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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Dhunhd (pr. n.) Hell.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


lewlhen (n.) Gift.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


newling (n.) A virgin.


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


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


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


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


rahlman (n.) Savior.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


whard (n.) Equivalent of a godfather or godmother to an individual.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Rural Route 149


Caldwell, New York


I gotta bad feeling about this.”


As Mickey Trix’s cousin spoke, he wanted to beat on the fucker, but it was his own damned fault. Why had he thought bringing the deadweight on a hit was gonna help anything?


“Mickey, you hear what I say—”


Overhead, lightning rippled across the night sky and the snowy forest came alive, the bare branches of the trees turning into arms that reached forward to grab, the knee-deep drifts reflecting the all-wrong flash back to the freaky storm. When everything went darker again, Mickey had a split second of double-thinking himself. It was fucking January. You didn’t get thunderstorms in—


“Shut up.” He searched those trees, which seemed to stalk instead of stand still on their root systems. “Fuck, why you always talking—”


“Where are we—”


Mickey turned on the dumbass as thunder rumbled. All the fucking snow made the landscape glow so he could see too much of his cousin’s weak-dick chin and beady little paranoid peepers. The ski mask he’d given the fool was wedged up over a set of thin eyebrows, the layers of black wool a crown of bad intent that on anyone else would’ve been a warning that shit was about to go down. On Evan? It just covered up all the premature balding.


Even his fucking hair didn’t want to be around him.


And who the fuck couldn’t grow eyebrows. Even cue-ball-bald SOBs had eyebrows—except for when they had that shit, what was it called?


Alpaca.


“Mickey, we gotta turn back. I gotta bad—”


Mickey slapped that crap into silence, hard enough that his palm vibrated inside his glove. “I got business here, and you want to get into business, so we’re coming to take care of business, you fuckin’ asshole.”


As snowflakes swirled, Evan put his bare hand on the side of his face. “Why you gotta do that shit?”


“’Cuz you’re doing this shit.” He motioned back and forth between them, the sleeve on his parka flapping. “Now, come the fuck on. Fuck.”


Stomping off through the snow, he was not about to tell an adult male that he needed to put his goddamn mittens on. Besides, if Evan got frostbite, he probably wouldn’t even know what it was.


Ten fucking years, Mickey thought. Ten years and he was getting nowhere in the organization or with their uncle. He was twenty-nine years old, still roughing up idiots who didn’t pay when they lost at the book, still pushing small bags on the street. His pops had run the family at this age, and had been in charge right up until the old man had been shot twelve times on 19th Street.


Mickey was the fucking son of a legend, and there was a birthright to that. If his pops hadn’t been murdered over that territory dispute with the Southend gangs, Uncle wouldn’t be more’n a second-in-command of some crew on the secondhand side of the river—


Snap.


Mickey froze and scanned the woods.


“WhatwasthatohmyGod—”


“I stepped on something.” If he hit the guy again, Evan was likely to start crying. “Fuck, relax.”


As another lick of lightning flickered down, Mickey searched for true movement in the forest, not the shit that was an illusion. It was hard to tell, so he was going to stay where he was . . . until he was sure what was around them was safe. Well, safe-ish. Who the fuck knew what kind of booby-traps could be out here?


“Mickey, I know what you’re doing—and we don’t want to mess with him.”


Scanning. More scanning. “I’m just gonna pay the guy a little visit. Talk to him.”


“You’re not here for conversation.” When Mickey glanced over his shoulder, Evan’s eyes narrowed like he wasn’t completely stupid. “I’m not completely stupid.”


Time to get moving again. “Whatever.”


“Why don’t I get to have a gun? You never let me carry a gun.” Evan tapped him on the shoulder. “C’mon. Let’s not do this—”


“You know what—just fuckin’ go.” Mickey took out the key remote to the car they’d left up on the county road. “Wait for me like a pussy, while I do the work.”


“I’m not leaving you.” Evan shook his head. “I know nobody thinks nothin’ of me, but this guy, he’s dangerous. There’s something wrong with him.”


“He’s just another one of Uncle’s enforcers.”


“No, he’s not. And you brought me ’cuz you know nobody else would come with you.”


No, Mickey thought. He’d brought Evan because nobody else listened to the guy. But trading that kind of go-nowhere-gossip for what was supposed to be halfway decent backup wasn’t working too good.


Punching the remote into his cousin’s chest and holding it there, Mickey leaned in. “I’ll handle this. Like a man. You go wait in the fucking car. Like a goddamn child.”


Lightning fanned out across the base of the cloud cover again, and in the icy blue reflection, the fear on Evan’s face was like a third person standing between them.


“Go on,” Mickey ordered as his own resolve wobbled. “You’re so fucking weak.”


“I had a dream last night—”


“I hope she was good-looking.” Mickey pushed the car fob into the front pocket of his cousin’s parka. “In real life, you’re only pulling shit.”


“You’re gonna die, Mickey.”


“Great. At least then, I’m not dealing with you.”


“You don’t have to prove yourself to Uncle, you know. You’re enough as you are—”


Mickey shoved at his cousin’s shoulders, knocking him backwards into the snow. “Fucking asshole. I don’t have to prove myself to nobody.”


It was a goddamn relief to turn away—until he realized he was making a lot of noise with his heavy breathing, and that wasn’t the smartest move. He was also letting the pissed-off get the best of him, and that was not only dangerous, it put him on Evan’s basement-level, low-fi operating mentals. He was better than that.


He was the son of the rightful head of the family—


As movement registered in his peripheral vision, he glanced over his shoulder again. Evan was up on his feet, snowpack falling from his ass in clumps like he was taking a shit and it was coming out in black and white. With his hands tucked under his chin like he’d seen the boogeyman and his eyes all anime-tragic, Mickey was reminded that just because you were related to someone didn’t mean you had nothing in common with them.


Leaving his cousin, he needed to keep his focus where it had to stay so he put his hand into the front pocket of his snow pants. The USB drive was right where he’d stashed it, ready to be used in the second half of this operation. A gun to the head of some techie had gotten the job done, a fake data trail created on the blockchain making it look like bitcoin had been stolen on a large scale from the family’s digital wallets. He didn’t need to understand how or what was being typed on that fucking keyboard or scrolled on that monitor. All that mattered was that his instructions as to the outcome were followed, and he knew they had been: He had the IT guy’s wife tied up in his secret apartment on 21st Avenue—and hey, he was gonna let the Mrs. go, as long as his uncle came to the right conclusions when Mickey “found” the drive and turned it in—


A shot of paranoia had him glancing around, and he expected to see Evan trailing after him like a beat-down dog.


