

[image: Cover]




Praise for J. R. Ward’s Black Dagger Brotherhood series


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


New York Times bestselling author, Lisa Gardner


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


Romantic Times


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


Vampire Genre


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


Booklist


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


Publishers Weekly


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


Lynn Viehl, USA Today bestselling author of Evermore




About the Author


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


Visit J.R. Ward online:


www.jrward.com


www.facebook.com/JRWardBooks


www.twitter.com/jrward1




By J.R. Ward



The Black Dagger Brotherhood series:


Dark Lover


Lover Eternal


Lover Revealed


Lover Awakened


Lover Unbound


Lover Enshrined


Lover Avenged


Lover Mine


Lover Unleashed


Lover Reborn


Lover at Last


The King


The Black Dagger Brotherhood: An Insider’s Guide



Fallen Angels series:


Covet


Crave


Envy


Rapture


Possession




COPYRIGHT


Published by Piatkus


ISBN: 9781405524926


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Copyright © 2014 Love Conquers All, Inc.


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Piatkus


Little, Brown Book Group


100 Victoria Embankment


London, EC4Y 0DY


www.littlebrown.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk




Table of Contents


Praise for J. R. Ward’s Black Dagger Brotherhood series


About the Author


By J.R. Ward


Copyright


Dedication


Prologue


Chapter One


Chapter Two


Chapter Three


Chapter Four


Chapter Five


Chapter Six


Chapter Seven


Chapter Eight


Chapter Nine


Chapter Ten


Chapter Eleven


Chapter Twelve


Chapter Thirteen


Chapter Fourteen


Chapter Fifteen


Chapter Sixteen


Chapter Seventeen


Chapter Eighteen


Chapter Nineteen


Chapter Twenty


Chapter Twenty-One


Chapter Twenty-Two


Chapter Twenty-Three


Chapter Twenty-Four


Chapter Twenty-Five


Chapter Twenty-Six


Chapter Twenty-Seven


Chapter Twenty-Eight


Chapter Twenty-Nine


Chapter Thirty


Chapter Thirty-One


Chapter Thirty-Two


Chapter Thirty-Three


Chapter Thirty-Four


Chapter Thirty-Five


Chapter Thirty-Six


Chapter Thirty-Seven


Chapter Thirty-Eight


Chapter Thirty-Nine


Chapter Forty 


Chapter Forty-One


Chapter Forty-Two


Chapter Forty-Three


Chapter Forty-Four


Chapter Forty-Five


Chapter Forty-Six


Chapter Forty-Seven


Chapter Forty-Eight


Chapter Forty-Nine


Chapter Fifty


Chapter Fifty-One


Chapter Fifty-Two


Chapter Fifty-Three


Chapter Fifty-Four


Chapter Fifty-Five


Chapter Fifty-Six


Chapter Fifty-Seven


Chapter Fifty-Eight


Chapter Fifty-Nine


Chapter Sixty


Chapter Sixty-One


Chapter Sixty-Two


Chapter Sixty-Three


Chapter Sixty-Four


Chapter Sixty-Five


Chapter Sixty-Six


Chapter Sixty-Seven


Chapter Sixty-Eight


Chapter Sixty-Nine


Chapter Seventy


Chapter Seventy-One


Chapter Seventy-Two


Chapter Seventy-Three


Chapter Seventy-Four


Chapter Seventy-Five


Chapter Seventy-Six


Acknowledgments


Glossary of Terms and Proper Nouns




IN LOVING MEMORY OF


JONAH, A.K.A. THE BOO,
 A.K.A. THE VERY BEST OF WRITERDOG.
 R.I.P. AND SEE YOU AGAIN AT THE
 END OF MY ROAD XXX



AND


W. GILLETTE BIRD, JR.




PROLOGUE


SEVENTEENTH CENTURY, OLD COUNTRY



“Long live the King.”


At the sound of the deep, grave voice, Wrath, son of Wrath, had an instinct to look around for his father … a spark of hope that the death had not occurred and the great ruler was as yet still with them.


But of course, his beloved sire remained gone unto the Fade.


How long would this sad searching last? he wondered. It was such useless folly, especially as the sacred vestments of the vampire King were upon himself, the bejeweled sashes and silken coat and ceremonial daggers adorning his own body. His mind cared naught for such proof of his recent coronation, however … or mayhap it was his heart that remained unswayed by all that now defined him.


Dearest Virgin Scribe, without his father, he was so alone, even as he was surrounded by people who served him.


“My lord?”


Composing his visage, he turned around. Standing in the doorway of the royal receiving chambers, his closest adviser was like a column of smoke, long and thin, draped in dark robes.


“My honor to greet you,” the male murmured, bending low. “Are you ready to receive the female?”


No. “Indeed.”


“Shall we initiate the procession.”


“Yes.”


As his adviser bowed again and backed out, Wrath paced across the oak-paneled room. Candles wafted in the drafts that somehow infiltrated the castle’s stone walls, and the roaring fire in the chest-high hearth seemed to offer only light, not warmth.


In truth, he had no desire for a shellan—or rather, a mate, as it inevitably was going to be. Love was required for the former, and he had none to offer a soul.


From out of the corner of his eye, he caught a flash of brilliance, and to pass the time before this dreaded meeting occurred, he went over and regarded the sets of gems that had been displayed upon the carved desk. Diamonds, sapphires, emeralds, pearls … nature’s beauty captured and anchored by hammered gold.


The most valuable were the rubies.


Reaching out to touch the bloodred stones, he thought, It was too early for all of this. His being King, this mating arrangement, the thousand different demands he now bore and yet understood too little of.


He needed more time to learn from his father—


The first of three pounding knocks reverberated through the room, and Wrath was grateful that no one was about to see him flinch.


The second was just as loud.


The third was going to require his response.


Closing his eyes, he found it hard to breathe through the pain in his chest. He wanted his father with him—this should be happening later, when he was older, and not guided by a courtier, but his own sire. Fate, however, had robbed the great male of years that were his due, and in turn, subscribed the son to a sort of drowning even though there was air about him to breathe.


I cannot do this, Wrath thought.


And yet, as the third rap upon the panels faded, he squared his shoulders and mimicked the way his father’s voice had always sounded. “Enter.”


At his command, the heavy door swung wide, and his eyes were greeted by the sight of a full complement of courtiers, their somber gray robing identical to that of the adviser who stood at the front of them. But that was not what registered. Behind the group of aristocrats, there were others, tremendous of stature, narrow of eye … and those were the ones who began to chant in a concerted growl.


In honesty, he feared the Black Dagger Brotherhood.


According to tradition, the adviser stated loudly and clearly, “My lord, I have an offering to bring before you. May I proceed with its presentation?”


As if the noble daughter were an object. Then again, tradition and social norms provided that her purpose was for breeding, and at court, she would be treated as any prized broodmare was.


However was he going to do this? He knew naught of the sexual act, and yet if he approved of her, he would be engaged in the activity sometime after nightfall on the morrow.


“Yes,” he heard himself say.


The courtiers filed in through the doorway in pairs, splitting and forming a circle around the perimeter of the room. And then the chanting grew louder.


The magnificent warriors of the Brotherhood entered in a march, their tremendous bodies clothed in black leather and strapped with weapons, the cadence of their voices and movement of their forms so synchronized, it was as if they were one.


Unlike the members of the glymera, they did not part, but stayed shoulder-to-shoulder, chest-to-chest in a box-like formation. He could see nothing of what was in their midst.


But he could smell the scent.


And the change within himself was instant and immutable. In a single heartbeat, the plodding nature of life was washed away by a prickling awareness … one that, as the Brothers came closer, matured into an aggression that he was unfamiliar with, but utterly disinclined to ignore.


Breathing in again, more of that fragrance entered his lungs, his blood, his soul—and it was not the oils she had been rubbed down with or the perfumes that had been applied to whatever clothed her form. It was the skin underneath all that, the delicate combination of feminine elements that he knew was unique to her and her alone.


The Brotherhood stopped in front of him, and for the first time, he was not in awe of their deadly auras. No. As his fangs elongated into his mouth, he found his upper lip lifting in a snarl.


He even took a step forward, prepared to rip the males asunder so he could get at what they were shielding from him.


The adviser cleared his throat as if seeking to remind the assembled of his import. “Our lord, this female is being offered by her bloodline for your consideration for birthing purposes. Should you desire to inspect—”


“Leave us,” Wrath snapped. “At once.”


The shocked silence that followed was easily ignored on his part.


The adviser dropped his voice. “My lord, if you shall permit me to finish the presentation—”


Wrath’s body moved on its own, pivoting itself around until he could match stares with the male. “Get. Out.”


Behind him, a chuckle rose from the Brotherhood, as if they rather enjoyed the dandy getting put in his place by their ruler. The adviser, however, was not amused. And Wrath did not care.


There was also no more conversation to be had: the courtier had much power, but he was not King.


The males in gray shuffled out of the room, bowing, and then he was left with the Brothers. At once, they stepped aside and …


Revealed within their heft was a slender form draped in black robing from head to foot. In comparison to the warriors, the intended was slight of stature, narrower of bone, shorter of height—and yet hers was the presence that rocked him.


“My lord,” one of the Brothers said with respect, “this is Anha.”


With that simple and more apt introduction, the fighters disappeared, shutting him in alone with the female.


Wrath’s body took over again, prowling his chaotic senses around her, stalking her even as she did not move. Dearest Virgin Scribe, he had meant for none of this, not his reaction to her presence nor the need coiling in his loins nor the aggression that had sprung to the fore.


But most of all, he had never thought—


Mine.


’Twas as a lightning bolt out of the night sky, changing his landscape, carving a gashing vulnerability in his chest. And yet even with that, he thought, Yes, this was right. His father’s former adviser indeed had his best interests at heart. This female was what he needed to carry him through the loneliness: Even without seeing her face, she made him feel the strength within his sex, her smaller, daintier form filling him out in his skin, the urge to protect giving him a priority and a focus he had been sorely lacking.


“Anha,” he breathed as he stopped in front of her. “Speak unto me.”


There was a long silence. And then her voice, soft and sweet, but quavering, entered his ears. Closing his eyes, he swayed on his feet, the sound echoing throughout his blood and bones, lovelier than anything he had e’er heard.


Except then he frowned as he had no idea what she had spoken. “Whate’er did you say?”


For a moment, the words that came from beneath the cover of the veil made no sense. But then the definitions of the syllables were verified by his brain:


“Would you wish to see another?”


Wrath frowned in confusion. Why would he—


“You have removed naught from my form,” he heard her answer as if he had voiced his inquiry.


At once, he realized she was trembling, her robing transmitting the movement—and indeed, there was a heavy undertow of fear in her scent.


His arousal had clouded any further awareness of her, but that required rectification.


Collecting the throne, he brought the vast, carved chair across the room, his need to provide comforts unto her giving him superior strength. “Sit.”


She all but fell into the oxblood leather seat—and as her draped hands clawed onto the armrests, he imagined her knuckles going white as she held on for dearest life.


