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ahstrux nohtrum (n.)

	Private guard with license to kill who is granted his or her position by the King.


	
ahvenge (v.)

	Act of mortal retribution, carried out typically by a male loved one.


	
Black Dagger Brotherhood (pr. n.)

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


	
blood slave (n.)

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


	
the Chosen (pr. n.)

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


	
chrih (n.)

	Symbol of honorable death in the Old Language.


	
cohntehst (n.)

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


	
Dhunhd (pr. n.)

	Hell.


	
doggen (n.)

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


	
ehros (n.)

	A Chosen trained in the matter of sexual arts.


	
exhile dhoble (n.)

	The evil or cursed twin, the one born second.


	
the Fade (pr. n.)

	Non-temporal realm where the dead reunite with their loved ones and pass eternity.


	
First Family (pr. n.)

	The King and Queen of the vampires, and any children they may have.


	
ghardian (n.)

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


	
glymera (n.)

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


	
hellren (n.)

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


	
hyslop (n. or v.)

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


	
leahdyre (n.)

	A person of power and influence.


	
leelan (adj. or n.)

	A term of endearment loosely translated as “dearest one.”


	
Lessening Society (pr. n.)

	Order of slayers convened by the Omega for the purpose of eradicating the vampire species.


	
lesser (n.)

	De-souled human who targets vampires for extermination as a member of the Lessening Society. Lessers must be stabbed through the chest in order to be killed; otherwise they are ageless. They do not eat or drink and are impotent. Over time, their hair, skin, and irises lose pigmentation until they are blond, blushless, and pale eyed. They smell like baby powder. Inducted into the society by the Omega, they retain a ceramic jar thereafter into which their heart was placed after it was removed.


	
lewlhen (n.)

	Gift.


	
lheage (n.)

	A term of respect used by a sexual submissive to refer to their dominant.


	
Lhenihan (pr. n.)

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


	
lys (n.)

	Torture tool used to remove the eyes.


	
mahmen (n.)

	Mother. Used both as an identifier and a term of affection.


	
mhis (n.)

	The masking of a given physical environment; the creation of a field of illusion.


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

	Beloved.


	
needing period (n.)

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


	
newling (n.)

	A virgin.


	
the Omega (pr. n.)

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


	
phearsom (adj.)

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


	
Princeps (pr. n.)

	Highest level of the vampire aristocracy, second only to members of the First Family or the Scribe Virgin’s Chosen. Must be born to the title; it may not be conferred.


	
pyrocant (n.)

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


	
rahlman (n.)

	Savior.


	
rythe (n.)

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


	
the Scribe Virgin (pr. n.)

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


	
sehclusion (n.)

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


	
shellan (n.)

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


	
symphath (n.)

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


	
talhman (n.)

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


	
the Tomb (pr. n.)

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


	
trahyner (n.)

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


	
transition (n.)

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


	
vampire (n.)

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


	
wahlker (n.)

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


	
whard (n.)

	Equivalent of a godfather or godmother to an individual.
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Willow Hills Sanatorium


Connelly, New York


It was a stormy Halloween night when two boys, aged thirteen and thirteen and three-quarters, squeezed through the torn section of a chain-link fence hung with all kinds of “No Trespassing” signs. The one who was older by eight months got his jacket caught on a rusty grab, and the tearing sound was one week without his iPad. Minimum.


“Dammit,” Tiller said as he pulled at the snag.


“C’mon. Let’s get this over with.”


He shouldn’t have brought Gordo, but Isaac was sick, and Mark was grounded for what they’d all done the weekend before. Stupid fire. They hadn’t meant it to get that big, and besides, the leaf pile was gone now and that burned lawn in the Thompsons’ side yard would grow back.


As rain started to fall a little harder, Gordo came over and yanked at the jacket. “Take it off.”


“I am.”


Tiller shoved his ghost-hunting equipment into his buddy’s chest, unzipped the front, and got out of the sleeve. Then he gripped with both hands and pulled as hard as he could—


The release was immediate, and as he landed on his ass, he got rain in his eyes and mud all over him. “Fuck!”


Gordo bent down. “I gotta be back before midnight.”


Like the guy thought Tiller was going to hang around until things air dried. Sometime next week.


“Relax.” He got to his feet and flapped the jacket around. Palm-cleaned his jeans. “What, are you scared?”


“No, dumbass. And we’re s’posed to be online in an hour.”


“Whatever.”


The guy was lying about not being afraid. Which was why he’d been third choice when Tiller had decided he couldn’t handle going alone. Not that he himself was nervous or anything.


Tying the jacket around his waist, he felt like he was wearing his mother’s kitchen sponge, but as he looked around, he forgot about the cold and wet. The trees had no leaves on their clawing branches, and the bushes, with their twisted, finger-like extensions, seemed ready to follow the fence’s example with poisoned thorns—


Overhead, lightning flashed.


Good thing Gordo also jumped.


“Where is the place?”


“Up here,” Tiller said, even though he didn’t know where they were going.


As they continued on, he let Gordo keep hold of the night vision cam and the EVP recorder because he was trying not to run back for the fence, and not sure whether he was going to win the argument with his feet. The deeper into the acreage he went, the more he just wanted to get the video and send it to the seventh grade group chat and have this shit be done with.