Nothing. Other than the gnarled trees, looking like they were an unholy army sprung from contaminated ground.


Fine, at least he didn’t have to worry about the dummy.


With the storm’s light show and grumbling guiding him, he kept going, pushing branches out of his way. When one snapped back and caught him in the ass, he wondered why the bastard he was going to kill tonight wanted to live out here in the fucking sticks. Then again, “Nathaniel”—chrissakes, what a street name to pick—was fucking weird. Never said much. Didn’t mix with nobody. Didn’t fight for the good jobs. Youda think he wouldn’t be no problem, but Uncle liked the guy too much for his being an outsider. Hell, for being anybody. Natty-whatever-the-fuck was getting assigned the eliminations, the real work, not the banging-on-doors, nickel-and-dime runs.


Mickey hated to admit it, but the slick SOB knocked people off and got away with it like nothing no one’d seen. Last seven years or so? There was no counting the bodies, and there were ones who hadn’t been found, no doubt. Most of the wet work had been done in Caldwell, but there had been some in NYC and Boston. Rumor had it that Uncle had asked him to go down to Florida and South America, but he’d nope’d the out-of-town trips. It was like he didn’t want to get too far away from the core of the business, and sure, it could be ’cuz he had the Caldie cops in his pocket and that was how he’d evaded complications for so long.


Except it was more than that. Mickey could sense something just wasn’t right, and he was done fucking worrying about it. Time to solve this problem and look like a hero to Uncle—


Up ahead, a ratty old log house appeared in a clearing, and talk about dumps. The place needed to be condemned, the roofline bumpy, one of the chimneys collapsed, shutters with evergreen cutouts hanging like bad teeth in the mouth of a suck-ass MMA fighter. The windows were boarded up, there was no car in the shallow drive, and the barn out back wasn’t in any better shape.


If Mickey hadn’t been one hundred percent sure of his intel, he wouldn’t have believed anybody lived here, much less a hired killer. Then again, keeping a low profile was something Uncle appreciated in his contractors.


“But this shit is frontier land,” Mickey muttered, his breath drifting off like he was vaping.


Fucking. Weird.


And not something he needed to think about. At the moment, Nathaniel was downtown with Uncle. Mickey was sure because he himself wasn’t invited to the Thursday-night hangouts. So he was going to get in this crappy cabin, wait for good ol’ Natty to get home, and then one bullet later, he was going to take the USB drive to Uncle and provide proof that the golden boy wasn’t so golden, and Mickey was a fucking family hero who deserved respect—


His body stopped on its own, no conscious thought involved in the lockdown, every survival instinct he had starting to scream.


Someone was behind him.


And it was not Evan.


Trying to stay cool, he snuck his hand to the gun holstered just inside the hem of his parka. “You’re not supposed to be here right now.”


As he turned around, he brought the . . . weapon . . . out . . .


Tattoos. All over a bare torso that had more muscle in its pecs and arms than Mickey did in his entire body. With a freshly shaved head, a face that made women double-take and drop digits, and a six-inch wound that had been stitched closed by an amateur on his shoulder, Nathaniel was like a lifer in a prison yard. Or someone who should have been kept behind barbed wire for public safety.


“Where are your clothes,” Mickey mumbled as his head started to hurt.


Another round of lightning burst free of the storm, and if he’d lived, he never would have forgotten what those eyes looked like as they met his own: Dead. Nothing behind them. The blue so dark it was like staring into black glass, and in the reflection? Mickey’s own horrified face.


In that moment, he knew he should have listened. Not to idiot Evan, but to his own instincts, back when he’d gotten out of the car, up on Rte. 149—


“Uncle sent me,” he mumbled, trying to course correct. “He tried to reach you. When he couldn’t get through, he sent me. You want we go into your place while I tell you what’s goin’ on?”


Nathaniel lowered his head, those dangerous, gleaming eyes staring out from under the kind of brows real men grew, the kind that were a warning well-heeded on their own, no ski mask required.


“You’re lying to me, Mickey,” came the low voice.


“No, I ain’t.” Wincing, he tried to get his thoughts to pull together. “Sorry, I’ll lower my weapon. We family, right.”


“I hate liars.”


“Me, too.”


More lightning flashed—no, wait. It was a car, coming down the lane, the headlights making noon out of midnight, the log cabin worse for wear in the glare. When Mickey looked back to his uncle’s favorite assassin, something swept by, close to his face. Jerking away, he went to slap off that which had already moved past him—


The gurgling was like someone draining an oil pan in an old-fashioned, gas-powered car, and he had no idea where the hell the sound was coming from. Until he tried to breathe.


Dropping his gun into the snow, he clapped his hands across his throat and felt a flow of warmth, smooth and thick as hot chocolate. “Wha . . .”


Nathaniel held a blade up and regarded the bright red blood on the stainless steel. Then he extended his tongue, stared across the cold glow into Mickey’s eyes . . . and licked up the blade.


No, no, nonononono—


“Tastes like a liar. What’s in your pocket, Mickey.”


Mickey stumbled backwards—but he didn’t fall back into the snowpack like Evan, dumb, dipshit Evan, who had been so much smarter than him. Instead, he was caught by a grip on his shoulder, and then he and his killer were face to face—


The pain in his gut came quick and he looked down, wondering numbly how the lightning had found his stomach. But it wasn’t the storm. A fist was pressed right against his abdomen, his parka puffing up around where he’d been stabbed so deep, the blade that had been stroked by his killer’s tongue inside of him to the hilt.


The gurgling got worse, as there was a sudden pressure on his shoulder, a pushing down, after which the sawing started: in and out, in and out, the knife working upward through his internal organs, heading for his sternum. Mickey tried to scream, but with his windpipe sliced open, he couldn’t call for whoever had just parked at the cabin and gotten out from behind the wheel.


Help . . . me . . . Mickey reached toward the person in the darkness, the blood on his glove dripping into the virgin snow. Help . . .


“Nate!” The man with the car strode up to the rickety front door and banged on it. “Where you at?”


Mickey’s vision dimmed, like a veil had been pulled over his face. Help me . . .


He mouthed the words because there was no talking for him. No air in his lungs, no vocal cords. No . . . anything.


“Nate, we’re late,” the guy at the door hollered. “Come on, it’s time to go.”


Mickey Trix’s last thought was that he wished he had turned around when he’d had the chance.