Wrath sank down onto his knees before her. Staring up, his only thought, aside from that of his intention to possess her, was that he would never see her frightened.


Ever.


Beneath the layers of weighty robing, Anha was suffocating in the heat. Or mayhap it was terror that choked her throat.


She did not wish for this destiny of hers. Had not sought it. Would give it to any of the young females who had, over the years, envied her: From the moment of her birth, she had been promised to the son of the King as the first mate—and because of that supposed honor, she had been reared by others, cloistered away, hidden from all contact. Raised in solitary confinement, she knew not the nurture of a mother or protection of a father—she had been adrift in a sea of supplicating strangers, handled as a precious object, not a living thing.


And now, at the culminating event, at the moment she had been bred and avowed for … all those years of preparation appeared to be for naught.


The King was not happy: He had thrown all and sundry out of whatever room they were in. He had not removed a single drape from her, as was his due if he wished to accept her in some fashion. Instead, he was stalking around, his aggression charging the air.


She had likely angered him further with her temerity. One was not supposed to offer suggestions to the King—


“Sit.”


Anha followed the command by letting her weak knees fall out from beneath her body. She expected to meet the cold, hard floor, but there was a cushioned chair of some great mass to catch her.


Creaking floorboards informed her he was circling her again, his footfalls heavy, his presence so great she could sense the size of him even though she could see nothing. Heart pounding, sweat breaking out down her neck and between her breasts, she waited for his next move—and feared it would be violent. By law, he could do anything he wanted with her. He could slaughter her or toss her to the Brotherhood for their use. He could undress her, take her virginity, and then reject her—leaving her ruined.


Or he could simply render her naked and approve of her form, saving her virtue for after the ceremony the following night. Or even mayhap … as she had imagined in her most futile dreams … he would regard her briefly and re-cover her with gifts of special cloth, signaling his intent to rank her among his shellans—so that her life at court would be easier.


She’d heard too much about courtiers to expect kindness from them. And she was well aware that though she was to be mated to the King, she was on her own. If she had a small measure of power, however, mayhap she could remove herself from this to a certain degree, leaving the machinations of court and kingship to females of greater ambition and avarice—


The pacing stopped abruptly and there was protest from the floor directly before her, as if he had shifted position in some manner.


Now was the moment, and her heart froze as if it did not want to attract attention from His Majesty’s blade …


In one quick moment, the hood was off her face, and great drafts of cool air were free for her lungs’ taking.


Anha gasped at what was before her.


The King, the ruler, the supreme representative of the vampire race … was on his knees in front of the chair he had provided her. And that should have been shocking enough, but indeed, his apparent supplication was the least of what struck her.


He was utterly beautiful—and of all the things she had sought to prepare herself for, this first, magnificent sight of him had never been contemplated.


His eyes were the color of pale spring leaves, and they shone bright as moonlight upon a lake whilst he stared up at her. And his face was the handsomest she had e’er beheld, although that was perhaps not compliment enough, given that she had not been allowed to look upon anything male before. And his hair was black as crows’ wings, falling down a broad back.


Except even that was not what penetrated her consciousness most.


It was the concern in his expression.


“Be not afraid,” he said in a voice that was velvet and gravel. “None shall e’er harm you, for I am here.”


Tears pricked in her eyes. And then her mouth opened itself, words jumping out. “My lord, you should not kneel.”


“How ever else would I greet a female such as yourself?”


Anha tried to respond, but caught up in his gaze, her mind became entangled—he seemed not real, this powerful male who bowed his honor afore her. To be certain once and for all, her hand lifted and moved to close the distance between them …


Whate’er was she doing? “Forgive me, my lord—”


He captured her palm and the impact of the flesh upon flesh made her gasp. Or was that both of them?


“Touch me,” he commanded. “Anywhere.”


As he released his hold, she placed her trembling hand upon his cheek. Warm. Smooth from a blade’s recent passing.


The King closed his eyes and leaned in, his great body shuddering.


When he just stayed as that, she felt a surge of power—not in an arrogant fashion, nor with any ambition for self-gain. It was simply from unexpected footing gained on what had seemed like an indelibly slippery slope.


How was this possible?


“Anha…” he breathed, as if her name were an incantation of magic.


Naught else was spoken, but the whole of their language was unnecessary, all parts of speech and vocabulary rendered worthless to offer any mere nuance, much less definition, to what bond was shaping and tethering them one to another.


She finally dropped her eyes. “Would you not care to see more of me?”


The King released a low growling purr. “I would see all of you—and looking would not be the half of it.”


The scent of a male’s arousal rose thick in the air, and incredibly, her own body responded to the call. But then again, that sensual aggression of his was well and truly bound by his singular will: he was not going to take her the now. No, it appeared that he was going to save her virtue until he had paid her the honor and respect of properly mating her.


“The Scribe Virgin answered my prayers in a miraculous way,” she whispered as she blinked through tears. All those years of worry and wait, the anvil poised for three decades to fall upon her head …


The King smiled. “If I had known a female as you could exist, I would have beseeched the mother of the race myself. But I had no fantasies—and that is well enough. I would have done naught but sit and wait for you to cross into my destiny, wasting years.”


With that, he burst up to his feet and went over to a display of robing. The colors of the rainbow were all represented, and she had been taught since an early age to know what each hue meant in the hierarchy of court.


He chose the red for her. The most valued of all, the signal that she would be the favored amongst all his females.


The queen.


And that honor should have been enough. Except as she envisioned the many he would take, pain struck in her chest.


As he came back toward her, he must have sensed her sadness. “What ails you, leelan?”


Anha shook her head, and told herself that sharing him was not something she had any right to mourn. She—


The King shook his head. “No. There shall only be you.”


Anha recoiled. “My lord, that is not tradition—”


“Am I not the ruler of all? Can I not decree life and death o’er my subjects?” When she nodded, a hard cast came upon his face—and made her pity any who would try to deny him. “So I shall determine what is and is not tradition. And there shall only be you for me.”


Tears sprang anew to Anha’s eyes. She wanted to believe him, and yet that seemed impossible—even as he wrapped her still-clad form with the blood-colored silk.


“You honor me,” she said, staring into his face.


“Not enough.” With a quick turn, he stalked across to a table that had been laid with gems.


The largesse of jewels had been the last thing on her mind as he had lifted her hood, but now her eyes widened at the display of wealth. Surely, she did not deserve such things. Not until she gave him an heir.


Which abruptly seemed not a chore, a’tall.


As he returned unto her, she inhaled sharply. Rubies, so many she couldn’t count them—indeed, a whole tray … including the Saturnine ring which she had been told had always graced the hand of the queen.


“Accept these and know my truth,” he said as he once again lowered himself at her feet.


Anha felt her head shake. “No, no, these are for the ceremony—”


“Which we shall have here and the now.” He put out his palm. “Give me your hand.”


Anha’s every bone was shaking as she obeyed him, and she let out a gasp as the Saturnine stone went onto her middle finger on the right. As she looked into the gem, candlelight refracted amongst its facets, flaring with beauty sure as true love lit the heart from within.


“Anha, do you accept me as your King and mate, until the door unto the Fade is offered afore you?”


“Yes,” she heard herself say with surprising strength.


“Then I, Wrath, son of Wrath, do take you as my shellan, to watch over and care for you and any begotten young we may have, sure as I would and will my kingdom, and its citizenry. You shall be mine fore’ermore—your enemies are mine own, your bloodline to mix with mine own, your dusks and your dawns to share only with me. This bond shall ne’er be torn asunder by forces within or without—and”—here he paused—“there shall be one and only one female for all mine days, and you shall be that only queen.”


With that, he brought up his other hand and laced all their fingers together. “None shall part us. Ever.”


Although Anha did not have knowledge of it currently, in future years, as destiny continued to roll forward, transforming this present moment into past history, she would return to this instant over and over again. Later, she would reflect that they had both been lost that night, and the sight of the other had given them the solid ground they had required.


Later, when sleeping close to her mate in their bedding and hearing him gently snore, she would know that what had seemed like a dream was in reality a living, breathing miracle.


Later, on the night that she and her beloved were slaughtered, when her eyes latched onto the crawl space where she had hidden their heir, their future, the only thing that was greater than the two of them … she would have as her last dying thought that it was all meant to be. Whether the tragedy or the luck, all of it had been predetermined, and it had started here, in this instant, as the King’s fingers intertwined with her own and the two of them became locked one into the other, for eternity.


“Who shall attend you this night and this day afore the public ceremony?” he asked.


She hated to leave him. “I should return to my quarters.”


He frowned deeply. But then he released her and took his sweet time adorning her with the rubies until they hung from her ears and her neck and both of her wrists.


The King touched the largest of the stones, the one that hung over her heart. As his lids lowered, she believed that he had gone somewhere carnal in his mind—mayhap he was imagining her without benefit of clothing, nothing but her skin to frame the heavy golden settings with their diamond accents and those incredible red gems.


The last of the suite was the crown itself, and he lifted the circlet from the velvet tray, placing it on her head and then sitting back to survey her.


“You outshine it all,” he said.


Anha looked down at herself. Red, red, everywhere, the color of blood, the color of life itself. Indeed, she could not imagine the value in the gems, but that was not what touched her. The honor he was paying her in this moment was legendary—and as she considered that, she wished this could have been private between them fore’ermore.


That would not be, however. And the courtiers were not going to like this, she thought.


“I shall take you to your quarters.”


“Oh, my lord, you should not bother yourself—”


“There is naught else to consume me this night, I assure you.”


She could not stop her smile. “As you wish, my lord.”


Except she was not sure she could stand with all the—


Anha didn’t make it all the way onto her feet. The King swept in and gathered her in his arms, holding her up from the floor as if she weighed naught more than a field dove.


And with that, he marched across, kicked open the closed door and strode out into the corridor: They were all there, the hallway full of aristocrats and members of the Black Dagger Brotherhood—and instinctively she turned her head into Wrath’s neck.


Whilst being raised for the King’s purpose, she had always felt like an object, and yet, that had gone away when she was alone with the male. Now, exposed to the invasive gazes of the others, she was once again in that role, relegated to a possession rather than an equal.


“Wherever goest thou?” one of the aristocrats demanded as the King strode by without acknowledging them.


Wrath kept walking—but clearly this one courtier would not be denied that which was not his due.


The male placed himself in their path. “My lord, it is customary for—”


“I shall attend her in mine own quarters this night and all others.”


Surprise flared in a thin, pinched face. “My lord, that is the queen’s honor only, and even if you have had the female, it is not official until—”


“We are duly mated. I performed the ceremony myself. She is mine own and I am hers, and surely you do not wish to be in the path of a bonded male with his female—much less the King with his queen. Do you.”


There was a clapping sound of teeth meeting teeth, as if someone’s jaw had fallen open and then been closed with alacrity.


Looking past Wrath’s shoulder, she saw smiles on the Brotherhood’s faces, as if the fighters approved of the aggression. The others in the robes? ’Twas not approval on their visages. Impotence. Supplication. Subtle anger.