“How far is it?”


“Not far.”


Except the trek felt endless, and the trees seemed to move all around them, and Tiller started to lose faith, too. So he fired up the EMF reader on his phone and swung the sensor around, the beeping noise making him think of that submarine movie his father liked to watch, the one with that guy, Stewart Seagal or whatever. The ghost-hunting app, which he’d installed for free, made him feel like he had a flashlight—


The howl came from over to the right. And it was loud and long. And it didn’t sound like just a dog, even a big one like a German shepherd or a Rottie. Whatever was making that noise was much larger.


Tiller grabbed for Gordo, but the kid did the same thing at the same time, so he wasn’t a wuss. As his phone shook in his hand, he almost dropped it. Which would have been a month without his iPad. Or longer.


“I want to go home.”


Gordo sounded like a damned baby. Except, yeah, Tiller wanted his mommy, too, not that he was going to say anything about that.


“It’s just piped in,” he blurted.


“What?”


Tiller shoved the kid off. “Like how they do in haunts to scare people going through the mazes. That wasn’t real. Come on, like there’s a wolf inside this fence?”


“You think there’re speakers in the trees?”


“Just keep going. Jesus.”


Tiller put the phone back up because he needed to look like he was in control. Otherwise, he was going to lose Gordo and have to do this alone. And he was not not sending the video—


“I’m out,” Gordo announced.


Turning around, Tiller marched back to the kid. “You want to look like an idiot after we didn’t jump into the quarry this summer?” He and Gordo really should have just frickin’ done the dare. Then they wouldn’t be here. “We promised the footage, we’re going to get the footage. Besides, nothing is going to happen.”


He grabbed Gordo’s arm and dragged them both forward. When more lightning flashed, they both squeaked and ducked down. Tiller recovered first, and he kept ahold of the other kid. No fucking way he was going to let his cover get away. If something went wrong, he was faster than Gordo and it was like in Zombieland. Rule #1: Cardio—


“See?” Tiller said. “It’s just right there.”


His feet stopped, even though he’d intended to keep going. And Gordo didn’t argue with the no-more-walking.


As thunder rolled through the dark sky, another flash lit up the looming structure before them—and the Willow Hills Sanatorium got way too real. The rotten old building was twice the size of the school they went to, with five floors and two big wing-thingies. Broken windows, busted shutters, and nasty stains running from the roof all the way down to the weeds made the place look like it was possessed.


And maybe that was true, Tiller thought as he took in the empty eye sockets in the towering wall of the centerpiece.


“What’s that?” Gordo mumbled.


“What’s what.” God, he should have brought… well, he shouldn’t have come here at all. “What’s your problem.”


Gordo shook his head. Standing there in his Minecraft sweatshirt, with his shaggy brown hair in his scared eyes, he reminded Tiller of a fence post jammed into the ground.


The kid wasn’t looking at the building.


“There’s something over there.” Gordo raised his arm and pointed off to the side. “There are eyes between those trees…”


Tiller swung himself around—and there it was. A set of yellow eyes glowing in the shadows.


“Fuck this,” Gordo yelped as he dropped all the equipment and tore off.


For a second, Tiller stayed right where he was, his body incapable of motion. But then the snarl was low and carried the promise of sharp fangs and bloody stumps and—


Tiller tripped over his feet as he started to bolt away, and when he landed hard, he lost his phone. But he couldn’t worry about that. Lunging back up, he ran like his life depended on it—because it fucking did—and he didn’t care how long he was going to be grounded or how many weekends he was going to have to work for his dad in the yard to pay for a new iPhone.


He just wanted to get home without being dead.


And so he ran, ran as hard as he could, back for the fence, to the tear in the metal twists. To his friend. To his house, where wolves didn’t howl and didn’t snarl and kids didn’t accept dumbass dares that took them into haunted places on Halloween with the least courageous of the neighborhood’s group of seven boys…


In the aftermath of the rushed departures, the snarling in the barren tree line stopped. And then there was a pause, followed by moist cracking sounds, a groan or two, and a ground cover shuffle that was easily drowned out by more of the thunder’s lazy, snoring travel through the ionized air molecules of the storm.


A moment later, a pair of muddy bare feet walked over to the 8S, and a human-like hand reached down and picked up the cell phone. The ghost-hunting app made a frantic beeping sound, and as the wolven turned the sensor to himself, the damn thing lit up like a Christmas tree, screaming with warning.


The male chuckled.


Until a menacing, female voice said behind him, “Don’t you have somewhere to be down in Caldwell?”


The wolven glanced over his naked shoulder and flashed fangs white as morgue shrouds, sharp as surgical instruments. “I’m going.”


“Just keeping you on time. You know what you have at risk.”


“Yeah,” was his muttered response. “You’re good like that.”
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Trade & 29th Streets


Caldwell, New York


Ainhoa Fiorela Maite Hernandez-Guerrero knew she was being watched in the alley. As Rio stood in the shadows thrown by a fire escape, she could feel the eyes on her, and she slipped her hand into the pocket of her leather jacket. The nine millimeter autoloader was small enough to hide, deadly enough to defend.