His stupid cousin, for once, had been too right.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The BDB Underground Housing Complex, a.k.a. The Wheel


Suburbs of Caldwell, New York


The Black Dagger Brother Zsadist, son of Ahgony, mated of the beloved Bella, sire of Nalla, fucking hated cell phones. He didn’t like all the notifications, the vibrating, the bing’ing, the ringing. Also, they were breakable, and every two weeks, you had to charge them. Worst, he was required to carry one.


He hated being forced to do anything, especially when the albatross came with a marching band of irritations.


But there was another reason he despised the Samsung. As it went off with a text, he finished holstering his black daggers on his chest, picked up the unit from the midst of his weapons, and cursed at the images that had been sent to members of the Brotherhood and the fighters who stalked the night along with them.


Annnnd there it was: Never good news.


Another murder scene with contractor buckets from Home Depot, puddles of black oil on a concrete floor, and no bodies—because everything that had been killed had been reanimated and walked the fuck back out onto the streets of Caldwell. To hunt vampires.


He checked his old Timex—


“I thought you were off tonight.”


He glanced across from the display of gunmetal on the kitchen countertop. Over in the living area, standing beside his baby grand Steinway, Bella was in her favorite robe. No fussy silk for his shellan. She was in the flannel one that she’d given him last year when they’d all celebrated the humans’ Christmas. He never wore it, but not because he didn’t like the gift.


All that Black Watch tartan had better things to cover than him.


Pulling his leather jacket over what was on his pecs, he regretted arming himself here. He didn’t like his female anywhere near his SIG Sauers, his explosive packs, the length of chain he wore around his shoulder when he was in the field.


“I love the way you look in that robe,” he said as he stepped around the center island and blocked her view with his body.


His mate pushed some of her gleaming brown hair back and fiddled with the tie at her waist. “It was supposed to be a gift for you.”


“Everything I have is yours.”


Bella smiled, her blue eyes warming. For a moment, he went back, way back, to the first time he’d seen her down in the gym at the training center under the mountain. He’d been alone with just a punching bag and his inner demons. She’d stepped through the door . . . and brought the world to him.


Then again, she was his world.


Even now, after decades, he still felt like the luckiest male on the planet, in spite of what he’d been through back in the Old Country, and the triggers that still stalked him, and the separation from people that, no matter how many times he talked things through with Mary, he couldn’t quite shake.


“Why are you looking at me like that,” Bella murmured.


“You’re unforgettable.”


His mate laughed. “Shouldn’t that mean you don’t have to stare?”


“On the contrary, you always catch my eye.”


Bella leaned to the side to see around him. “Your phone is ringing.”


“Is it.”


He walked over to her, a predator brought to heel by the female who could overrule even his kill instinct with just a whisper. Brushing his dagger hand over her hair, he followed a strand down onto the robe’s collar, which she’d turned up against her throat. Peeling back the soft flannel, he inspected the bite mark over her jugular.


And felt a familiar shaft of self-hatred puncture his lungs.


She kissed his hand, sending a shot of pure lust into his gut. “I’m perfectly fine, and you know it.”


“I should have been more gentle when I mounted you.”


“I would have been disappointed,” she shot back in a guttural voice. “You were hungry and I wanted to feed you. That is not the time to be gentle.”


Between one blink and the next, he saw her sprawled out on their bed, her breasts rosy-tipped from his mouth working them, her legs spread, her sex swollen, glistening. He’d loomed over her, his arousal in his hand, his fangs descended, his hunger sharp as a blade. Even though he’d been dizzy with the need for her blood, he’d slid into her first, before he’d taken her vein. He hadn’t wanted her to feel even a pinch.


“Your phone is—”


“Always ringing,” he cut in. “The war can wait.”


Z followed the lapel down to the tie that circled her waist. Under the folds of flannel, which were rough compared to the feel of her satin skin, his shellan was gloriously naked, and every time he breathed in through his nose, he smelled his own bonding scent on her body—which was the purpose of it. She was marked as his, and other males of the species would recognize instantly that she was claimed. It didn’t mean she wasn’t her own person, with her own choices and life. It did mean that if you fucked with her? You were going to know who was coming after you with their bare hands.


Oh, and even though he’d had her just twenty minutes ago, his sex thickened behind the button fly of his leathers.


“I want to be in you again,” he said softly. “I like it when you come and I can feel it.”


Lowering his head, his upper lip curled off his fangs in a way that pulled at the scar that curved from the bridge of his nose, onto his cheek, and down to the corner of his mouth. Even though he knew he was ugly, even though he was marked with the tattooed bands of a blood slave at his wrists and his throat, even though his back was roped with the whippings his mistress had given him . . . somehow Bella always saw beneath his surface, to that place that no one else, even his brothers or his own daughter, got to go inside.


His mate could have been his pyrocant.


Instead, she was his savior. His rahlman.


With a graceful arch, Bella rose up onto her toes and pressed her lips to his. “I like when I smell of your dark spices. When you go, you’re still on me—”


His phone interrupted again and he squeezed his eyes shut. “I swear to fucking God, I am going to stab that thing.”


“I think you have to answer it.” She lowered herself down, her hands resting lightly on his leather jacket. “Someone needs you.”


“Do you really want to ruin this moment.”


“No, but I want to know what’s going on that they’re calling you so much.”


“You and Nalla are safe here.”


“Yeah, and you and the Brothers are always out in the field, and our daughter leaves this house every weeknight to go to work. You know how much I worry about her, even if she hates it—and don’t get me started on you out fighting those undead monsters.”


Z repositioned the collar back where his mate had it, then tucked the robe’s folds tighter over her sternum.


“Tell me,” she ordered.


He hated the war even more than he hated phones. Then again, the two were intertwined. No matter how much privacy he and his mate had here in the quarters they shared with their daughter, there was always an interruption looming, and again, never for a happy reason. Always death and pain and fighting and the reality that some night, he might never come home—some night, that bed they shared might become only hers, his scent on the sheets and her skin nothing but lingering proof that yes, he had lived imperfectly, but he had loved her to perfection, and their daughter was an echo of him to haunt her and keep her going by turns.


Wrath’s death had shattered the illusion that dice could be endlessly rolled, and thirty-three years later, they were all still grieving in the aftermath.


“Don’t hide the truth from me, Zsadist. That’s not fair.”


As he thought about responses, he decided that in his next life, he was coming back as an accountant. So when his mate asked how hard his work was, all he had to report was that his calculator broke and someone reheated cod in the break room’s microwave.