They knew who held the power, and it was not theirs.


“You should be accompanied, my lord,” one of the Brothers said. “Not out of custom, but in deference to the times. Even in this stronghold, it is appropriate for the First Family to be guarded.”


The King nodded after a moment. “Fine enough. Follow me, but”—his voice dropped to a growl—“you do not touch her in any way or I shall rip from you the appendage that offends her physical form.”


True respect and some kind of affection warmed the Brother’s voice: “As you wish, my lord. Brotherhood, fall in!”


All at once, daggers were ripped out of chest holsters, black blades glinting in the torches that lined the hall. As Anha’s fingers dug into her King’s precious vestments, the Brothers let out a whooping battle cry, those weapons going over their heads.


In a coordination that was bred from long hours in each other’s company, every one of the great warriors went down on their knees in a circle and buried the points of their daggers in the flooring.


Bowing their heads, and with one voice, they said something she could not comprehend.


And yet the verbiage was for her: They were pledging allegiance to her as their queen. It was what would have happened at nightfall on the morrow, in front of the glymera. But she far preferred it here, and as their eyes lifted, respect shone forth—directed at her.


“My gratitude unto you,” she heard herself say. “And all my honor to our King.”


In the blink of an eye, she and her mate were surrounded by tremendous warriors, the vow that had been given now accepted, the work commencing at once. Flanked on all sides, just as she had sensed she had been whilst presented, Wrath resumed his striding in full protection.


Past her mate’s shoulder, through the mountain of Brothers, Anha watched the assembled gathering of courtiers recede in their wake as they proceeded down the corridor.


The adviser in front of it all, the one with his hands on his hips and his brows down low … was not pleased a’tall.


A shiver of fear went through her.


“Shh,” Wrath whispered in her ear. “Worry not. I shall be gentle unto your form the now.”


Anha flushed and tucked her head back into that thick neck. He meant to take her when they came upon whate’er destination he had predetermined, his sacred body entering her own, sealing the mating viscerally.


She was shocked to find that she wanted that, too. Right now. Fast and hard …


And yet, when they were finally alone again, when they had settled upon a fantastical bed of down and silk … she was grateful that he was as patient and kind and gentle as he promised her he would be.


It was the first of many, many times that her hellren did not let her down.




ONE


MANHATTAN’S MEATPACKING DISTRICT, PRESENT



“Give me your mouth,” Wrath demanded.


Beth tilted her head back and leaned into her mate’s arms. “You want it? So take it.”


The growl that came out of that massive chest was a reminder that her man was not, in fact, a man. He was the last purebred vampire left on the planet—and when it came to her and sex, he was fully capable of going wrecking-ball to get at her.


And not in the stupid-ass Miley Cyrus poser-sex way—and provided Beth was willing, of course. Although really, when a woman had the opportunity to get with six feet, nine inches of hard-ass dressed in black leather, who just happened to have pale green eyes that glowed like the moon, and black hair down to the aforementioned concrete posterior?


No was not just out of her vocabulary; it was a foreign concept.


The kiss that came at her was brutal and she wanted it that way, Wrath’s tongue thrusting into her as he shoved her backward through the open doorway of their secret hideaway.


Slam!


Best sound in the world. Well, okay, second-best—number one being what her man made when he came inside of her.


At the mere thought of it, her core opened even further.


“Oh, fuck,” he said into her mouth as one of his hands slipped in between her thighs. “I want this—yeah … are you wet for me, leelan.”


Not a question. Because he knew the answer, didn’t he.


“I can smell you,” he groaned against her ear as he ran his fangs up her throat. “The most beautiful thing in the world—except for your taste.”


That gravel in his voice, the straining in his hips, that hard length pressing into her—she orgasmed right then and there.


“Fuck me, we need to do this more,” he gritted as she ground herself against his hand, working her hips. “Why the fuck haven’t we come down here every night?”


The thought of the mess that waited for them back in Caldwell drained some of the heat out of her. But then he started massaging her with his fingers, working the seam of her jeans against her most sensitive place while his tongue probed her mouth the way he did when he was … um, yeah.


Gee whiz, what do you know, surprise, surprise—everything about his being King and the assassination attempt and the Band of Bastards just floated away.


He was right. Why the hell didn’t they make time for this slice of heaven on a regular basis?


Giving herself up to the sex, her hands tangled in his waist-length hair, its softness at odds with the harshness of his face, the strength in his incredible body, that iron core of his will. She’d never been one of those silly chippies who dreamed about a Prince Charming or a fairy-tale wedding or any of that Disney musical bullcrap. But even for someone who had had no illusions and no intention of ever signing a marriage certificate, there was no way she would have pictured herself with Wrath, son of Wrath, King of a race that as far as she had known back then was nothing more than a Halloween myth.


Yet here she was, head over heels with a straight-up killer who had a trucker’s vocabulary, a royal bloodline as long as his arm, and enough attitude to make Kanye West look like a self-esteem reject.


Okay, he wasn’t quite that egocentric—although, yup, he probably would cut Taylor Swift off in a heartbeat, but that was because rap and hip-hop were his music of choice and not ’cuz he was being a hater.


Bottom line, her hellren was a his-way-or-no-way kind of guy, and the throne he sat on meant that personality defect was embraced on bended knee as the law of the land.


Talk about a perfect storm. The good news? She was the sole exception, the only person who could talk sense into him when he really got his hackles up. It was like that with all of the Brothers and their mates: Members of the Black Dagger Brotherhood, the race’s elite group of fighters and meatheads, were not known for being easygoing. Then again, you didn’t want pussies on the front line of any war, especially when the bad guys were of the ilk of the Lessening Society.


And those goddamned Bastards.


“I’m not going to make it to the bed,” Wrath moaned. “I gotta be in you now.”


“So take me on the floor.” She sucked on his lower lip. “You know how to do that, don’t you?”


More growling, and a big shift in the planet’s orientation as she was popped off the ground and laid out on all that polished wood. The loft that Wrath had once used as a bachelor pad was right out of central casting: It had a cathedral ceiling, an empty warehouse’s decor, and the matte black paint job of an Uzi. It was nothing like the Brotherhood mansion where they lived, and that was the point.


As beautiful as that place was, all the gold leaf and crystal chandeliers and antique furniture could get a little stifling—


Riiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiip.


With that happy noise, she lost another outfit in her wardrobe—and wasn’t Wrath proud of himself: Flashing fangs long as daggers and white as the driven snow, he proceeded to turn her silk button-down into a Swiffer, shredding the thing off her naked breasts, buttons flying everywhere.


“Now, that’s what I’m talkin’ about.” Wrath tore off his wraparounds and smiled, exposing his dental hardware. “Nothing in the way…”


Looming over her, he latched onto her nipple while his hands went to the waistband of her black jeans. All things considered, he was pretty polite as he unhooked the catch and unzipped, but she knew what was coming …


With a violent jerk, he laid waste to what had been a two-week-old pair of Levi’s.


She didn’t care. Neither did he.


Oh, God, she needed this.


“You’re right, it’s been way too long,” she hissed as he went after his own fly, popping the buttons free, unleashing an erection that still managed to take her breath away.


“I’m sorry,” he bit out as he grabbed her behind the neck and mounted her.


As she opened her thighs wide for him, she knew exactly why he was apologizing. “Don’t be—Jesus!”


The blazing possession was exactly what she wanted—and so was the rough ride he gave her, his heavy weight crushing her, her bare ass squeaking against the floor as he pounded into her, her legs straining to link around so he could go even deeper. It was total domination, his great body pistoning in an erotic pump that got ever faster and more intense.


But as good as it was, she knew how to take things to the next level. “Aren’t you thirsty yet?” she drawled.


Total. Molecular. Stoppage.


Like he’d been hit with an ice ray. Or maybe a truck.


As he lifted his head, his eyes lit up so brightly, she knew if she looked on the floor next to her, she’d see her own shadow.


Digging into his shoulders with her nails, she arched up to him and cocked her head to the side. “How about something to drink?”


His lips curled off his fangs and he let out a cobra’s hiss.


The bite was like being stabbed, but the pain faded into a sweet delirium that carried her to another dimension. Floating and grounded at the same time, she moaned and pushed her fingers into his hair, yanking him even closer as he sucked at her throat and thrust into her sex.


She orgasmed—and so did he.


Duh.


God, after a dry spell of how long? At least a month—which was unheard of for them—she realized how much they both had to have this. Too much static from all the demands around them. Too much stress polluting the hours. Too much toxic crap they didn’t have time to process with each other.


Like, after he’d been shot in the neck, had they really talked about it? Sure, there had been the OMG, you’re alive, you made it stuff … but she was still flinching every time a doggen opened a bottle of wine in the dining room or the Brothers played pool after hours.


Who knew that a cue ball smacking into a rack sounded exactly like a gun going off?


She hadn’t. Not until Xcor had decided to put a bullet into Wrath’s jugular.


Hardly the kind of education she’d been looking for—


For no good reason, tears flooded her eyes and broke free, tangling in her lashes and seeping down her cheeks even as another round of pleasure flooded her body.


And then the image of Wrath’s gunshot wound billboarded her vision.


Red blood on the bulletproof vest he’d worn. Red blood on his muscle shirt. Red blood on his skin.


The dangerous times come home, the ugliness of reality no longer a hypothetical bogeyman in her mental closet, but a scream in her soul.


Red was the color of death to her.


Wrath froze for a second time and jerked his head up. “Leelan?”


Opening her eyes, she had a sudden panic that she couldn’t see him right, that that face she looked for in every room no matter the hour was gone, that that visual confirmation of his life wasn’t going to be there for the taking anymore.


Except all she had to do was blink. Blink, blink, blink … and he was back with her, clear as day.


And that made her cry more. Because her strong, beloved man was blind—and though that didn’t make him handicapped in her opinion, it did cheat him out of some fundamentals, and that just wasn’t fair.


“Oh, fuck, I hurt you—”


“No, no…” She took his face in her hands. “Don’t stop.”


“I should have gone over to the bed—”


The sure way to get him refocused was to arch under him, and she did, undulating and rolling her hips so that her core stroked him. And Hello, big boy, the friction registered, rendering him tongue-tied and torn.


“Don’t stop,” she reiterated, trying to draw him back down to her vein. “Ever…”


But Wrath held off, stroking a piece of hair away from her face. “Don’t think like that.”


“I’m not.”


“You are.”


There was no reason to define what “like that” meant: Treasonous plots. Wrath at that ornate desk, strangled by his position. The future unknown and not in a good way.


“I’m goin’ nowhere, leelan. You don’t worry about a goddamn thing. Understand me?”


Beth wanted to believe him. Needed to. But she feared it was a promise far harder to keep than speak.


“Beth?”


“Make love to me.” It was the only truth she could put out there that wouldn’t burst the bubble. “Please.”


He kissed her once. Twice. And then started to move again. “Always, leelan. Always.”


Best. Night. Ever.