What more did you need in a gun, really.


Looking around, she was aware that she was alone in a way that made things dangerous. It wasn’t that nobody was around. She just couldn’t trust anyone who—


Spaz came shambling around the corner into the alley, his stained peacoat and paper-thin jeans the kind of wardrobe he’d have to go to a landfill to update. The man was only in his mid-twenties, but the drug lifestyle was a nonbiological cancer, eating his body and mind away, only a husk remaining.


Until such time as even addiction couldn’t animate the shell anymore.


“Hey, Rio, you got anything?” he asked.


She glanced behind her and prayed that the supplier contact she’d come here to meet was late. “Not on me, no.”


“So, yeah, listen, Rio, you gotta give me some business. I mean, I’m good. I can handle myself. I mean. Come on. I can sell for you regular.”


Spaz’s watery, bloodshot eyes circled the alley in the manner of bats, flapping around in a disorganized way. She was willing to bet that the last time he truly focused on something was the first time he’d put a meth pipe to his lips.


As a wave of exhaustion came over her, she said, “You think Mozart doesn’t know what you did with that last piece we gave you to move?”


“I told you two days ago, the guy jumped me. He took the shit after he got me.”


Dirty fingers lifted up an old Soundgarden t-shirt that had more holes than cotton fibers to it. “Look.”


She didn’t need to lean forward to see the line in his skin. It was about an inch long, off to the side above his hip, and the thing had the red puffy profile of infection.


“Spaz, you gotta get that looked at.”


“I don’t have medical insurance.” He smiled, showing cracked teeth. “But I could get some. If you give me—”


“It’s not up to me. You know that.”


“So talk to Mozart.”


“He does what he wants.”


Spaz’s Ping-Pong-ball pupils got in the vicinity of her face and hovered around. “Can you give me some money, then.”


“Listen, I’m not—”


“I gotta pay someone back. You know how it goes. And if I can’t get the product or the cash, they’re going to…”


The words drifted, and not because he was trying to do with innuendo what was obvious even without the syllables. There was such hopelessness in his gaunt face, his capitulation to his countless bad decisions now impossible to reverse or probably even comprehend, his life nothing but a speeding car swerving toward him while all he had on his feet were a pair of broken roller skates.


“Who do you owe?” she asked.


“Mickie.”


Oh, shit. “Spaz. You know better than that.”


“I didn’t mean to.”


Rio looked left. Looked right. Checked her watch. “I gotta go, I’m almost late.”


Except she was in the right place and on time. Spaz was the one who had to leave—


“Mickie’s gonna kill me. After he uses me for a while.”


There was no need to do the math on that. No way she could live with herself if she didn’t help.


Cursing, Rio linked her arm through his and started walking. And not even half a block into the parade, Spaz struggled to keep up, even though she was going only slightly faster than a Sunday-stroll speed.


“Where we heading, Rio?”


“You’re coming with me.”


“Ahh, Rio. You’re not gonna make me go to the shelter again.”


“I sure am.”


As a flash of lightning licked across the sky, she looked up—and half expected a meteor to be gunning for her head, the fireball targeting her and her alone, poor, desperate, dying Spaz collateral damage from her predestined destruction.


Except no, it was only a freak thunderstorm on Halloween night about to smack Caldwell around with wind and rain and volts of sky-born electricity.


“You always take care of me.” Spaz rested his head on her shoulder. “Thank you, friend.”


Closing her eyes for a second, she took them around a corner and looked twice before she piloted them across the street.


“You’re welcome, Spaz. And you gotta take better care of yourself.”


“I know, Rio. I know.”





Vishous, son of the Bloodletter, watched the human woman redirect the drug addict away from where she’d been standing at the back of the nightclub. As it was Monday and the den of iniquity was closed, he could easily hear their conversation, no bass thumping in the background, no stumbling drunks or loose-jointed Molly users kibitzing and crowding the air with their inane dissertations on nothing at all.


The junkie who’d approached her was not part of Caldie’s club crowd. Maybe he had been at one point in time, but he’d fallen through the net of high-functioning to the homeless level below. Next one down for him? Grave site.


Stepping out of his lean, V lit up a hand-rolled and casually smoked as he trailed her and her social services project. You didn’t see a lot of dealers trying to get their customers into recovery. That was like a fry cook urging diners to watch their cholesterol. But humans, you know. They were multifaceted in so many boring ways, and this woman had herself a secret—


As his phone started vibrating, he took the Samsung out of the ass pocket of his leathers. When he saw who it was, he answered immediately. “Tell me.”


“My lead is dead.”


V rolled his eyes. “Quick point of clarification, Hollywood. Was he breathing when you got there, or did your beast bust out the A.1. steak sauce again.”


Of all of the Black Dagger Brotherhood, Rhage was the one with the biggest appetites. Well, appetite in the singular now that he was happily mated to his Mary. The guy had given up all excesses except for food—which would have been fine and dandy if all he ever pounded were half gallons of Breyers ice cream and the occasional six-pack of roasted turkeys with all the trimmings. But Rhage had long ago on-boarded one hell of a chaser when it came to takeout consumption, and sometimes you couldn’t be sure if his beast was going to recognize who was friend and who was lunch.