“We’ve found another induction site.” Fucking Lash. Just like his father, capable of turning humans by the dozens. “And it’s a big one.”


“Where.”


“Downtown. So nowhere near here or Luchas House. Don’t worry, no one is getting anywhere near Nalla’s work.”


She closed her eyes for a heartbeat. “Who are you going out with?”


No one. “Tohr will meet me there.” Eventually. “Even with the trainees and the soldiers, we’re stretched thin, so I have to go.”


“You’ll be careful?”


“Always.” He kissed her forehead, pressing his lips just below the off-center part her dark hair always seemed to find. “I’ll be home before dawn.”


She stared into his eyes, into him, like she was trying to see the future. Or maybe influence it. “The war is heating up again. And I . . .”


It wasn’t hard to read her mind. “Nalla will be okay. I promise.”


“Even when she’s out there, in the night?”


With a low, vicious tone, he vowed to his mate, “I will destroy anything that hurts her. Or you. Never doubt that.”


As he pulled his shellan into his chest, he felt the shudder that went through her body just as his phone started ringing some more, and so help him Lassiter, he wanted to scream. One night. All he’d wanted was one full night off from the nasty business he did to protect the species.


“I try to talk to Nalla, but she won’t listen to me,” his shellan said against his pec. “I don’t think she even likes me, at this point.”


That makes two of us, he thought.


Easing back, he hated the way his shellan’s eyes were watery, her fear just under the composure she was fighting to keep in place, her sadness like a gray veil draping her beautiful face.


“I’ll sit her down,” he said. “Again.”


“She’s at Auntie Beth’s—”


He bared his fangs and hissed at the phone.


Breaking away, he went back to the table. “Goddamn it.”


Shoving one of his two autoloaders aside, he grabbed the fucking thing and swiped right on the screen. “What.”


I-87, a.k.a. the Northway, southbound


3.4 miles from downtown Caldwell


“You gonna tell me why you were half naked in your side yard?”


As Shuli tossed the question out, he glanced across the interior of his newest Tesla. The stiff sitting on the passenger side of things was looking like he’d been taxidermied before getting strapped into the shotgun position. But the male was breathing.


Okay, he was pretty sure Nate was breathing.


“Well, at least you’re in my car. When was the last time we went out?”


Although given how much fun this trip in from the sticks had been? He was wondering why he bothered.


When he only got more silence and the angular profile of what had once been his best friend, Shuli refocused on the three lanes of the Northway up ahead. Traffic was light, and the auto-driving feature handled easily what was mostly eighteen-wheelers running the route from the Canadian ports to New York City.


“I’m not sure you living out there alone is doing you any good. You’ve turned into a recluse.”


He looked over again, and remembered when the guy hadn’t insisted on shaving his head. Not that the bald was a bad vibe. Then again, nothing short of a paper bag over those cruel, handsome features would fuck up the ten out of ten. Too bad the personality was what it was.


“It’s a public service.”


Oh, look. It talks, Shuli thought.


“You don’t care about the public.”


Nate shrugged, his thick shoulder shifting under the seat belt. “I’m not saying I care one way or the other. It’s a statement of fact.”


Thank Lassiter the downtown Caldwell exits started appearing, and Shuli debated which one to take. The first couple dumped out onto a bunch of one-ways, and he wasn’t interested in fighting the surface road traffic lights for two miles. The next grouping funneled into the Financial District. Bathe, the club they were going to, was down on 16th on the far side of the skyscraper forest—


Fuck it. He disengaged the auto-driving and got off early because hitting the turn signal and playing with the steering wheel would distract him. From the silence.


Why was he wasting his time with this?


When the traffic signal at the bottom of the exit ramp was red, he drummed his fingers on the windowsill and wished he were still going seventy miles an hour.


“If you’re this bitched,” Nate remarked, “you coulda just left me where you found me—”


“Do you have any idea what tonight is?”


“Thursday. We’re both off rotation—”


“It’s my fucking birthday.”


He didn’t bother looking over because he knew when he saw all the no-reaction, it was going to make him feel like even more of a pussy, and that was not the kind of present he was interested in. Nice bottle of wine? A blow job—not from Nate. Some cake and coke? Great.


This bullshit? Hard pass.


“You were my best friend for a long time.” Or more like, a long time ago, he amended. “People go out for birthdays. Their buddies come and people drink. There doesn’t necessarily have to be presents or balloons. Just a good time.”


The light turned green, and as he pressed down on the pedal, their acceleration was smooth and quiet, the headlights illuminating the double-laned one-way. Two blocks up, he hung a right onto a both-way four-laner. Like the highway, traffic was spotty, only the occasional car pulling out of a parking garage, most of the vehicles flowing with him on a thirty-mile-an-hour tide in between sixty-floor-tall glass spears. The sidewalks were empty because of the midnight and the cold—


A lone pedestrian approaching on the left-hand side of the road got his attention, and not because of the solitary thing. The figure was dressed in black, and it wasn’t so much their size, it was the way they walked, with head lowered, shoulders forward on their hips, each footfall a punch through concrete into the earth itself: An animal, on the hunt, not a human out for a walk.


Shuli frowned as he recognized the scarred face in his headlights. The Black Dagger Brother Zsadist.


A frontline fighter, who was so much more than just one of the soldiers in the war like Nate and Shuli. The Brotherhood’s training program was great and all; it taught you to shoot with accurate aim, stab with good follow-through, and know your way around bombs, poisons, and basic IT shit. But all that, even with the continuing education and performance reviews, couldn’t take the place of the superior blood in that kind of male’s veins.


Well, and then there was the Brother’s personality disorder. He made Nate look like a fucking game show host. There were rumors about what Z had been like before he’d been mated and become a sire to his daughter, Nalla: murdering prostitutes for sport, killing vampires and lessers indiscriminately, living on the fringes because he was off the chain, to use an old expression. Sure, all of the Brothers had darkness in them—Rhage had that dragon with the pica problem, and Vishous had a glare that was like an ice spear, and you really didn’t want to get Butch teed up—but Shuli had always worried about Zsadist the most.


Something about the way the male was always off in a corner, watching, made a guy feel hunted even though they were on the same team.


On that note, Shuli’s eyes drifted over to Nate’s hands. They were resting on the guy’s thighs, the long fingers splayed out like he was about to palm up a basketball. Or someone’s head before he popped it off the spine like a dandelion. Under the nails? Blood that, going by the subtle copper scent that lingered, was drying slowly.