As Wrath pushed himself off of his shellan an hour later, he couldn’t breathe, he was bleeding at the throat, and his Man of Steel cock had finally gone wet-noodle.


Although knowing the damn thing’s stamina? He had five, maybe ten minutes before Mr. Happy got to grinnin’ again.


The big bed in the center of the loft’s vast space had been upgraded since his Beth had mated him, and as he stretched out on his back, he had to admit that having sex on the thing was so much better than doing it on the floor. That said, as he recovered, its sheets were unnecessary as he could have fried an egg on his chest from the exertion. Blankets were an absolute hell-no. Pillows had been lost quickly because there was no headboard, but the advantage was leverage from any compass point.


Sometimes he liked to put a foot down and really dig in.


Beth let out a sigh that was longer and more satisfying than a Shakespearian sonnet—and talk about a hell-yeah? Wrath’s chest inflated like a hot-air balloon.


“I do you okay?” he drawled.


“God. Yes.”


More with the smiling. It was The Mask all over again, nothing but Jim Carrey, Pepsodent white over here. And she was right: The sex had been beyond fantastic. He’d fucked her across the floor until they were in range of the mattress. Then, like the gentlemale he was, he’d put her on the bed … and had her another three times. Four?


He could do this all night—


Sure as an eclipse could wipe out the moon, his cosmic relaxation disappeared and took all warmth with it.


There was no all night for him anymore. Not when it came to kickin’ it with his female.


“Wrath?”


“I’m right here, leelan,” he murmured.


As she rolled onto her side, he could feel her staring at him, and even though his vision had finally given up the ghost and conked out on him entirely, he could picture her long, thick black hair and her blue eyes and her beautiful face.


“You’re not.”


“I’m fine.”


Shit, what time was it? Had it been longer than the hour it had felt like? Probably. When it came to the grind with Beth, he could lose motherfucking days.


“It’s after one,” she said softly.


“Fuck me.”


“Would it help to talk? Wrath … can you tell me where you’re at?”


Ah, hell, she was right. He had been checking out a lot lately, retreating to a place in his mind where the chaos couldn’t get to him—not a bad thing, but it was a solo trip.


“Just not ready to go back to work.”


“I don’t blame you.” She found his mouth and brushed her lips against his. “Can we stay a little longer?”


“Yeah.” But not long enough …


A subtle alarm sounded on his wrist.


“Goddamn it.” Putting his forearm across his face, he shook his head. “Time flies, huh.”


And responsibilities waited for him. He had petitions to review. Proclamations to draft. And e-mails in his inbox, those fucking e-mails that the glymera pulled out of their asses on a nightly basis … although those had been drying up lately—probably a sign that that bunch of fruit loops were talking among themselves. Not good news.


Wrath cursed again. “I don’t know how my father did this. Night after night. Year after year.”


Only to be killed brutally too young.


At least when the elder Wrath had been on his throne, things had been stable: His citizenry had loved him and he had loved them. No treasonous plots cooking in back rooms. The enemy had been from without, not within.


“I’m so sorry,” Beth said. “Are you sure there aren’t some things you can put off?”


Wrath sat up, brushing his long hair back. As he stared off ahead, seeing nothing, he wanted to be out fighting.


Not an option. In fact, the only thing on his dance card was going back to Caldie and rechaining himself to that desk. His fate had been sealed many, many years ago, when his mother had gone into her needing, and his father had done what a hellren should … and against all odds, the heir had been conceived, and birthed, and then nurtured long enough so he could see both of them killed by lessers right in front of his still-functional, pretrans eyes.


Crystal clear, the memories were.


It hadn’t been until after his change when the ocular defect had begun to manifest itself. But that weakness was, like the throne, part of his hereditary due. The Scribe Virgin had had a prescribed breeding plan, one that had amplified the most desirable traits in males and females and created a caste-like system of social hierarchy. Good plan, up to a point. As usual with shit like Mother Nature, the law of unintended consequences had decided to slap a bitch—and that was how this King with his “perfect” lineage had ended up blind.


Frustrated, he jacked out of bed—and naturally hit one of those pillows instead of the floor. As his foot flipped out from underneath him and his balance went carnival funhouse, he threw out hands to catch himself, but didn’t know where he was in space—


Wrath slammed into the floor, the pain exploding on his left side, but that wasn’t the worst part. He could hear Beth scrambling through the messed-up sheets to get to him.


“No!” he barked, shoving himself out of her range. “I got it.”


As his voice ricocheted around the open space of the loft, he wanted to put his head through a plate-glass window. “Sorry,” he muttered, yanking his hair back.


“It’s okay.”


“I didn’t mean to bite your head off.”


“You’ve been under a lot of stress. It happens.”


Christ, like they were talking about him going soft during sex?


God, when he’d started in with the King shit, he’d done that internal-resolution bullcrap and made a commitment to rock that crown, be a standup guy, step into his daddy’s boots, blah, blah, blah. But the unfortunate reality was, this was a marathon that was going to last his entire breathing life—and he was flagging after only two years. Three. However long it had been.


What the hell year was it anyway?


Shit knew he’d always had a short fuse, but being locked in the midnight of his blindness with nothing except demands he didn’t jones over was making him volcanic.


No, wait, that was a little more temperate than where he was at—and the underlying issue was his personality. Fighting was his first and best calling, not ruling from a chair.


The father had been a male of the pen; the son was of the sword.


“Wrath?”


“Sorry, what?”


“I asked if you wanted something to eat before we leave.”


He pictured going back to the mansion, doggen everywhere, Brothers in and out, shellans all around … and felt like he couldn’t breathe. He loved them all, but goddamn, there was no privacy there.


“Thanks, but I’ll just catch something at my desk.”


There was a long silence. “All right.”


Wrath stayed on the floor as she got dressed, the soft shifting of her jeans going up those long, luscious legs like a funeral dirge.


“Is it okay to wear your muscle shirt?” she asked. “My blouse is done for.”


“Yeah. Abso.”


Her sadness smelled like autumn rain and felt just as cold in the air to him.


Man, to think there were people out there who wanted to be King, he thought as he got to his feet.


Fucking. Crazy.


If it weren’t for his father’s legacy, and all those vampires who had truly, deeply loved his sire, he would have blown it all off and not looked back. But pulling out? He couldn’t do that. His father had been a King for the history books, a male who had not just commanded authority by virtue of the throne he sat on, but had inspired honest devotion.


Wrath lost the crown? He might as well piss all over his sire’s grave.


When his shellan’s palm slid into his own, he jumped. “Here are your clothes,” she said, putting them into his hands. “And I have your wraparounds.”


With a quick shift, he pulled her against him, holding her to his naked body. She was a tall female, but even so she barely came up to his pecs, and as he closed his eyes, he curled himself around her.


“I want you to know something,” he said into her hair.


As she went still, he tried to pull something worth hearing out of his ass. Some string of words that were even in the same zip code as what was doing in his chest.


“What,” she whispered.


“You are everything to me.”


It was so incredibly, totally not enough—and yet she sighed and melted into him like that was all she’d wanted to hear. And a bag of chips.


Sometimes you got lucky.


And as he continued to hold her, he knew he’d do well to remember that. As long as he had this female by his side?


He could get through anything.




TWO


CALDWELL, NEW YORK



“Long live the King.”


As Abalone, son of Abalone, spoke the words, he tried to gauge the response of the three males who had knocked upon his door, marched into his home and were standing in his library, staring at him as if measuring him for a shroud.


Actually, no. He tracked only one expression—that of the disfigured warrior who stood far behind the others, lounging against the silk wallpaper, combat boots solidly on the Persian carpet.


The male’s eyes were hidden beneath the overhang of a heavy brow, the irises dark enough so there was no telling what color they were, blue or brown or green. His body was enormous, and even at rest, it was a bald-faced threat, a grenade with a slippery pin. And his response to what had been said?


No change in his features, that harelip nothing but a slash, the frown the same. No emotion shown.


But that dagger hand flexed wide-open and then curled into a fist.


Clearly, the aristocrat Ichan and the lawyer Tyhm, who had brought this fighter over, had lied. This was not a “conversation about the future”—no, something like that would suggest that Abalone had a choice in the matter.


This was a warning shot across his bloodline’s bow, an all-aboard call to which there was but one answer.


And yet, even still, the words had come out of his mouth as they had, and he could not change them.


“Are you certain of your reply?” Ichan asked with an arched brow.


Ichan was typical of his breeding and financial net worth, refined to the point of femininity in spite of his gender, dressed in a coordinated suit and tie with every hair in place. Beside him, Tyhm, the solicitor, was the same only even thinner, as if his considerable mental prowess sapped his caloric intake.


And both of them, as well as the warrior, were prepared to wait for the answer they’d been given to change.


Abalone’s eyes went to an ancient scroll that had been framed and mounted on the wall by the double doors. He couldn’t read the small Old Language characters from across the room, but there was no need to go in for a close-up. He knew each one by heart.


“I was unaware that there was a question posed of me,” Abalone said.


Ichan smiled falsely and strolled around, fingering a sterling silver bowl of red apples, the collection of Cartier desk clocks on a side table, the bronze bust of Napoleon on the desk by the windowed alcove.


“We are, of course, interested in your position.” The aristocrat stopped in front of a pen-and-ink drawing on a stand. “This is your daughter, I believe?”


Abalone’s chest got tight.


“She is about to be presented, is she not?” Ichan looked over his shoulder. “Yes?”


Abalone wanted to shove the male away from the image.


Of all things that were considered “his,” his precious young, the only offspring he and his shellan had had, was the moon in his night sky, the joy that marked the household’s hours, his compass for the future. And he wanted so many things for her—not in glymera terms, though. No, he wished for her what her mahmen and he had found—at least for the years until his female had been called unto the Fade.


He wished for his daughter abiding love with a male of worth who would take care of her.


If she was not allowed to be presented to society? That might never happen.


“I’m sorry,” Ichan drawled. “Did you answer and I missed the reply?”


“She is due to be offered soon, yes.”


“Yes.” The aristocrat smiled again. “I know that you worry appropriately at her prospects. As a father myself, I am in your shoes—with daughters, you need to make sure they are mated well.”


Abalone didn’t release his breath until the male resumed his lazy loop around the room. “Does it not give you a degree of security to think that there are such clear demarcations within our society? Corrective breeding has resulted in a superior group of individuals, and we are required by custom and common sense to preserve our associations with like members of our race. Can you imagine your daughter married to a commoner?”


That last word lingered, carrying the pronunciation of an expletive and the threat of a cocked gun.


“No, you would not,” Ichan answered for himself.


In truth, Abalone wasn’t so certain. If the male loved her enough? But that was not the point of all this, was it.


Ichan paused to glance over the oil paintings that hung in front of the family’s vast collection of shelved first editions. The artwork was, naturally, of ancestors, with the most prominent among them mounted over the marble fireplace’s grand mantel.


A famous male in the history of the race, and of Abalone’s bloodline. The Noble Redeemer, as he was known among the family.


Abalone’s sire.