“That is so judgy,” the brother said.


“I’m just asking. That flying purple people eater you carry around under your skin like luggage has been known to turn whole stadiums of people into a charcuterie board. So it’s not an unfair question.”


As V brought up tall, T. rex, and noshy, he stayed in the wake of the human woman and her twitchy BFF, following them to what he was going to bet would be that new shelter set up by Our Lady of Perpetually Doing Good Shit on 27th Street.


“No, I didn’t eat him. And I meant to only cap him in the knee.”


“With your fist or your gun.”


“I sneezed when I pulled the trigger.”


“Oops.” Overhead, more lightning skipped along the undersides of the restless clouds. “Entry wound is where?”


“In my defense,” Rhage interjected, “this place is filthy. If rat poop were nickels, this motherfucker would be Jeff Bezos.”


When V’s goiter reflex raised its little hand in proverbial class, he swallowed that quick. He was a real male, dammit, not someone who ew’d at things. But God, rat shit?


“So where’d you shoot him?”


“Well…” The word trailed off, like the brother was tilting in for a closer look to make sure the anatomy description was right. “Let’s just say he’s going to have some blood in his urine.”


“Not if he’s dead he ain’t.”


“Do you have to be so literal. Fine, if he were still alive and capable of beer’ing himself into a stupor, he’d be pissing blood out of what’s left of his sausage and two eggs. But whatever. You try and pull a gun on me, it’s not going to go well for you.”


“I’m glad you’re okay, Hollywood,” V muttered. “I’d miss our stimulating conversations. Plus, I invested in the Tootsie Roll company years ago, and I enjoy beating the S&P 500.”


“Actually, you would miss the shit out of me.”


The brother was right, of course. But like the rodent-related excremental bleurgh back there, V saw no reason to airtime any kind of awww-ain’t-that-sweet emotion.


Instead, he crossed the street, and played paranormal gumshoe as the woman went—yup, he called it—right up to the shelter’s double doors. As she hit the call button, and then spoke into the intercom, the guy next to her was looking around as if he were assessing opportunities to bolt. She knew better than to let go of that tattered sleeve, however.


“Anyway, can you come over here? I’ve got a cell phone and a laptop.” Rhage sneezed again. “And my sinuses just have to share this wealth with one of my nearest and dearest.”


“Aren’t I lucky.”


Up ahead, the shelter door opened, a man in a SUNY Caldwell sweatshirt opening things up and beckoning the pair inside.


“Okay, yeah, my target is going to be tied up for a while.” Vishous glanced down the street. “So I got time.”


“This shouldn’t take long.”


“I don’t have a tracer on her yet, but she’ll be easy to find. She covers a given territory.”


“I can help after you come here.”


“Roger that. ETA two secs.”


As V hung up the phone, he looked behind himself. Caldwell was damp and dreary tonight, the twinkling spires of the financial district’s skyscrapers doing nothing to relieve the oppressive doom and gloom of the freak weather front.


Then again, maybe that was just his frustration talking.


He wished like hell the Brotherhood had a better strategy for finding where that prison camp had gone. After the species as a whole had lost track of the place, and the now-defunct glymera had used the underground labyrinth as a dumping ground for vampires it disapproved of, there had been a recent rediscovery—which had occurred just after the location had been abandoned. The near-miss had done little but confirm its existence, and now Wrath, the great Blind King, was determined to find the lawless holding tank and render some much-needed justice to the falsely accused.


The only clue came from the drug trade that was apparently used to sustain the camp’s infrastructure and population. Drug-product packaging that had been found in the underground site was now starting to turn up on Caldwell’s streets again. The second Trez had found the iron cross trademark back in circulation, they’d alerted the Brotherhood.


Was it possible someone else was using the branding? Sure. Likely? Nah.


And as if they had anything else to go on.


Whatever. One way or another, the prison camp was going to be located—and Wrath was going to establish a proper penal system for the vampire race, one that would be far fairer than the aristocracy’s secret racket. But when you were as impatient as V was? Everything took too long.


On that note, he moved two steps back into the shadows, double-checked that there were no eyes on him, and up-up-and-away’d himself, ghosting off to Rhage’s coordinates.


Just another night in Caldwell, vampires moving through a city choked with humans, with the latter being none the wiser.


Which was one thing that could never change.
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Rio stepped back out into the thunderstorms twenty minutes after she delivered Spaz through the doors of the Our Lady of Lourdes Shelter for the Homeless. Hopefully the guy would stay longer than the night, but she really didn’t expect him to.


She was going to take care of one of his problems personally, however.


Mickie was going to back off the guy. And she’d confront the fucker now, except she was really frickin’ late.


Even though the drug world didn’t necessarily run to schedule, she went into a hustle, jogging back for where she’d been standing under that fire escape—


Her phone went off, the subtle ringing rising above the rustle and creak of her leather jacket. Stabbing her hand into an inner pocket, she pulled the cell out. When she saw that it was a blocked number, she pulled up short and answered in a whisper.


“Hello?”