When Nate had finally come around the side of that crappy log cabin, he’d been wiping his hands off on a whole-ass bath towel, the folds of the terrycloth waving in the flurries and the flashes of lightning. Shuli had smelled the soap, but underneath the Dial, the fresh blood had been obvious.


As it was from a human, he hadn’t felt like he had the right to pry, and he’d thought of the rumors he’d heard about Nate working some kind of side hustle with Caldwell’s black market. No doubt a reminder that vampires shouldn’t be fucking with those rats without tails wouldn’t have been appreciated.


So he’d made a joke about running water outside in the dead of winter. Nate hadn’t laughed. But when did he ever?


Shuli thought of when he’d first met the guy. They’d both been doing construction on Luchas House, getting it ready for the initial group of residents to move in. Nate had been just out of his transition, and earnest as a goddamn Boy Scout. Now? He was bulked up with muscle, covered in iridescent tattoos, and had last cracked a smile back when AI had been considered a technological advance and paper money had still been a thing.


There had been a time Shuli could have asked the male anything—and only one reason for why everything was different.


“Christ, Nate. Hasn’t it been long enough.”


“This car ride? Yeah, it has. It’s probably the only thing you and I are gonna agree on tonight—”


Shuli slammed on the brakes. As traffic skidded around him and blew their horns, he strangled the steering wheel and stared out over the hood. “Enough.”


“I thought you liked this car—”


“Get out.” He released the locks and glared across the seats. “I’m done with this tortured loner bullshit of yours. Rahvyn is not coming back to you. She was mated thirty fucking years ago, okay? And she was never yours to begin with. Grow up and get over it.”


The change in the other male’s stare was split-second, and Shuli couldn’t believe the depth of hatred shooting out of his best friend’s eyes.


Not that they had been friends for years. Jesus, and he was accusing the guy of not getting over something? He needed to take his own fucking advice.


With profound, but stupid, sadness, Shuli said roughly, “You’ve lost the plot, man. And I’m done trying to keep you tethered to the planet—”


Flashing blue lights strobed the interior, picking out the hard angles of Nate’s face. He was leaned out on account of refusing to feed from anything but the artificial stuff his adoptive human mother had engineered in that lab of hers—and also maybe because he didn’t want to concede to anything soft at all.


Probably shit barbed bricks into the toilet bowl.


“Fucking wonderful,” Shuli muttered as he looked into the rear view mirror.


“You were the one who decided to park in the middle of the road.”


“Fuck you.”


In the side view mirror, the cop-bot striding down the flank of the Tesla was one of the new models with the animatronic faces. Shuli didn’t know enough about computers to begin to guess at the technology required to project expressions that were non-threatening through plastic skin and a composite metal skull. What he was clear on was that he missed the good ol’ days when patrol officers had minds you could manipulate at will.


He put his window down. “Sorry, Officer, my car lost power. It’s back on now—”


“Greetings. I am Officer 9017 of the Caldwell Police Department. May I please see your—”


“The car just malfunctioned.” Shuli pointed to the screen. “But the glitch in the system’s fixed itself, so I’ll be on my way—”


“Your license and registration, please.”


Even though it was January, the thing was in a navy blue, all-season uniform, with long sleeves but no jacket. They even put wigs on the fuckers, some curly black hair buffering around the base of the CPD-branded cap.


“I’m telling you, Officer, it’s cool. I’m just minding my business here.”


“I am programmed to remind you that under the Civil Law Code, section one-four-nine-five, paragraphs one and two, all drivers operating a vehicle within the Caldwell city limits are required—”


The gun entered the periphery of Shuli’s vision from over on his right—and the muzzle was pointed at him, at the meat of his pecs. Not the nuts-and-bolts of law enforcement.


“What the fuck are you doing,” he said in a low voice to Nate.


As their eyes met, he held his breath as he recognized nothing of the male he had once known in the face and stare of the guy sitting in his passenger seat. Then the muzzle shifted a quarter of an inch to the right. The trigger was pulled, and a bullet narrowly passed by his sternum and plowed into the cop-bot officer, blowing him off of his boots.


“Oh, fucking hell,” Shuli spat. “Are you even kidding me!”


As the patrol car’s alarm started blaring, he punched the accelerator, and the Tesla went plaid and then some toward the next intersection. Plowing south through a red light, he played dodge ’em car with the traffic flowing east to west, his ten-and-two death grips wrenching the steering wheel hard left, harder right, less left, really right—


It dawned on him that, with Nate still sitting like a fucking statue in his goddamn passenger seat, he was taking the problem with him.


And that was his last thought before he overcorrected, hit a curb, and flipped his fucking car over.
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CHAPTER THREE
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No. Just no. I mean, really?”


Nalla, blooded daughter of the Black Dagger Brother Zsadist, son of Ahgony, hated to draw the hard line, especially with someone like her best friend. But as she shifted her eyes to the mirror over her bathroom sink, she was too tired to argue while she wiped the condensation off with the heel of her hand. It had been draining to sneak in and avoid her mahmen. But what choice did she have? The subterfuge was better than having one of their usual stilted conversations.


Out in her bedroom proper, Bitty, adopted daughter of the Brother Rhage, lost her hey-I’ve-got-an-idea optimism. The female was sitting on the messy bed, leaning back against the padded headboard, her vintage Baskin-Robbins sweatshirt and well-washed jeans the sartorial opposite of what she was proposing.


“But it could be fun,” she said.


Yeah, sure. If they were two different people. Or going to a different place. With different people.


Nalla tightened the tuck on the towel she’d wrapped herself in. Then she turned around and frowned through the open doorway. “Hey, did you color your hair?”


“Oh, I did, yes.” Bitty yanked out the tie and fluffed the lengths around, the reds that had been streaked through the darkness gleaming copper and pink. “Just some highlights. Sabine did it. What do you think?”


The shy pride in the female’s heart-shaped face was a reminder that they were not the same.


“I think it’s beautiful,” Nalla answered gently. Which would have been her reply even if the dye job had been god-awful.


It wasn’t, but Bitty didn’t need the tinting. With all her dark hair, and a face that didn’t need makeup, she had a natural glow to her that was worth so much more than the glamour shit the pick-me females and women plastered on themselves.


“Is that why you want to go out tonight?” Nalla grabbed her brush and started yanking it through her own wet tangles. “There are so many better places to go than Bathe.”


Industrial accidents. Active volcanos.


Driver’s license renewal lines.


Bitty regathered the waves and twisted the band back on. “That club is where everyone else goes, though.”


“Popularity with the group you’re talking about is not necessarily a great endorsement, in my opinion.”