Ichan waved his hand around, including not just the room, but the house, all of its contents, and all the persons under its roof. “This is worthy of conservation, and the only way that happens is if the Old Ways are respected. The tenets that we, the glymera, seek to uphold are the very basis of what you hope to provide your daughter—without them, who knows where she could end up.”


Abalone closed his eyes briefly.


And didn’t that make the aristocrat assume a kinder, gentler voice. “That King you just spoke of so reverently—he’s mated to a half-breed.”


Abalone’s lids flipped open. As with all members of the Council, he had been informed of the royal union, and that was the extent of it. “I thought he was mated unto Marissa, daughter of Wallen.”


“In fact, not. The ceremony took place just a year before the raids, and the assumption was that the King had followed through on the promise to Havers’s sister—but suspicions arose when Marissa was subsequently unioned with a Brother. Later, it came out to us through Tyhm”—he nodded to the lawyer—“that Wrath had taken another female—who is not of our race.”


There was a pause, as if Abalone were being given the chance to gasp at the revelation. When he didn’t become woozy from shock, Ichan leaned in and spoke slowly—as if to a mental deficient. “If they have offspring, the heir to the throne would be a quarter human.”


“No one is of truly pure blood,” Abalone murmured.


“More’s the pity. Surely you will agree, however, that there is a tremendous difference between distant human relations … and a King who is substantially of that horrid race. But even if you are not offended—and surely that is not the case—the Old Laws provide the dictate. The King is to be a full-bred male—and Wrath, son of Wrath, cannot provide that for us in an heir.”


“Assuming this is true—”


“It is.”


“What do you expect of me?”


“I’m simply making you aware of the situation. I am nothing more than a concerned citizen.”


Then why come with the violent backup? “Well, I appreciate your keeping me informed—”


“The Council is going to have to take action.”


“In what form?”


“There will be a vote. Soon.”


“To disavow any heirs?”


“To remove the King. His authority is such that he could change the laws at any time, eradicating the provision and further weakening the race. He must be taken down lawfully as soon as possible.” The aristocrat glanced over at the drawing of Abalone’s daughter. “I trust that at the Council’s special session, your bloodline will be well represented by your seal and your colors.”


Abalone glanced at the fighter leaning against his wall. The male seemed barely to breathe, but he was far from asleep.


How long until ruination came upon this house if he did not pledge his vote? And what form would it take?


He imagined his daughter mourning the loss of her only parent and being forsaken for the rest of her future. Himself tortured and then killed in some gruesome way.


Dearest Virgin Scribe, the narrowed eyes of that warrior were trained on him like he was a target.


“Long live the proper King,” Ichan said, “is more like it.”


On that note, the natty “concerned citizen” took his leave, filing out of the room with the attorney.


Abalone’s heart thundered as he was left alone with the fighter … and after a moment of screaming silence, the male uncoiled himself and went to the silver bowl of apples.


In a low, heavily accented voice, he said, “These are for the taking, are they not.”


Abalone opened his mouth, but all that emerged was a squeak.


“Is that a yes?” came a murmur.


“Indeed. Yes.”


The fighter reached up to his chest harness and withdrew a dagger, the silver blade of which seemed long as a grown male’s arm. With a quick toss, he flipped the weapon up in the air, the light flashing on the sharp edge—and with equal assurance, he caught the handle and stabbed one of the apples.


All without breaking eye contact with Abalone.


Removing his due from the bowl, his hard eyes drifted over to the drawing. “She’s quite beautiful. For now.”


Abalone put his body in the way of the depiction, prepared to sacrifice himself if it came to that: He didn’t want the warrior even looking at the picture, much less commenting on it—or doing so much worse.


“Anon, then,” the fighter said.


He left with the apple held upright, impaled to the core.


When Abalone heard the front door shut in the distance, he all but collapsed, falling onto the silk-covered sofa with limp limbs and a pounding heart. Even though his hands were shaking, he managed to take a cigarette out of a crystal box and ignite it with a heavy crystal lighter.


Inhaling, he stared at the picture of his daughter and knew true terror for the first time in his life.


“Dearest Virgin Scribe…”


There had been signs of unrest for a good year: rumors and rumbling indicating that the King was falling into disfavor among certain quadrants of the aristocracy; gossip that an assassination attempt had been made; insinuations that a cabal had formed and was prepared to move. And then there had been that Council meeting where Wrath had come forward with the Brotherhood and addressed the assembled with a bald-faced threat.


It had been the first time people had seen the King for … well, longer than Abalone could remember. In fact, he couldn’t recall when anyone had had an audience with the ruler. There had been proclamations disseminated, of course—and edicts that had been progressive and, in Abalone’s mind, long overdue.


Others didn’t agree, however.


And were obviously prepared to force the hands of those who didn’t concur with them.


Shifting his eyes to the portrait of his father, he tried to find some bravery in his deeper self, some kind of bedrock to plant his feet upon and stand up for what he knew was right: If Wrath had mated a half-breed, so what, if he loved her? A lot of the Old Laws that he was reforming were discriminatory, and if anything, the King’s choice of shellan showed that he walked the talk of his modernizing.


And yet there was some old-school in the King, however: Two aristocrats had been killed recently. Montrag. Elan. Both violently and in their homes. And both had been associated with dissent.


Clearly, Wrath was not going to sit back idly whilst plots simmered against him. The bad news was that his enemies in court were stepping up the stakes as well, bringing their own muscle.


Abalone reached into the pocket of his smoking jacket and took out his iPhone. Pulling up a number from his contacts, he initiated a call and listened to the ringing with half an ear.


When a male voice answered, he had to clear his throat. “I need to know if you’ve been visited.”


His cousin hesitated not a moment. “Yes. I have.”


Abalone cursed. “I don’t want any part of this.”


“No one does. But this legal angle of theirs?” His cousin took a deep breath. “About the heir? People are responding.”


“It’s not right. Wrath has been doing good things, moving us in the ways of the modern world. He’s abolished blood slavery and set up that home for abused females and their young. He’s been fair and even handed with proclamations—”


“They’ve got him on this, Abalone. They’re going to win this one—because there are more than enough left who are repulsed by the notion of a half-breed queen and a seriously diluted heir.” His cousin’s voice dropped lower. “Do not be on the wrong side of this, my blood. They’re prepared to do anything that’s necessary to secure a unanimous vote when the time comes, and the law is what it is.”


“He could change it. I’m surprised he hasn’t.”


“No doubt he’s had a few more pressing matters to contend with than some dusty old books. And frankly, even if he reworded the provision? I don’t know if there’s enough support to carry him.”


“He could retaliate against the aristocracy.”


“What’s he going to do—kill us all? Then what?”


When Abalone finally hung up, he stared into the eyes of his father. His heart told him the race was in good hands with Wrath, even if the King isolated himself in many ways. But his cousin made a lot of sense.


After a long while, he made another call that sickened his stomach. When it was answered, he didn’t bother with any preamble. “You have my vote,” he said roughly.


Before Ichan could laud his good sense, he ended the call. And promptly dragged over a wastepaper basket so he could vomit.


The only thing worse than having no legacy at all … was not living up to the one you’d been given.


As Xcor strode out of the aristocrat’s house, he was annoyed to find that Ichan, the Council’s representative, and Tyhm, the lawyer, were waiting for him in the moonlight.


“I think we were persuasive enough,” Ichan announced.


So much pride in that haughty voice—as if the male had already placed his sagging arse upon the throne.


Xcor looked back at the Tudor mansion. Through the diamond-pane windows, the male they had confronted was on the phone, smoking a cigarette like his lungs required nicotine more than oxygen. Then he paused and stared up at something. A moment later, shoulders sloping in defeat, he put the cell back to his ear.


Ichan’s phone went off and he smiled as he took it out of his pocket. “Hello? How lovely of you to call—” There was a pause. “Oh, I think that’s so wise of you—hello? Hello?”


Ichan put the cellular device away with a shrug. “I shan’t even be offended that he hung up on me.”


And another one falls to the logic.


Xcor gripped his stolen apple and wrenched it from his blade. With a sure hand, he began to peel the bloodred skin from its crisp, white flesh, whittling around and around until a curling strip formed beneath his weapon.


As opposed to his favored stance of assassination, this new legal approach to a forced abdication was going well. They had another half dozen members of the First Families to meet and brief, and then it was time to make this official at the Council level. After that? The killings would have to be done—no doubt one or all of the aristocrats they were dealing with would have delusions of the crownal variety.


Easily cured, however, and then he would have what he wanted.


“…meal of our choice?”


As Ichan and Tyhm looked at him, he realized that he’d just been asked out to eat.


Xcor let the strip of skin fall to the snow at his feet. No doubt the dandy inside had groundspeople who would pick it up, although given how unsettled the dear boy was, mayhap he would venture out for a walk amongst his fucking topiaries and see it himself.


Threats were best made on multiple levels.


“The field awaits me the now,” Xcor said as he carved out a section of flesh and bared his fangs, bringing his knife up to his mouth along with the piece.


The crack as he bit down had its desired effect.


“Yes, well, of course, indeed, for truth,” Ichan said, his words like a ballerina spinning off her pointed shoes and careening into the orchestra pit.


How cute.


And then there was a pause, as if the adieu was to be repaid. When Xcor merely cocked a brow, the two dematerialized sure as if there were emergencies afoot at their respective manses.


So irrelevant these pawns were—he had used some up already and no doubt one or both of the pair that had just departed would find their graves in service to him.


Inside the great house, the Council member they had come to see was still hanging his head—but not for long. Someone entered the room, and whoever it was, the aristocrat didn’t want them to know of his upset. He pulled himself together, smiling and holding out his arms. As a young female went unto him, Xcor figured her to be the daughter.


She was beautiful, it was true—the drawing had been accurate.


But she was not a patch on another.


Unbidden, memories flooded his mind, images of fair skin and hair, and eyes that were capable of stopping him in his tracks sure as a bullet, tangled his thoughts until he was the one tripping over his boots even as he remained standing.


No, however pretty and young that daughter was, she was but a far-off echo of loveliness compared to his unattainable Chosen.


“You must stop this,” he said into the cold night breeze. “Stop this the now.”


A fine command, indeed—and yet it was several minutes before he could calm himself enough to focus and dematerialize from the front lawn.


A blink later and Xcor was finally in his element: The alley before him was an urban armpit, the snow filthy from the tire grab left over after countless dump and delivery trucks had passed o’er this stretch behind half a dozen cheap restaurants. In spite of frigid December gusts, the stench of spoiled meat and denaturing green matter was enough to make the inside of the nose tingle.


Breathing in, he searched for the sickly sweetness of the enemy.


He had been born deformed and cast away unto the world by the female who had brought him forth from her womb. Reared in the Bloodletter’s war camp, he had been honed as a blade in that sadist’s fire pit of aggression and pain, any weakness pounded out of him until he was as deadly as a dagger.


This theater of combat was where he belonged.


And he was not alone for long.


Wrenching his head around, he braced his weight into his thighs. A group of human men came into view, clearing the corner, walking in a pack. When they saw him, they stopped and drew in on themselves.