The male voice was immediately recognizable. “Rio, you’re in danger—”


“Are you out of your mind calling me on this number?” She looked around. “You want to get me killed—”


“Listen, I’m not anywhere near you, and I can’t go into it right now, but your cover is blown. I’m—”


“I can’t talk about this right now. And don’t call me on—”


“—sending something to you outside of normal channels—”


“I gotta go,” she hissed.


“Rio! You have to pull out. You’ve been compromised—”


“No, I haven’t—”


A lightning strike burst through the night, attracted by the rod on the top of the One State Street Plaza building, which was just a couple blocks to the east of her. The flash was blinding, and the crack and sizzle of impact had her cringing back and lifting her arm over her face like a vampire. As her direct report continued to talk into her ear, she cut the call, shoved the cell in her pocket—


Up ahead, the supplier stepped out from under the fire escape.


And he was the size not so much of a football player, but an entire defensive line.


Zipping up her jacket, she pushed one hand through her short hair as the other burrowed in and locked on the grip of her hidden gun. Good thing she was wearing Kevlar under her fleece.


Rio strode forward, knowing she had to get her shit together. Everybody involved in the trade was rat smart and always reading any room they walked into or up to. She needed to get her affect strapped tight and her energy projection right. There was no way her undercover status had been compromised. There were only two people in the Caldwell Police Department who knew what she was doing, and her fake background was ironclad because she’d come over from the FBI—which had erased everything about her.


She was a ghost, floating through the streets at night, stringing together a case so that Mozart’s stranglehold on the Caldie drug scene could be severed with a lifetime set of iron bars.


“You Luke?” she said crisply.


The man’s golden eyes seemed to glow like candle flames, and as another bolt of lightning skipped above them, his face was briefly highlighted. Well… hello, sailor. He had the high cheekbones of a model, the mouth of an Italian lover, the jaw of a fighter, and the streaked hair of a nineties-era John Frieda ad.


Also, a strange scar that ran around his throat.


That last one was probably the only thing about him that made sense. There were all kinds of reasons people in the big-money sectors of the drug business ended up with things that lingered in their skin, a road map of brutal, bloody sin.


She thought of Spaz and his stab wound. And knew that was true for the underlings, too.


“Rio,” came the man’s low response.


Okay, that voice was smooth as bourbon in the gut, warming, relaxing—in spite of the fact that she was in the middle of a drug zone, with no backup. As usual.


And… was that cologne? He smelled really good.


“Yeah, that’s me.” She lifted her chin. “You want to talk terms.”


“Not here.”


“I’m not alone.” Rio nodded up to the darkened windows of the building across the alley and lied through her teeth. “And I’m not leaving my friends in there.”


“Don’t trust me?”


“Not as far as I can throw you. So do you want to talk terms or not?”


The man stayed where he was—for a split second.


The next thing she knew he’d grabbed hold of her, spun her around, and slammed her up against the damp cold bricks of the nightclub. As his huge body pressed into her back, she was very aware of that smell of him—which, considering things were going bad, bad, bad, she should not have noticed, much less approved of.


“Get off me,” she snarled.


With a yank against the hold on her arms, she tried to get her gun out. Or at the knife at her waist. Or to the pepper spray in her back pocket. Worse came to worst, she was going to bite the back of his hand and then take a course of PEP in case he was HIV-positive.


Baring her teeth, she went for—


The bullet sizzled past the top of her head, somehow charting a course that avoided both her skull and his jawline. And then there was a pinging sound as the slug hit something metal—and immediately, there was another pop! Pop! Poppoppoppoppop—


“I swear to God,” the deep voice in her ear muttered, “if you bite me, I’m going to toss you back out there and you can get plugged full of holes.”


Rio twisted her head and looked down the narrow chute between the walk-ups across the way and the club they were up against.


One of the shooters was using the blacked-out Charger he was parked in as cover. Not the worst idea given the size of its big block engine—and the fact that liquid gasoline didn’t actually explode. But he’d better keep his noggin down.


That safety glass was no better than a paper napkin—


The shattering of the windshield was spectacular, the spidering cracks virus’ing out from a pinpoint hole in the glass.


The immediate blaring horn suggested that someone was taking a little nap in the driver’s seat. But she didn’t have time to figure out who had done the job.


Her body moved without her giving any commands to her arms and legs.


Then again, luggage didn’t animate itself.


It was carried.





She was a human female, Lucan thought as he picked up the woman he’d been told to meet and carted her farther away from the shooting.


When the appointment had been made, he’d assumed that Rio was a male, and the fact that the “he” was actually a “she” was a goddamned inconvenience. In an exchange of bullets, he’d have let a male die, but it seemed, well, rude, or at the least ungentlemanly, not to save the fairer sex—


“Ow!” he barked.


As that Charger was put into gear, and its set of four rubber grabbers tried to claw into the damp asphalt, his damsel in distress squirmed around, grabbed his nuts, and cranked down on his hey-that’s-personals like she wanted him to sing something from Saturday Night Fever for her.


Instantly incapacitated, he let go of the woman and went bull rider, sinking into his knees around an invisible saddle—and thankfully, the grip was released. While Lucan blinked his eyes clear and tried to stand up straight, the woman shoved herself off of him, backing away—


Right into the path of the screeching muscle car with its pixelated safety glass, probably dead driver, and copilot who was apparently remaining under the dash while he or she steered an escape.