Ducking her eyes, Bitty focused on her phone. “I don’t know why you dislike them so much. We’ve known them all our lives.”


Yeah, well, we didn’t choose “them,” she wanted to say. The young of the other Brothers and fighters were family, sure. But any human movie about the holidays proved that just because someone was part of your origin story, it didn’t mean you wanted them in your happily-ever-after epilogue.


“How ’bout we have a coffee somewhere together?” Nalla suggested. “Or we could go to a movie? Spider-Man 15 is out.”


The female shook her head and turned her phone forward. “We need to do better than that. It’s in the Tenets of Self-Discovery. Seek the world around us.”


Nalla gritted her teeth. “You’re not still listening to that influencer.”


“Influencer? She’s a trained life coach, and she’s teaching me so much. She isn’t some, like, Instagram model. This is a real program for self-improvement.”


On the Samsung’s little screen, a woman was striding across a purple-lit stage, a mic up to her red-lipped mouth, her free hand waving around like she was trying to catch a bus. The volume was turned down, but it wasn’t hard to imagine the message: Love yourself. Give me $199 a month for this online course. Love yourself even more. Give me $599 a month for personal coaching sessions. Love yourself to the max. Give me $1,999 for this three-day conference.


Life coach, my ass, Nalla thought.


The idea that some human was parading in Prada, shouting into a low-esteem void and monetizing the mental gymnastics, was offensive. The fact that Bitty, of all people, was falling for it? Ridiculous. The female had a saint’s kindness paired with the intelligence of a military analyst. There was nothing she needed to learn from some snake oil salesman in stilettos.


“You could use her help, too, Nalla.”


“Excuse me?”


Although maybe she didn’t have a right to get so defensive. She’d just come back from Auntie Beth’s—and although she’d been urged to try a fresh start with old conflicts on the parental front, the closest she could get to any cleanup was the hot shower she’d just had.


And no amount of loofah had scrubbed off her father’s stranglehold on her life.


“I do not need that bullshit,” she said as she switched her brush to her other hand. “And neither do you. It’s nothing more than a cash grab. For godsakes, you’re a trained social worker, just like I am. How are you not seeing this more clearly?”


“My background in therapy is how I know she’s right about so much.” Bitty put the phone aside on the duvet—but face up, so she could glance down like the woman was part of their conversation and Bitty wanted to make sure the Prada-chologist’s POV was included. “You talk all the time about change. How you need things to be different in your life.”


“The kind of different I’m looking for is not going to be at Bathe.”


“How do you know? When was the last time you were there? We’re both off from work tonight, and for the last whatever, what do we do when that happens? Sit here on our phones—” A bing! went off, and that cell was raised again. “Lyric’s texted. She’s there right now—oh. And so’s Mharta. I guess they’re all meeting up.”


Nalla pivoted back to the mirror, put the hairbrush down on the sink, and went for her Secret deodorant. “There’s nothing wrong with a little downtime, especially after the nights we put in with the residents and our clients. Besides, you don’t like Mharta.”


“Of course I like her, and downtime is all we have.”


Pumping out some Clinique moisturizer, Nalla rubbed her palms together and then smoothed the yellow cream over her cheeks and forehead. “You need to stop listening to—”


“And I think you need to start. Resolve to Evolve is a movement. It’s helped that many people.”


“Is that the best they could do with the tagline?” Nalla looked over her shoulder. “Get real.”


“There’s a conference coming to Caldwell soon and I’m thinking of going to it. Well, the evening sessions, at least.”


Nalla walked out into her bedroom and tried to keep her voice level. “I can’t believe I need to tell you this, but personal growth isn’t something you can pay for and it doesn’t come from YouTube videos you sit back and watch. You need to do the work yourself—and conference? Come on, you’re not going to find your life path at some Hyatt Regency ballroom surrounded by humans eating rubber-chicken entrées and taking selfies with that woman. You’re also not going to find it at a club downtown where the IQ per square inch is lower than the body count at the bar, and the people you’re going there to meet are a bunch of pretentious, dagger-sniffing partiers.”


Bitty frowned. “Do you know how negative you sound?”


“I’m not negative, I’m honest.” She went over to her closet and opened the double doors. “I’m just telling the truth here. I’m not saying you shouldn’t go anywhere or do anything. Even if it’s to that club tonight. Just don’t hide behind a talking head’s prepared speech or think they’re going to make everything a-okay. Go because you want to see the circus, and then be done with it when you’re reminded of how much not fun you have around half-naked drunk people.”


From the built-in drawers, she took out some underwear and put them on under the towel. Then she bra’d up and tossed on a t-shirt and leggings. Even though the central heating was on, she added a black sweatshirt for insulation because there was something about January in upstate New York that made the indoors cold. Even the subterranean indoors.


“I say we hit the Spider-Man movie. There’s nothing at that club for us—” Nalla stopped as she pivoted around. “Why are you putting your coat on?”


“I’m going to leave.”


“You just got here.”


“I’ll see you tomorrow on shift—”


“Bitty.” Nalla put her palms forward, all hold-up. “Wait, you’re offended? Seriously.”


“I’m not sure what to say to that.”


The other female’s eyes roamed around the photographs of nature scenes that Nalla had hung on the walls: A waterfall in the rain forest. An island in the Pacific. A beach in Spain with the sun at the horizon.


Bitty shook her head. “I just know I’m not happy and I am going to do something about it.”


“Does this have to do with L.W.?”


That stare whipped over faster than a gunshot. “God, no. Why would you say that?”


Well, reasons. “Fine, since when are you not happy?”


“Awhile now.”


Nalla nodded at the phone held so tightly in her friend’s hand. “When did you start listening to that woman?”


“You think because I’m interested in waking up within my own life, I’m getting corrupted by her or something?”


“This is just really out of nowhere. You love your job at Safe Place, working with the residents—”


“This isn’t about what I do, it’s about who I am.” She motioned around the room. “This can’t be all there is to life. I highly recommend you listen to her—”


“I am not about to be preached at by the interpersonal equivalent of an MLM, who’s packaged like a savior. I’ll take the real thing, not the marketing gimmick, thank you very much.”


Bitty looked away. Looked back. “No, you’re just going to keep being angry at your father, and stay here all night, stewing in frustration and staring at pictures you lifted off the Internet of places you will never go.”


Nalla felt her mouth fall open. “I’m sorry, what did you just say.”