Xcor rolled his eyes and resumed his promenade in the opposite direction—


“Whadafuckyadoin’,” came the shout-out.


Turning back, he eyed the five of them. They were wearing some sort of coordinated theme of tough human: leather jackets, black skull caps, bandannas tied to the bottoms of their faces.


They had clearly intended to come upon someone or someones else.


Not the kind of foe he bothered with. For one thing, humans were so inferior physically, it was like biting into that apple. Secondly, they were liable to involve others of their species, either on purpose through that dreaded 911 thing or inadvertently, by causing a noise that alerted passersby.


“Whadafuckyadoin’!”


If he stayed silent, mayhap this would escalate into a coordinated song-and-dance number? How frightening.


“Go about your night,” he said in a low voice.


“Go about your—whatreyasomekindaforiegnfuck?”


Or something to that effect. Their accents were difficult to decipher—moreover, he was disinterested in making much effort on that front—


From out of nowhere, a car careened around that corner, its tires losing traction as its driver pounded on the brakes.


Gunshots rang out, echoing through the night, scattering the assembled, including himself.


Wrong place, wrong time, Xcor thought as he caught a slug in the shoulder, the pain blazing through his head—and making it impossible for him to dematerialize.


He wanted nothing of this silly fight amongst the rats without tails. But it appeared as if he were going to have to engage.


He was not dying as the result of a human’s bullet.




THREE



I-87, A.K.A. THE NORTHWAY



Oh, that new-car smell.


A combination of too-fresh carpeting, still-viscous hinge oil, and glue that was only surface dry.


Sola Morte loved a fresh start in the automotive department, which was why she always leased her Audi A4s. Every three years she got a new one—sometimes more often if there was a program that let her jump ship a month or two early.


So, yeah, this was familiar territory … except for the fact that she was getting a whiff of heaven from the trunk of whatever sedan she had been shut into.


Not the way she’d planned on ending her night, but sometimes free will was out on break when you needed it.


The question now was, how to survive the kidnapping and get back home.


Given her line of work as a burglar, she was used to improvising in dangerous situations. She wasn’t exactly MacGyver-capable; it wasn’t like she could build a nine-millimeter autoloader out of duct tape, a tube of toothpaste, twelve cents, and a Bic lighter. But she was smart enough to feel around, looking for a tire iron, a tool kit … a forgotten soda can. Anything she could use as a weapon.


When she’d been abducted from her house, she’d had nothing but the parka on her back and a desperate hope that whoever it was got her out before her grandmother made it down the stairs and was dragged into all this. The latter happened. The former? Bad news, because she didn’t even have a cell phone.


And so far, her palm expeditions around the trunk had yielded a big fat nada.


She also had no clue where she was being taken. Going by the purr from the undercarriage and the lack of potholes? They must be on the highway—and had been for a while.


Man, her head hurt.


What the hell had they hit it with? A hammer?


Straining her spine upward, she patted under the small of her back, thinking she might be lying on the compartment that held the spare tire—and tools. She didn’t feel any seams in the carpeting, though. Maybe you had to lift the whole thing up? Shit.


Reaching over her head, she rechecked the side walls, feeling the soft scratch of the carpeting and the undulation of the wheel wells … then the netting that might have held groceries in place … a folded sheet of paper that could have been a map, a receipt for some kind of purchase, a “Top Ten Ways to Torture a Captive” list …


Drawing her knees into her chest, she turned herself around in the tight space, shoving with her hands and her feet, cramping her head into an angle it really didn’t appreciate.


“Jeeeesus…” she groaned as she paused to catch her breath. “Cirque du Soleil is so out for a second career.”


Resuming the stretching and twisting, she finally got her prize—the ability to check out the opposite—


“Well, hello…”


Digging her fingertips into a break in the carpeting, she followed the square cutout until she found latches on either end. Disengaging a compartment cover, she popped the panel free and found …


Toolbox? First aid?


A lottery win manifesting itself in a fully loaded Smith & Wesson?


As she navigated by touch alone, trying to decipher the shape and feel of what was inside, she was reminded of how much she appreciated her vision.


“Gotcha,” she hissed, digging her nails into the box and fighting with the hold to get the thing free.


When it popped out, she realized there was a handle on the lid. Dumb-ass.


Its latch was simple to pop free, and inside …


The cylinder was about eight inches long and an inch and a half wide. On one end there was a cap with a rough patch on its top, and inside? Party time.


This flare was her only shot.


Tightening her hand on the thing, she refocused on trying to figure out where she was going to end up—other than a morgue, of course. The problem was, she had no idea how long they’d been en route—but if they were taking her to Benloise’s house? Then they had to be closing in on their destination. West Point wasn’t that far from Caldie.


And this was Benloise’s doing.


Payback by the narcotics wholesaler for her little home invasion and redecorating gig. Which in turn had been her way of telling him to F-off over a payment issue.


That had involved Assail.


Closing her eyes—even though she couldn’t see a damn thing—she imagined that man, everything from his glossy black hair to his deep-set eyes to that body that should have belonged to an athlete … as opposed to a drug dealer who was probably going to take over the entire eastern seaboard as his territory.


For a split second of insanity, she entertained a fantasy that he would come after her and help get her out of this mess. And yup, that was awkward on so many levels—one, she had never relied on anyone before, and two, the whole save-me-big-man bullcrap was enough to make her want to hurl on principle.


But her pride was taking a backseat on this one: She knew waaaay too much about Benloise. It was going to take a miracle to get her free, and Assail was the closest thing to one of those she’d met. Too bad he wasn’t going to miss her anytime soon. They knew each other only because she’d been paid—partially—by Benloise to spy on him. Assail hadn’t appreciated that and had turned the tables on her.


Which had led to … other things.


Shaking her head until the pain made things spin, she reminisced on all that had been so important before she’d gotten ambushed in her own kitchen: the cat and mouse between the pair of them, the seductive threat he threw off, the erotic charge she got just by being in his presence.


All of that had been so fucking important.


The current roll of the dice had wiped that slate clean, however. Now she was in survival mode—and if that didn’t pan out, she just hoped her grandmother had something left to bury.


Because she wasn’t fooling herself. Benloise wasn’t going to cut her any slack just because she had been, for a time, almost like a daughter to him in some ways. She shouldn’t have pushed him. Temper, temper, temper; her anger had been her undoing.


God, her grandmother.


Tears threatened, stinging her eyes, making her crack her lids and blink to keep them from falling.


Too much loss in her vovó’s life. Too many hard things. And this was probably going to be the worst of it all.


Unless Sola got herself out.


As feelings too big and complicated to hold in threatened to short out her brain, she struggled to contain them … and the eventual solution for that was a surprise. She went with the impulse, however—in the same way she intended to use what she had found in the trunk wall.


Putting her only weapon down by her hip, she clasped her hands over her heart and bowed her head in prayer, chin to chest.


Opening her mouth, she waited for the rote passages of her Catholic childhood to resurface in her brain and tell her tongue what to do.


And they did. “Hail Mary, full of grace…”


The words formed a cadence, a beat like that of her heart, the rhythm uniting her with a whole host of Sundays in her distant past.


When she was finished, she waited for some relief or strength or … whatever you were supposed to get from this age-old ritual.


Nope. “Damn it.”


Words—it was all just words.


Frustration made her kick her head back, slamming it into the compartment—in just the wrong place. “Fuck!”


Time to get real, she told herself as she tried to reach around and rub the sore spot.


Bottom line? No one was coming to save her. As usual, she had only herself to fall back on, and if that wasn’t enough to get her out of this? Then she was going to die in a truly horrible way—and her grandmother was going to suffer. Again.


Talk about your prayers? Sola would have given anything just to go back and rewind the evening, hitting pause at that moment when she had come home and missed the strange sedan parked across the street. In her perfect, redo world, she would have gotten her gun out and put a silencer on it before setting a foot past the front door. She would have killed them both, and then gone upstairs and told her grandmother she was going to move the furniture around just as her vovó had asked the week before.


Under the cover of night, she would have then taken the pair of men out into the garage, backed the car up, and put them in her trunk. Or … more like one in the backseat and the other in the trunk.


Out to the boonies. Bye-bye.


After which, she would have packed up her grandmother and they would have left within the hour—even though it would have been the middle of the night.


Her grandmother wouldn’t have asked questions. She understood where things were at. Hard life, practical mind.


Off into the sunrise, so to speak, never to be seen again.


See? Much better movie all around—and maybe that could become reality again, provided Sola took care of business when Benloise’s bodyguards put on the brakes and finally let her out.


Grasping her flare, she started to prepare herself. What angle she was going to take. How to come at them.


Just mental masturbation, though, wasn’t it—everything was going to depend on split-second timing that was ultimately unpredictable.


As her mind floated into the zone, her breathing slowed and her senses sharpened. Waiting was not a problem anymore; time ceased to have any measure. Thoughts were not an issue. Exhaustion didn’t exist.


It was as she settled into that netherworld between now and later that something truly transformative happened.


She saw clear as day a photograph of her grandmother. It had been taken back in Brazil when she was nineteen. Her face was unlined and full in the best sense, youth gleaming out of her eyes, her hair down and flowing, not bound.


If she had known then what awaited her in adulthood, she would never have smiled.


Her son dead. Her daughter dead. Her husband dead. And her granddaughter, the only one who was left?


No, Sola thought. This had to end well. It was the only option.


Sola didn’t say anything out loud this time—there were no rote phrases or clasped palms. And she wasn’t sure she believed her own prayer any more than the other ones that had been taught to her. But for some reason, she found herself bending God’s ear in earnest.


I promise, Lord, that if you get me out of this, I will leave the life. I will take vovó and get out of Caldwell. I will never, ever endanger myself or steal from another or commit an evil act. This is my solemn vow to You, on my vovó’s beating heart.


“Amen,” she whispered aloud.


THE IRON MASK, CALDWELL, NEW YORK



“Oh-God-oh-God-oh-God…”


As Trez held the blond college student up off the floor, he had a good grip on the backs of her legs—but he was sorely tempted to drop her like a Hot Pocket. The sex was adequate—along the lines of the cold-pizza standard: Even if it’s cold, it’s still pizza.


But it ain’t no Bella Napoli on 7th Ave in Manhattan.


And this about-to-see-God stuff? Total buzz kill, and not because he was religious in the human way or jel that she was having a great time while he was thinking of pizza. Her grating, squeaky YouPorn performance with the head throws that kept landing her extensions in his face was getting on his nerves.


Closing his eyes, he tried to concentrate on the feel of his cock going in and out of her. The woman had big fake tits that were as hard as basketballs, and a stomach that had some jiggle, and he couldn’t decide what was worst: the fact that he wasn’t attracted to her in the slightest; the reality that he was fucking this skank in the front bathroom of his own club—so his staff was going to catch him walk-of-shaming it; or the chance, however slim, that his brother might hear about this from somebody.