“No!” Lucan yelled.


The image of the woman wheeling around to face the car and getting spotlit by yellow running lights was going to stay with him forever: Her eyes popping open, her short dark hair a helmet that would do nothing to protect her skull, her reflexes not enough to save her.


She was hit fair and square, right in the legs, her body tumbling up onto the hood, her somersaults taking her in a roundabout over the busted windshield and across the roof and down the trunk: Hands, boots, hands, boots, her dark head the fulcrum around which the momentum carried her torso and spun her limbs.


The geometry was pretty damn clear. She was going to end up hitting the pavement on a headfirst landing—


Lucan sprang forward, putting all his strength into the surge, and just as he got in range, gravity won out over her forward motion, and her tender flesh started to fall with her skull leading the way—


He went airborne, throwing his body parallel to the pavement because it was his only chance to get there in time. With the wind in his ears, the stink of car exhaust and burnt rubber in his nose, and a pounding in his chest, he flew… flew… flew…


Like he was a bird instead of a wolven.


He grabbed whatever he could of the woman, locking his arms around her and rolling in midair so that his back and not her brains took the impact of their combined weights. As they began their joined descent, he tightened his left arm, and leveled the gun in his right to the shadows just beyond the fire escape.


The shooter there was still focused on the Charger, pumping bullets into the car, pings! and bursts of Roman candle sparks turning the thing into a deadly disco party.


Lucan got as many bullets off as he could before he landed so hard, the breath knocked out of him and his vision went on the fritz. He told himself that the distant shout of pain was the shooter going down, but he had no proof of it. He might have made the sound.


Now… no more shots. Just a soft moaning.


His? The human female’s? Not the shooter, too far away.


Meanwhile, the Charger was no more. The engine roar was dimming… and now disappearing.


Breathing. His. Hers.


Then he felt the pressure on his chest ease up and that on his hips increase. He opened eyes he hadn’t known were closed.


The woman was sitting up with her back to him. Right on his pelvis.


Talk about bull riders.


As his thoughts went to places where they were naked, she was yee-hawing all over him, and things were on the hot and sweaty side of hi-how’re-ya—she cursed and put her hand up to her head. Then she looked around. Twisted around. Met his eyes with ones of her own that went wide as paper plates for a second time.


“Oh, Jesus—” she barked.


The woman pushed herself off the cradle of every bright idea he’d ever had—and it was pretty clear she meant to leap to her feet. That was a no-go. She slumped to the side and grabbed for one of her legs.


“Are you okay?” he said. Or at least, that was what he meant to say. He wasn’t sure what kind of fruit salad’s worth of syllables came out of his mouth.


“It’s not broken.” She hissed as she rubbed her calf. “It’s not broken, dammit.”


Sitting himself up onto his elbows, he thought about pointing out that if a cast was required, that pep talk wasn’t going to do shit for the situation. But really, why waste breath on the obvious—


Boom!


They both jumped at the explosion. Putting his arm out to shield her even though he didn’t know what or where the threat was coming from, he looked down at the far end of the alley. Flames. A bonfire’s worth of them. About six blocks away under one of the city’s twin bridges by the river.


The orange strobe-lighting was impressive, and courtesy of the flickering show, he could see that the black muscle car was at the center of the bomb burst. And as street people ran away, he knew that soon there would be flashing blue and red lights, and all kinds of humans with badges, and spectators with camera phones.


“We gotta get out of here,” he said as he stood up—and put a palm to the small of his back with a curse.


When she just looked at him, he extended the hand that didn’t have a gun in it toward her.


“Do you need a doctor?” he asked.


“No.”


As she left his palm out there in the breeze, he’d really had it with the way things had been going tonight.


“I’m not going to hurt you,” he muttered. “I saved your life, twice. And if we keep hanging out in the middle of this fucking street, you and I might have to go for a threesome.”


There was an awkward pause and then Lucan shook his head.


“Wait, that came out wrong.”


Or did it, he wondered to himself.
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Vishous re-formed on the roof of a walk-up apartment building that had trap house written all over it. As his full weight of nearly three hundred pounds solidified in his boots—hey, he’d been working out hard, and all that iron humping was paying off—there was a creaking that suggested he needed to step carefully. Easing forward, he checked out the raw tar paper, the pockets of leaf debris that were ossifying into topsoil, and some twists that looked like clothes caught up in a crime scene.


’Cuz human flesh would be unlikely. Not a lot of Buffalo Bills in Caldie at the moment. That anybody knew about, that was.


The rooftop was long and thin because the five stories’ worth of crappy flats was a shotgun, the building sandwiched between two others of equal merit and distinction. On a lowbrow domicile such as this, it went without saying there was no HVAC venting of any size, not that he felt like rolling his mortal dice on a ghosting trip down an unknown system of ductwork. But there also wasn’t a set of stairs or even a hatch, and this left him with having to find a way into the top-floor apartment. Not a big deal, though. Plenty of broken windows he could dematerialize through—


Whoop!


There it is.