“You can’t have it both ways. Either you’re not meeting someone because the great Zsadist will fucking kill anybody who dates you, or you’re too scared to put yourself out there and try to make a life with a partner of your own. But if the latter’s where it’s at, don’t talk to me anymore about how you’re on lockdown and you hate it, and don’t belittle me for trying to do something for myself.”


“I do not need a male, thank you very much. And if I did, the kind of mate I would want wouldn’t be hanging out down at Bathe with that bunch of hard-drinking assholes.”


“They’re more than that—”


Nalla pointed to the phone. “Is this what evolving means? You contort yourself and take up alcohol so you can find a mate? Great message—and you have to pay for it, I’m sure. If you want to rethink anything in your life, it’s what you’re watching on that fucking screen.”


Bitty shook her head. “The fact that you’re reducing and closing mind to the group of males and females you and I grew up with shows how much you need help.”


Reducing? Closing mind to . . . “What the hell has that guru put in your head?”


Bitty zipped up her parka. “Like I said, if you’re choosing this isolation, fine. I’m just not buying into the idea that martyrdom to your dad’s shadow ban on dating is superior to any other form of delusion. At least I’m prepared to leave the house.”


As the door banged shut, Nalla glanced around at the pictures that had always made her so happy.


“What just happened here?”
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Thirty-three years,” the great Blind King said softly. “Thirty-three fucking years . . .”


Several underground living units over from where Nalla was standing barefoot in numb shock, Elizabeth, née Randall, mated of Wrath, son of Wrath, sire of Wrath, turned the light off in her own bathroom and leaned against the jamb. Across the shallow space of her little subterranean suite, her hellren was naked and stretched out on the twin bed she always slept on . . . and in spite of the way they’d spent the last hour, the sight of his heavily muscled, still semi-erect body was the kind of thing that she kept expecting to wake up from.


How is this not a dream, she thought for the hundredth time as she searched his aristocratic face.


Licking her lips, she could still taste the dark wine of her mate’s pure blood, and the burn in her belly was the sustaining kind, something she had not known for—


“Thirty-three years, nine months, and three days,” she corrected him. “Not that I was counting.”


Wrath’s pale green eyes, with their pinpoint pupils, narrowed on the glowing fixture overhead, as if he could actually see the dimmed light. “I was gone that long.”


“You didn’t . . . know?”


He shook his head and appeared to focus on her. “When the explosion went off, I felt the heat and the blast, and thought I was dead.” He snapped his fingers. “The next thing I knew, I was walking in snow, up on the mountain at the mansion.”


Beth could only shake her head at what Rahvyn had managed to pull off. Then she revisited the past that had, for her, seemed like a lifetime ago. “You saved Fritz’s life that night. How did you know to go down to the Audience House?”


Those dark brows tightened. “Boo led me to where a couple of doggen were talking. They said he’d gone there even though I’d told everyone that Lash had discovered the location and it was no longer secure. I had this fucking awful feeling something was going to happen. Thank God I got there in time to push him out of the way. And Rahvyn never told you? What she did?”


“She just said I had to trust her.” Tears flooded her eyes. “When you walked through my door tonight, with L.W. at your side, it all came together. But it’s been . . . thirty-three years and an eternity for me.”


“I can’t fucking imagine what you’ve been through. And now that I’m here”—he gestured around the stark bedroom, the expression on that beautiful, harsh face turning tentative in a way she’d only seen once before, when he’d held his infant son for the first time—“I can sense all the years in the change of environment. Everything smells different . . . sounds different. I used to know where I was when we were in the mansion. Here? I’m lost in a forest of doorjambs and furniture, and the passage of time is in each step I blindly take and everything I bump into.”


She remembered moving into these underground living quarters, along with the rest of the Brotherhood. There had been a sense of relief that she didn’t need to sleep in the bejeweled First Family’s quarters anymore, in that king-sized bed they’d shared . . . and also a total despair and ice-cold loneliness that first day when she’d put her head down on the pillow. Thank God George had been with her. Wrath’s golden and she had curled up and she had stared at the ceiling for eight hours straight, Beth holding the dog as they’d both remembered the master they had loved so much.


God, that was forever ago, she thought.


At least L.W. had been able to sleep in his crib right beside them, but that was an infant for you. Their needs were fundamental, their awareness basic, and there had been such a kindness to all he hadn’t been conscious of back then.


Not that things hadn’t caught up to him later, sadly.


“Hidden in . . . time,” she murmured. “Like it’s something physical you can take cover behind. I’m never going to think of minutes and hours the same again.”


“And I’m sure as shit not going to argue with how everything turned out.”


Instantly, Wrath’s harsh face was transformed by the love he’d always felt for her. Though his fangs were like a saber-toothed tiger’s even when sheathed, and in spite of the fact that his black hair falling from that widow’s peak was right out of the Dracula catalogue, he looked almost approachable . . .


Okay, fine, her hellren didn’t appear at all approachable.


He was still an animal underneath a thin, civilized veneer that could be shed like a suit of clothes in a moment’s notice. And screw the passage of three decades. He remained the male who had ushered her into who she really was all those years ago, a divine mystery who had done more to define the joy in her life than anybody else, and whose loss had taken all the color from her world. His “death” had destroyed her from the inside out, even as she had continued breathing, and his shocking return was inflating all those places that had suffocated.


How long until I can trust this, she wondered.


“Why are you so far away from me, leelan.”


As he reached out to her, lifting one of his massive arms, the black diamond in the King’s ring flashed, and the tattoos that ran up the inside of his forearm, the ones that detailed his purebred lineage in the Old Language, rippled.


“I’m just enjoying the view,” she purred.


And what a view it was.


His waist-length black hair flowed over the pillow she’d laid her own head on, the ends dropping off into thin air and nearly touching the carpet. She thought about what the straight, silken lengths had felt like, draping all around as he’d mounted her, that which had faded from well-worn memories happening in real time, no distillation from recollections required anymore.


That warrior body of his was just the same as well, the muscles that padded his heavy bones marked with veins, his contours so different from her own. When he’d taken her, his weight had pressed her down into the mattress, and as he’d surged on top of her, penetrating her sex, marking her with his bonding scent . . . it had been like the first time.


Better than the first time—


A pain she didn’t understand lit up behind her sternum, and she rubbed the spot that hurt. The sensation was familiar, the infection of grief and mourning like a pneumonia that refused to be cured and required her to make effort out of breathing. But if there was any moment she needed to be overjoyed, it was here, it was now. Her nightmare was over.


And yet the sense that this was all a cruel trick of her subconscious nagged at her.