Shit, iAm. The male had a stare that could make a football player in full tackle gear feel like his bare ass was in a stiff breeze.


Not what Trez was looking for.


“…God, oh, God, oh, God…”


FFS, if she could only spice it up with a couple JCs or something.


“OHGODOHGOD—”


Reaching between them, he decided to put himself out of his misery. Tickling her clit, he pitched her over that edge just in time for his erection to completely deflate and all but fall out of her.


Setting her back down on her feet, he immediately had to catch her, because her knees buckled.


“Oh … God … you’re amazing … you’re…”


Uh-huh, thanks, honey. The only thing he cared about was how long it would take to get her clothes back on. “You, too, baby.”


Trez leaned to the side and picked up her—was it that bra thing she thought was a shirt? Or her thong? Or—


“Oh, I don’t need my leggings yet … do I?”


These were for her legs? he thought as he held the black strip up. Hard to imagine it covering more than a hand or maybe one of those serving-bowl-size breasts.


Who had taken the pseudo-stockings off? Not him, he didn’t think, but he couldn’t remember, and not because he was drunk. This whole session, just like the last however many years of his love life, was not just utterly, but rather, purposely, forgettable.


Then why did he insist on pulling this shit again and again—


Right, no reason to channel iAm. His brother was more than capable of running through that rhetorical Every. Single. Fucking. Time. they were together.


“Daddy, I love you,” the girl said as she gripped his biceps and hung off him like he was a stripper pole. “I love this.”


“Me, too.”


“You love me, right?”


“Always.” He eyed the door and wished he’d scheduled a preemptive knock. “Lemme have your number, ’kay? ’Cause I gotta go back to work.”


Cue the pouting—and didn’t that make him want to bare his fangs and chew his way out of the bathroom wall.


“We could do it again,” she drawled, getting up on her tiptoes to try to nuzzle against his neck.


Girlie, I could hardly get through it once, he thought. A repeat is not anatomically possible.


“Pleeeeeeeeeeeease, daddy…” More nuzzling. Then she eased back. “Please?”


Trez opened his mouth, frustration sharpening his temper and his tongue—


Except as he met her eyes, he saw an honest emotion in them and nearly recoiled. Talk about mirrors … he felt like he was looking at himself: sad. Hollow. Rootless.


She was half a woman.


He was half a male.


On that basis alone, they were Match.com time, two broken SOBs thrashing around the sex pool, trying to connect in ways that guaranteed their isolation would only continue.


“Please …?” she begged, like she was getting ready for another loss in a string of them.


Staring down at her, he realized he’d common-denominatored her to her externals, but as with all strangers, there was a story behind how she’d ended up in a bathroom throwing around the L-word with a man who wasn’t a man at all.


Hell, he wasn’t even a normal vampire.


Trez brushed her cheek with his knuckles, and when she turned her head into his hand, he whispered, “Close your eyes—”


The knock was a one-and-doner, and considering how loud and to the point it was? Not like there needed to be a second.


“Boss? We got issues,” came through the panels.


Big Rob’s voice. So it was a security problem—and given that the guy hadn’t gone to Xhex with it? She was either out for some reason … or, more likely, had sent for Trez herself.


The blonde’s fake eyelashes lifted, but he didn’t want that. “Gimme a minute, B.R.”


“Roger that, boss.”


“Close your eyes,” he said again. As the blonde complied, he quieted himself, the muffled thunder of the club’s bass beat drifting off, the smell of her too-heavy perfume abating, the pain in the center of his chest … well, that stayed right where it was, but the rest of everything went on the dimmer switch.


Reaching into her mind, he did what his brother had called him out on: As opposed to so many of these women, he took the time to erase the blonde’s memories of them being together, from the inane conversation that she’d started up by the bar, to his taking her back here, to the religious experience she’d just had.


iAm was right. If Trez had been tidying up after himself like this all along? He wouldn’t have gotten into the trouble he had with that other chick. And he and his brother wouldn’t have ended up having to move into the Brotherhood’s mansion. And that female Selena wouldn’t have entranced him even more …


Refocusing on the blonde, he decided not to just stop at the Wite-Out routine. Instead of leaving the twenty or so minutes as a blank zone, he gave her the fantasy she was after—that she’d met a guy who was googly-eyed over her and they’d had the sex of their lives five times in this bathroom before she’d decided she was too good for him.


Which in her new mind-set was going to be something she did frequently.


Finally, he inserted a thought that she should dress herself and check her makeup. And as a last-minute chaser, he tacked on that she was going to have the best year—no, decade—of her life.


Trez stepped out a moment later, fly up, shirt retucked, mask of all-good back in place. Big Rob was hovering in the shadows, discreet as any guy the size of a mountain could be.


Joining the guy, Trez crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against the cloth-covered wall. He didn’t usually talk business out in the club proper, but the music was loud enough, the crowd self-absorbed in the way of the drunk and the desperate, and, last but not least, he felt compelled to keep an eye on the blonde. Make sure no one tried to get in there before she came out.


Plus he guessed he wanted some confirmation that he’d left her in a better state than he’d found her in.


At least one half of them could be improved.


“So what’s up?” Trez scanned the dark, moody club, his monitoring both second nature and a matter of training: Shadows tended to be watchers, but after working with Rehv and now being the head of this den of iniquity, the shit was his primary interface.


Big Rob cracked his knuckles. “Alex broke up an argument about an hour ago between two non-regulars. Both men were kicked out, but the aggressor came back and is circling the sidewalk outside.”


The blonde emerged from the bathroom, clothes where they needed to be, makeup retouched, hair pulled back instead of all over everywhere—but more to the point, her chin was level, her eyes calm and focused—and that secret smile on her lips took her essentially average looks into enticing territory.


As she walked into the crowd, Big Rob’s eyes followed her and so did a lot of men’s. But she didn’t seem to care, her confidence all she needed as an escort.


Trez rubbed the center of his chest and wished he could whammy his own self and turn things on a dime like that. Then again, all the self-improvement in the world wasn’t going to change the fact that the s’Hisbe wanted him back as a breeding stud for the rest of his natural life.


“Boss?”


“Sorry, what?”


“You want us to disappear the guy?”


Trez rubbed his face. “I’ll go deal with him. What’s he look like?”


“White boy, black clothes, Keith Richards hair.”


“That narrows it down,” Trez muttered.


“You’ll see him out front. He’s not in line.”


Trez nodded and cut around the thick of the crowd, heading for the door. On his way, he looked over all the people, unconsciously searching for signs of conflict that could escalate from posturing bullshit to bowling-alley knockdown.	


Even Goths could be frat boys if you pumped enough alchie into them.


Halfway to the exit, he caught a flash of something metallic off to the right, but as he stopped and reached out with senses other than his eyes, he couldn’t find anything. Resuming his stride, he pushed his way out of his club, nodded to Ivan and the new guy, who were manning the entrance, and took a wander down the wait line, which was full of the usual suspects.


Although not the Kevin Spacey kind, of course. And more’s the pity—he loved the guy in that movie.


No one out on the sidewalk fit B.R.’s description.


Guess whoever it was went for a wander.


As Trez pivoted to head back for the door, he got hit in the face with the beams of a trolling car, and the sting made him pull a vampire and shy away from the light. Blinking to clear his vision, he somehow made it to the front of the line and—


“What the fuck—he doesn’t belong here! Why’re you letting him in!”


As Trez realized he was the subject up for discussion, he stopped and looked over his shoulder. The mouthpiece with the attitude was about five-ten, one hundred and fifteen pounds—and not a girl. Clearly, motherfucker suffered from terrier syndrome, his beady little eyes all fired up as he glared at Trez, his Stampy McStampy drill making him breathe heavy.


Probably played a lot of World of Warcraft or whatever it was—and that made him forget that if you were going to be a bigoted big-mouth, you’d better be able to back shit up.


Trez leaned down to the guy and gave him a moment to soak up the size difference—and what do you know, bitch’s mouth closed and stayed that way.


“I own this place,” Trez said in a low voice. “So the question is, why the fuck should I let you in.” He glanced at Ivan. “He’s not welcome here. Ever.”


There was some conversating at that point, but he was done. As a Shadow, he was used to being stared at—regular vampires didn’t know what to do with his kind, and frankly, he didn’t really care for them, either. In fact, he’d been brought up to believe that the two shouldn’t mix—at least until Rehvenge had stepped up to the plate and helped him and his brother in their exile. At first he’d been distrustful of the guy—until he’d recognized that Rehv was as they were: a foreigner in a closed club of folks he didn’t respect.


Oh, and as for the human world? Everyone assumed he was black and attached their own racial associations, good and bad, to that—but there was the irony. He was neither “African” nor “American,” so none of that shit applied to him in spite of the fact that his skin happened to be dark.


That was humans for you, though—self-absorbed to the point where they just had to see themselves in all situations. Meanwhile, there were whole other species walking among them, and they were none the wiser.


Although … that being said … if some misguided dumb-ass tried to pull the racial shit with him at his own front door? Then the idiot could fuck off.


Back inside the club, the strobe lights and the noise hit him like a brick wall and he had to force himself to break through the resistance. The flashes were just way too bright and the sound was worse, ricocheting around the inside of his skull until whatever was playing became an unintelligible mess.


What the hell was his staff thinking? Who’d made the call to crank it up so high—


Oh … shit.


Rubbing his eyes, he blinked a couple of times and … yup, there it was, in the right quadrant: a lineup of jagged lines that shimmered like sunlight through blown glass.


“Fuck me…”


Courtesy of the sex sesh in the bathroom, the blonde had gotten herself a new hardwiring job—and he was about to enjoy eight to ten hours of barfing, diarrhea, and searing head pain.


As all migraine sufferers did, he glanced at his watch. He had about twenty minutes before the fun and games started, and he couldn’t afford to waste them.


Walking faster, he pushed his way through the bodies, nodding to the working girls and his security team like everything was fine. Then he went into the staff-only back of the house, hit his office for his leather jacket and his keys, and exited stage left into the parking lot. His BMW was waiting for him, and as he got in, yanked the seat belt across his chest and hit the gas, he wished like hell he still lived at the Commodore—because then he could have had one of his bouncers do the driving.


Now that he’d taken up res at the Brotherhood mansion? Disinterested, third-party chauffeurs were a no-go.


Of course, he could call his brother. But iAm would offer his silent-treatment commentary the whole way home, and there was no need to subject himself to that loud noise: iAm was the only person he’d ever met who could make quiet harder on the ears than a jet plane taking flight.


As his phone went off, he thought, shit, he’d better call in and let everyone at work know he was down for the count.


Taking the cell out, he looked at the— “Great.”


But it wasn’t like he could send iAm to voice mail. Swiping his thumb across the screen, he put the thing up to his ear even though New York was a hands-free state.


His brother didn’t even give him a chance to “hello” shit. “You’re having a migraine.”


“You’re not supposed to be psychic.”


“I’m not. I just pulled in as you tore out. I’m right behind you—and there’s only one reason you drive off like that at one a.m.”