Without even a snap, crackle, or pop of warning, V went into a free fall, his shitkickers breaking through the mushy roof, his body sucking through the hole they’d created, the drop so lightning fast that he barely had time to put his hands up so that his arms didn’t snap off at the pits.


The weightlessness lasted one blink and a single inhale of powdered urban rot long—and just as he was wondering if he was going to keep busting through until he hit the basement, his soles hit something solid, his knees went into a bend—


And his butt bounced. Twice.


As a cloud of dust blurred the air, his forearms flopped onto padded rolls.


“Fuck me!” Rhage hollered from the far side of the debris bloom.


V glanced down at himself. Well, what do you know. An armchair.


“You want to give me a heart attack?” Hollywood demanded. “Scaring me like that?”


Across a fetid war field of stained mattresses, empty liquor bottles, and drug paraphernalia, the brother was clutching his chest like a little old lady in church who’d just learned premarital sex was a thing.


V crossed his legs at the knees and moved his gloved palm around as if he was on a throne. “You can act like a man. What’s the matter with you.”


“Don’t you Vito Corleone at me.”


“At least you caught the ref.”


Rhage jabbed a finger forward—and kind of blew the tough-guy confrontation by sneezing. Three times in a row. But big, blond, and always-hungry recovered like the fighter he was.


“I liked you better before you got a sense of humor. And I know The Godfather by heart. Also, before you ask, no, I’m not kissing your ring. You don’t wear them, anyway.”


“Oh, but I do. And wouldn’t you like to know where they are.”


Rhage shook his head. “That’s an anatomy chart I do not need to see.”


“Fair enough.” V stood up. Looked to the hole in the ceiling. Well-fuck’d to himself. “What’re the chances.”


Through the ragged wound in the roof, the rain that had started to fall sprinkled his face as flaps of tar paper caught the storm’s gusts and sounded like bird wings.


Rhage came over. “So you didn’t plan it?”


“How the fuck am I going to plan falling through a—”


The groan brought both their heads around. Slumped in the low corner of an off-kilter sofa, a man who was twenty-five-going-on-early-grave was twitching like he was hooked up to a faulty electrical socket, his hands inching toward the red river running out of his lower abdomen.


“Oh, you’re awake,” Hollywood said in a cheerful way. “Great. I thought you were dead.”


“Who’s your friend,” V asked as they went over and loomed above the guy.


Clicking now, from the slack mouth. Followed by a cough. Closer up, the human was meatier than V had first thought, and not from being fat. He was also greasier, which V supposed made him a quarter pounder, instead of a single. He had on a t-shirt that had been white probably three hundred and sixty-five days ago, and a pair of jeans that could probably stand on their own without his help.


He was armed, too—well, almost armed. There was a gun about four inches outside of his immediate reach, on a couch cushion that was a sponge for bodily fluids V would just as soon not have to culture. To be sure there weren’t any more bullets flying into soft tissue that wasn’t going to grow back, V confiscated the weapon, took out the clip, and pocketed the components.


Rhage leaned down and tapped the man’s shoulder. “Hello?”


“I don’t think he’s being shy.” V took out a hand-rolled and made sure the wrapper was still tight. “And that’s an observation unrelated to my medical training, given that he’s leaking like a busted fuel pan.”


“We only want to ask you a couple of questions.” Rhage raised his voice as he held a little plastic baggie marked with a cross symbol in front of that going-gray face. “You’re selling this on the streets—hey, don’t worry. We’re not pissed and we’re not your law enforcement. We just want to know where you got it.”


As V patted around for his lighter, dust floated up from his leather jacket. And yeah, there was a hint of rat-vacuation to it.


Right on cue, Rhage sneezed and startled the dying man, but the revival didn’t last long.


“We’re out of time for talk therapy,” V muttered. “I’m going in.”


After he lit his cigarette, he exhaled in a stream and burrowed into the man’s mind—


V cursed. “Damn, son. You gotta chill with the pipe.”


Even on the lip edge of death, the guy’s neurons were so overstimulated, it was impossible to isolate the memory areas, either short- or long-term. And then it didn’t matter. The man gritted his teeth, reared back, and stiffened into a seizure.


V jumped out of that brain quick. “I got nothing. And he’s too far gone for CPR.”


“Dammit.” Rhage looked over at a ragged table strewn with baggies marked with that iron cross malarkey—as well as a lappy and a phone. “I guess we take everything over there and ghost out.”


In the center of the stained wooden square, there was a blue plastic-wrapped block, the corner of which was torn open, like a mouse had eaten into cheese. White powder, fine as the shit you’d brush onto a model’s face, had spilled onto the table.


No wonder the guy’s brain was a sparkler.


“Quite a supply,” V murmured.


“He’s a big dealer.”


“Not anymore.”


Hollywood picked a Target bag up off the floor. Shaking the thing out, he forearm’d what had to be two hundred little packets of white powder into it.


“How’s this asshole hanging here by himself with all this coke?” V headed back to the couch and went face-to-face with the gaping, twitching human. “I’d think he’d have backup. Unless you shot anybody else?”


“Nope, just him,” Rhage said agreeably. “He must have a reputation and a half.”


The dealer’s watery, bloodshot eyes rolled back as he exhaled his last breath. After which he became just like the piece of furniture, another used-up object in the squalor.


