open on one knee and a Led Zeppelin t-shirt for some concert that had been held on April 19, 1977, in Cincinnati, OH.


Funny, how she could remember details like that about him. And forget so much about so many others.


1-1-2-7-4-2.


She’d written the random sequence down, and when he’d gone to leave her office, she’d reminded him that he still hadn’t given her an emergency contact.


He’d looked over his shoulder at her, wagged his eyebrows, and said, Looks like you’re it.


So she’d gotten that garage door open—and the instant the panels had risen and revealed his Tesla, an alarm bell had gone off in the back of her mind.


It was still ringing. And she still couldn’t figure out what it was trying to tell her—


“Ms. Phalen?”


With an odd disassociation, she focused on the guard. The man’s pose, as he leaned in, was dynamic, his well-trained body poised on an off-balance that he could have held for hours if he’d had to. For a moment, his features and hair color distorted. No longer dark-haired and dark-eyed, he became blond and baby-blue’d. Then, between one blink and the next, she saw a dead body out on her lawn where her helicopter landed and took off from. The skin of the handsome face was gray, the stare sightless, those bright spring-sky eyes no longer lit with consciousness.


Her hand went back to her stomach, and this time, she let it stay put.


“You go back,” she heard herself say.


With jerky movements, she opened the driver’s door and jumped to the ground. “Check the Tesla and see if it was left on sentry mode. If there are any PINs to access the car or its computer for the camera feeds, use one-one-two-seven-four-two. I don’t know exactly how those fucking iPhones with wheels work.”


The guard nodded. “Can you repeat that—”


“Jimi Hendrix’s birthday,” the man in the rear announced as he crabwalked forward. “I’ve got it.”


Well, that explained the sequence, didn’t it. Gus’s favorite musician of all time.


And as for Teslas, her security detail had told her back in 2017 that she could never own one because they recorded everything if you weren’t careful. No worry there. She liked her cars with gas engines that sounded like something. But if Gus’s goddamn Tinkertoy had managed to catch the break-in? She promised never to take the company’s name in vain again.


As C.P. headed for her mansion’s threshold, she cut past the remaining white coats who were lingering in a disapproving kibitz, and the moment she stepped inside, her eyes went to the left. Lydia and Daniel were slowly making their way across her acre-sized black-and-white foyer, heading for their bedroom in the rear of the house.


Her own purposeful momentum was lost as she watched them go.


Envying them was faulty reasoning on her part because no one would want what they were dealing with.


And yet she couldn’t keep going until they had disappeared down the hallway and through the door to the bedroom suite she had given to them a hundred years ago. Or maybe it was two hundred.


Fine, it was only back in April that they’d moved in, after truths had come out, and Daniel had been shot, and his stage four cancer diagnosis had blown his life apart as all terminal illnesses did when they finally made their presences known.


Snapping back to attention, C.P. followed in the couple’s footsteps for half of the way, and as she got to her study’s closed door, she thought of people who entered places without knocking. And saw things they shouldn’t have. And jumped to conclusions that were correct.


Gus had left her and her business for all the right reasons. But his greener pasture was not just full of weeds—he was going to be buried in it.


As her stomach rolled, she shoved her way in and went right to her desk. Sitting down, she stared across the empty, glossy surface. It was like a mirror and the last thing she wanted was to look at herself, so she triggered the phone compartment release: Off to one side, a panel retracted, and a platform raised up, presenting her with an encrypted landline.


She dialed from memory and sat back. As the ringing commenced, she pulled the fleece she had on closer and turned her face into the top of the collar. The cologne or aftershave or soap Gus always used was fading, but she could still smell him.


Or maybe she was imagining things. Either way, it worked . . . she saw Gus as clearly as if he were standing in front of her, his presence summoned—


“Catherine, what a pleasant surprise.”


The way Gunnar Rhobes rolled his r’s made her want to slam the receiver down four or five times, right in his supercilious ear.


“What did you do to Gus,” she demanded.


“I beg your pardon?”


“Spare me the pseudo-polite bullshit.” She swiveled around to face the floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out into the back field. “Where is he.”


“If you recall, I was the one who notified you that he could not be located—”


“What better way to divert attention away from yourself? And do not pretend you don’t think like that. You’re capable of anything, Rhobes.”


“Why, thank you,” the man said dryly. “I am complimented in the midst of your insults—”


“You lied, Gunnar.”


“About what.”


“His car was in the garage.” She shook her head. “When you called me an hour ago, you told me that it was in the driveway. That’s a pretty big discrepancy, dontcha think.”


There was a moment of silence that could have been interpreted in a variety of ways. Then her chief business rival said: “You’re accusing me of having no honor, over a detail like that?”


“In. The. Garage.” At the edge of the forest, a doe soft-walked into view, nearly invisible against the pale brown rushes that had died back in October. “You expect me to believe that a man who runs an empire like yours is going to forget something like that?”


“I did not go to his abode. One of my associates did.”


“Associates. Is that what you call them?”


“Do you refer to your hired mercenaries as something else? And are we really arguing about this, considering the single most significant brain in medical science today has gone missing?”


The doe proceeded forward, seeming to place each hoof down at a precisely chosen spot, so careful, so hyperaware. And then there was a sound that brought the animal’s head up, her radar-cup ears sweeping as her tail twitched, her haunches vibrating as if she were ready to bolt.


Funny how survival of the fittest dictated that the paranoid tended to live long enough to reproduce—and keep their offspring alive. So anxious genes prevailed.


“I don’t get it,” she said tightly. “He works for you now. You won. Why do you have to pretend—”


“I called you in good faith,” Rhobes snapped. “I do not like you, you do not like me. We are not just competitors, we are enemies—and you are correct. I did win and he does work for me now—which is why I wish to discern his goddamn location.”
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