Trez glanced in the rearview, and was quite proud of himself—if he cocked his head in a certain way, he could actually see the pair of headlights.


“Pull over.”


“I’m—”


“Pull the fuck over. I’ll come back for the car once I get you home.”


Trez continued driving, heading for the Northway, thinking, nah, he could do this.


Good plan. At least until a car approached in the opposite lane—as it got closer, he was blinded completely and had no choice but to ease off on the gas. Blinking in the aftermath, he had every intention of nailing the accelerator and continuing on, except reality set in: He was running out of time, and not just in terms of the migraine.


The s’Hisbe were only going to up their warfare to get him back to the territories, and God only knew what their next move was going to be. So what this situation did not need was iAm watching his brother die right in front of him.


Trez had already done so much damage to the guy.


A Beamer fireball was not a good chaser to his track record.


Giving up, he pulled to the side, hit the brakes, and put his forehead down on his steering wheel. Even though he shut his eyes, the aura continued along its way, spreading out and moving gradually off to the upper edge. When it disappeared? Party time—and not in a fun way.


As he waited for iAm to stop next to him, he thought that it was ironic how doing the right thing sometimes felt like a total defeat.




FOUR


“Okay, what have we got here …?”


The question was more, what haven’t they got, Beth thought as she leaned over a freezer unit dedicated solely to ice cream.


Turned out pregnant women liked the sweet cold stuff. Okay, the pregnant Chosen, Layla, liked it—and Beth had delivered the same kind on schedule, every night for the last … how long had it been since the female’s needing?


God, time flew.


And as she counted the days, she was well aware she wasn’t thinking about Layla’s progression. What she was really adding up was how many hours she’d logged in that room, sitting close by … hoping that for once an old wives’ tale would come true.


She didn’t just go up there to be a kind housemate or supportive friend.


Nope. Although why the hell she thought she and Wrath needed a baby in the middle of all this drama was a mystery. Mother Nature, however, had forced her around some kind of corner and there was no going back, no making sense of it, no reasoning with the urge.


Not that she’d necessarily talked to Wrath about it lately. As if he didn’t already have enough on his plate. But come on, if she were able to kick-start her needing …


She just wanted to hold a piece of herself and of Wrath—and the more dangerous things became with the Band of Bastards, the more desperate that need became.


In some ways, it was the saddest commentary on where they were at.


At least something of him would survive if the Band of Bastards succeeded in killing—


The wave of pain at the thought was so great, she sagged against the freezer and it was a while before she could refocus on the mother lode of Breyers, Ben & Jerry’s, Häagen-Dazs and Klondikes.


So much safer to stress over which flavor she’d have tonight. Layla was always vanilla—it was the only kind she could keep down. But Beth was wide open on that one, and thanks to Rhage’s infamous appetite, there were, like, a gabillion choices.


As she searched for inspiration, the dilemma was a slice right out of her childhood, a modern-day echo of the days when she would palm up one of her hard-earned dollars, walk a half mile to Mac’s Grocery, and take twenty minutes to get the same Hershey’s Dixie cup of chocolate that she always did. Funny, she could still remember how the place had smelled like those cake cones Mac had handmade. And that cash register, the old-fashioned one that had had a hand crank.


When she’d check out, Mac would always give her a red plastic spoon, a napkin and a smile—along with her twenty-six cents in change.


He’d been extra nice to the orphans who’d lived down at Our Lady. Then again, there were a lot of people who had been kind to her and the other kids who had been either unwanted or unlucky.


“Mint chocolate chip,” she said, reaching in and long-arming a stretch to the back.


As the cold air wafted up, she stopped to soak in the deep freeze. “Oh, yeah…”


Even though it was frickin’ December, she found herself craving the chill, her skin goose-bumping, the pores on her face tightening, the inside of her nose humming from all the dryness.


Guess all that sex was still revving her up.


Closing her eyes, she went back to Wrath taking her down onto the floor and ripping her clothes off. So good. So what they needed.


Although she hated the way she felt now.


He was so damned far away, even though his body was just upstairs in that study.


Maybe that was another reason she wanted a child.


Refocus, refocus. “Vanilla, vanilla … where are you?”


When it turned out the vanilla was MIA, she had to settle for a trio’d half gallon that was polluted with strawberry and chocolate. No biggie. With proper surgical extraction, she’d be able to get the job done without getting any offending contamination in Layla’s bowl.


Leaving the pantry and entering the kitchen proper, the sweet, earthy smell of sautéing onions and mushrooms mixed with basil and oregano was heaven in her nose. But the ambrosia wasn’t for Last Meal and it wasn’t a doggen at the sauce pot.


Nope. It was iAm—again. Which considering he appeared to cook when stressed suggested someone else’s life was in the crapper.


The Shadow and his brother were the most recent additions to the Brotherhood house, and as the owner and head chef of the ultra-old-school Salvatore’s Restaurant, iAm had more than proved his chops with linguine—although that was not to say Fritz approved of the guy getting out all those multi-gallon pots: As usual, the butler was hovering in the periphery, apoplectic that one of the household guests was doing any cooking.


“That smells delicious,” she said as she put the containers on the deck-size granite island.


She didn’t have a chance to get the bowls or spoons. Fritz sprang into action, pulling open cupboards and drawers—and she didn’t have the heart to tell him not to wait on her.


“So what is it this time?” she asked the Shadow.


“Bolognese.” iAm cracked open another spice bottle, and seemed to know the exact amount to put in without benefit of a measuring spoon.


Meeting his almond-shaped black eyes, Beth pulled her turtleneck higher to hide the bite marks on her neck. Not that he seemed to care either way. “Where’s your brother?”


“Upstairs,” came the tight reply.


Ah. Closed subject. “Well, I guess I’ll see you at Last Meal?”


“I’ve got a meeting, but there’s lamb for the rest of you, or so I’ve heard.”


“Oh, I thought you were cooking for—”


“This is therapy,” he said, banging the wooden spoon clean on the rim of the pot. “It’s the only reason Fritz lets me use his stove.”


She dropped her voice. “I thought you had special powers over him.”


“Trust me, if I did, I’d use them.” He turned down the flame. “S’cuse me. I’ve got to go check on Trez.”


“Is he injured?”


“You might say.” He gave her a brief bow and headed out of the room. “Later.”


In his wake, the air seemed to change, the molecules in the kitchen calming down sure as if his dark mood had electrified them. Freaky, but she liked him and his brother: Another couple of trained killers in the house was not a bad thing at all.


“Mistress, I believe I have everything you need.” The butler presented her with the accoutrements necessary for Breyer’s imbibing on a silver tray. “For you and the Chosen.”


“Oh, Fritz, how lovely—but, actually, I just need one bowl. I’m going to eat mine out of the carton as tacky as that sounds. But I could use a—thank you.” She smiled as the butler handed over a scoop. “Do you read minds?”


The doggen blushed, his weathered, lined face breaking into a smile. “No, mistress. Occasionally I anticipate well, however.”


Popping the top off the tri-flavor carton, she dug in, being careful to scoop the vanilla only. “Try all the time on that one.”


As he flushed and ducked his already drooping eyes, she wanted to hug him. But the last time she’d done that, he’d nearly fainted from the impropriety. Doggen lived by a strict code of behavior, and although their fondest wish was to serve well, they simply couldn’t handle it if they were praised.


And iAm had already stressed the poor guy out.


“Are you sure I may not apportion the servings for you?” the butler said anxiously.


“You know how I like to do it myself.”


“May I carry the tray up for you, then?”


“No, I’ve got it.” When he seemed ready to implode, she finished filling Layla’s bowl and hedged, “Would you mind putting the ice cream away for me?”


“Yes, please, mistress. And the scoop. I shall take care of that.”


As he made off like a bank robber with loot, she shook her head, picked up the tray and headed out into the dining room. Emerging on the far side into the foyer, she had to pause and take it all in. Even though she’d seen the three-story expanse every night for the last two years, the astounding space was still like entering into a different world: from its gold leafing to its brilliantly colored mosaic floor, from the muraled ceiling so high above to all the malachite-and-marble columns, it was pure magic.


And pure royalty.


In fact, the entire mansion was a work of art, each space in the house a new flavor of awe-inspiring luxury, a different tone set to perfection in every room.


She’d certainly never lived like this before Wrath had come into her life—or expected to. Dear Lord, she could remember after the two of them had first moved in here. Hand in hand, they’d gone through all the wings and floors, from the catacombed basement to the raftered attic. How many rooms were there? She’d lost count in the fifties.


Crazy, crazy.


And to think it hadn’t been the only thing she had inherited from her father. Money … there had been so much money, too.


To the point where, even though she had shared half of it all with John Matthew after he’d come into their lives? Hadn’t made a dent in spite of her half-brother taking millions and millions.


Totally nuts.


Crossing over the depiction of an apple tree in bloom, she hit the bloodred carpeted stairs and gunned for the second floor. An orphan all her life, it had been a shock to find out her father had known of her, had watched over her, had provided for her. But then from everything she’d heard, Darius had been like that. Never one to shirk duty.


God, she wished she’d known him.


Especially now.


As she reached the top of the stairs, she found the doors to the study open, and her man was where he hated to be—curled over acres of paperwork done in Braille, his huge shoulders blocking out most of the carved throne he sat in, his talented fingers tracing line by line, his brow furrowed trench-deep behind those wraparounds—


Both her man and George, his beloved service dog, looked over as if they’d caught her scent.


“Leelan,” Wrath said on an exhale.


With a scramble, the golden retriever jumped up from his curled position on the floor, flagged tail wagging, jowls scrunching into a grin that made him sneeze.


She was the only one he smiled for—although even as much as he loved her, he did not leave Wrath’s side.


Putting the silver tray of ice cream down on a hall table, she strode in and waved to Saxton, who was in his usual spot on one of the pale blue French sofas. “How are the hardest-working menfolk on the planet?”


The attorney in the Old Laws stood up from his own pile of papers and gave her a bow, his fine bespoke suit accommodating the movement with ease. “You are looking well.”


Yeah, well, nothin’ like a little lovin’.


“Thanks.” She went around the massive desk and took her husband’s face in her hands. “Hey.”


“I’m so glad you’re here,” he breathed—like it had been years since they’d seen each other.


Leaning down to kiss his mouth, she knew that he had closed his eyes even though she couldn’t see behind the dark lenses.


And then she had to be about the dog.


“How are you, George?” Just like her hubs, she gave that puppy-soft face a smooch. “You taking care of our King?”


The chuff and the thud-thud-thud of his tail hitting the edge of the throne was a big, fat yes if she’d ever heard it.


“So what are you guys working on?” she asked as Wrath pulled her into his lap and stroked her back.


It was so odd. Before she’d met him, she’d hated the touchy-feely, cutesy cuddle stuff couples pulled. But what do you know, times changed.


“Just petitions.” Read: Bullshit I’d rather light on fire than deal with.


“And we have another two dozen left.” Saxton stretched his right arm as if it had kinked. “And then we have dispute resolutions and birth and death announcements.”
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