Wrath lowered his thick arm, his pec bunching up from the movement. “I’m sorry. I should have been there for you. For L.W.”


With a swipe of her hand, she wiped tears from both eyes. “How are you apologizing for your own death?”


“I can feel your pain like it’s my own, and I don’t know what the fuck else to do.”


Her feet started moving before she even thought about going back over to him. “I’m not hurting. How could I be?”


“You’re lying, but I don’t blame you for the denial. Here, let me make room for you—”


“I’ll just sit down here—”


They both laughed, and she lowered herself into the space he made as he shifted onto his side. Reaching out, she hovered her hand over the curve of his hip.


“Why do you hesitate to touch me?”


She smiled through her tension. “How do you know that when you can’t . . .”


“See?” His black brows tightened over the bridge of his aquiline nose. “You can say it. I’m still as blind as ever. That hasn’t changed.”


Lowering her hand to his skin, she felt the warmth and smoothness of his flesh, and underneath, the ropes of power that wrapped around the curving bone of his pelvis. Her eyes shifted to his sex as it twitched, even though he had come five times in a row, deep inside of her.


“I just can’t believe it’s you,” she whispered. “After all these years.”


He brushed her cheek with his forefinger and rubbed the wetness away with his thumb. “It’s a good thing, right? That I’m back.”


Beth closed her eyes and turned her face into his palm. “Of course. God, why would you question that—”


“It’s okay.”


“What is.”


“If something . . . if you found someone. You know. Thirty years is a long time.”


Beth stiffened. “What the—”


“I mean, I’m trying to imagine what it was like for you. Moving out of the mansion, raising L.W. all by yourself, years going by, then decades. After a while, I wouldn’t blame you for looking for some companionship—”


She put her forefinger on his lips. “Shh.”


His sensuous mouth moved under the soft pressure she put on it. “I’m just saying. Thirty-three years is a long, long time.”


Shaking her head, she went back to the worst scene of her entire life, the one that, in spite of all the grief that had followed, had been the source of her deepest pain: the moment she had been told he was gone. She’d been with L.W. in the young’s playroom, their son working with his blocks, stacking them high as he had always done, the one-on-top-of-the-other like a compulsion for him. The door to the bright, cheerful room had opened, and she had known even before the Brotherhood had walked in wearing the black leather of war, and smelling of fresh blood, gunpowder, and lessers. But worse? When Tohr had come through them with George. The sight of Wrath’s service dog, at the side of anybody other than his master, had destroyed her.


She had screamed until she had lost her voice, and for years afterward, she’d been woken up in the middle of the day by the image burned into her mind of Tohr’s dagger hand locked on the grip of George’s harness.


No one else had ever touched that except Wrath.


“There was never anyone else,” she said roughly. “You were never far from me, whether it was in my memory or because I was looking at our son . . . or because I was watching Rahvyn be you in front of all the civilians, keeping the ruse up so that we could hold on to power until L.W. was old enough to rule. And then on top of that I had our son to raise on my own—and he was a handful, trust me. Plus I was ultimately responsible for the species. They all deferred to me—the Brotherhood, the fighters, Rahvyn. The last thing on my mind was sex, especially because it couldn’t possibly compare to—”


A masculine chuckle came from deep in her mate’s throat. “You say the sweetest things.”


“Well, you are very good . . . at what you do,” she said with a smile.


But then she thought back to the special kind of hell it had been to watch a three-dimensional, totally corporeal image of her hellren take those audiences with the civilians, speaking, blinking, breathing. The decisions had all been hers, whether it was making laws or ruling on cases or setting up precedents, but the mouthpiece had been Rahvyn’s.


Or the image Rahvyn had projected.


The two of them had held the throne together, canceling the democratically elected provision for royal appointment that Wrath had put in place, making sure that the birthright was protected as L.W. had matured and gone through his transition.


Except the son hadn’t wanted his sire’s job.


“I never should have left you that night.” Wrath drew his dagger hand down his face. “I shouldn’t have gone out.”


“Like I said, you saved Fritz’s life.”


“And ruined yours. L.W.’s.”


She shrugged. “Our lives were gone anyway. The instant Lash set that explosive charge on the Audience House’s back door, everything changed. If Fritz had died when he’d opened it? What if it had been Tohr? V? Any one of the Brotherhood? You never would have gotten over that. You would have been a different male for the rest of your nights and that would have affected me and L.W. One way or the other, someone’s life would have been lost and none of us would have come out unclaimed by grief.”


Abruptly, she pictured the Omega’s son, the leader of the Lessening Society. Blond-haired, blue-eyed, skin the color of a porcelain sink. She was not one to hate easily, but after what he’d done to her? To all of them?


“Lash is fucking evil,” she said. “He was the one who took you from us, who cheated you out of seeing your son grow up—”


As her voice cut out, the shift in Wrath’s mood was obvious, even as his expression didn’t change: The temperature in the bedroom dropped fifteen or twenty degrees, her body shivering as her breath came out in a cloud.


He hadn’t considered that loss yet, she thought. Of L.W.’s childhood. Of the years with her, with his Brothers. He’d been so focused on the impact of it all on her and his son, that he hadn’t done the math on everything that had been stolen from him.


And she knew her mate, knew him like the back of her hand.


“No,” she started. “Please do not try to settle that score.”


“It’s all right—”


“Don’t lie to me now.” A claw of pure terror sliced through her heart. “Wrath, I have just gone through three decades of torture. Do not make me dread another time lapse like that. I don’t have it in me. Especially now that L.W. doesn’t need me anymore.”


Her hellren put his palm out, patting at the air until he connected with her shoulder. Following the line of her neck up, he cupped her face.


“Don’t say it,” she begged. “Don’t . . . do it.”


“I cannot let this go. I am the King, and the species is my responsibility. How can I look anyone in the eye if I run from our enemy?”


Breaking away from him, she got up and paced around, noticing for the first time that the white walls were all blank, and there were no knickknacks or personal anything, anywhere. There was only a bureau, a bedside table with her contraband iPad on it, and a set of louver doors into her tiny closet. There wasn’t even a dog bed for George, because he always slept with her.


When a light switch and the moldings around doorways were the extent of your decorative art, you knew you didn’t care about where you stayed. This suite was like a dorm room before the student moved in. Or right after they moved out.


It was a metaphor for what her life without him had been like.


And now that the color had come back, he wanted to take it away from her by doing something fucking stupid to get back at Lash?


If Wrath hadn’t already been dead for three centuries—okay, fine, decades—she’d be inclined to kill him all over again.
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