“Well, that’s that.” V straightened. “And maybe you and I should do some target practice in the training center during the day, true? You know, perishable skills and all that.”


“I need Zyrtec.” Rhage sneezed. “The problem is my nose, not my aim.”


“We can get that down in the clinic, too. Come on, Hollywood, let’s blow. With the blow.”


As V browed-up a couple of times, the brother shook his head. “Like I said, I liked you better before you got a sense of humor.”


“Why, you jealous I’m good at something else now?”





Down on the ground in the alley where she’d been hit by a car, Rio was trying to rub the pain out of her left leg—and thinking of My Big Fat Greek Wedding. Windex. If only she had some Windex.


So maybe she had a concussion, too.


As the Charger had come at her, she’d managed to jump-and-roll just before impact, and her timing had saved her legs from being totally shattered at the shins. But that didn’t mean she didn’t break something or that she wasn’t going to be a quilt of bruises in the morning—because the human body was not supposed to act as a squash ball.


“—have to go for a threesome. Wait, that came out wrong.”


As the male voice registered, she looked to the source.


It was the supplier she was supposed to meet. The one who had saved her life. He was talking to her, but for some reason, she couldn’t hear what he was saying—


All at once, the words that had registered were properly deciphered by her brain. “I’m not sleeping with you,” she blurted.


As he stood up, he waved his palms, all just-forget-it. “Like I said, came out wrong. Do you need a doctor or not?”


“Not. Most definitely not.”


It was a surprise that someone in the drug trade wanted to pull the rip cord on a call to 911 for anything, but then he knew she was one of Mozart’s top lieutenants. So maybe he was just preserving the potential revenue stream. If she kicked it, or was taken out of circulation, he’d have to find another contact.


Like Mickie.


As Rio went to stand up, she braced for a lot of pain. Fortunately, it wasn’t as bad as she’d thought it would be, just a matched set of bass drums in her legs. Meanwhile, the supplier—Luke was the name he was using—looked at her like he was expecting her to list to the side and knock herself out cold on the pavement. When she held her balance, he whistled under his breath.


“You’re impressive as hell, lady.”


Whatever, she thought. A couple thousand pounds of metal and glass coming at you gave you wings.


Talk about a Red Bull ad.


She kept all that to herself. “So let’s talk pricing.”


“Um, yeah, do you see that fireball down there?” He nodded to the river, where the Charger had exploded on some kind of impact, and a bright orange fire was showing no signs of burning out. Then he cupped his ear. “You hear those sirens? Shit’s about to get complicated around here, especially because I shot the shooter, even if I didn’t shoot the deputy. You want to talk, we’re going somewhere else.”


Rio hell-no’d that. But not because she was injured. She needed to find out whether the phone call she’d gotten before the shit hit the fan was connected to what had just happened. Had she been a bystander… or a target?


“I gotta go. We’ll meet tomorrow.”


Luke, likely not his real name, just stared at her. “You fuck me off, I’ll go to Mozart myself.”


“Yeah, good luck with that. He doesn’t meet directly with anybody.”


“I got special skills.”


“So do a lot of people.” Her bored tone was a cover-up for the stress prickling under her skin. “I’ll be in touch and we’ll try this again tomorrow night.”


And like the Caldwell Police Department patrol units had read her mind, those sirens the guy had pointed out doubled in volume, either because twenty more squad cars were coming in their direction or because the twelve dozen that were on their way had just turned the final corner.


“Suit yourself,” the supplier said. “But I was willing to make the deal tonight—and I’m moving on to someone else if you don’t take more of what I gave your organization last night. Also, you owe me.”


“Excuse me?”


“I saved your life, twice.” His golden eyes narrowed. “You owe me, Rio. And I collect my debts.”


“I didn’t ask you for a damned thing.”


“So you’d rather be dead.”


“Than indebted to anybody? You better believe it. And you need me. You can’t do the kind of business you want to with anybody but me. Mozart’s is the only organization that’s going to buy at the levels you’re talking about moving.”


“So let’s get the deal done.”


Rio glanced around, and heard the warning she’d hung up on haunting her. “I’ll contact you at the number I have—”


The man snapped a hold on her arm. “Don’t fuck with me. I have options you don’t even know about.”


Before she could react, he released his grip and walked off, his dark clothes helping him blend into the shadows.


“Dammit,” Rio whispered as she ducked and disappeared herself.


Sticking to the club’s flank, she took out her gun and measured the windows across the alley, the lane behind her, the lane ahead of her. The patrol cars screamed by one block over, and she caught sight of the lineup with their flashing lights as they crossed an intersection she could see through.


Her legs were killing her, her left one below the knee in particular.


A streak of lightning gave her eyes more than the ambient light of the city to go on—and also revealed her. As she sank into an inset doorway, she frowned and leaned back out. A moment later… there was another of the storm’s strobes.


“Where did you go?” she said under her breath.


The supplier had somehow… disappeared. Unless he’d snuck into one of the buildings? Maybe. That was the only explanation. In the direction he’d gone in, away from the river, there were no corners, no cut-throughs, no going any way but forward for two blocks straight.


Maybe he’d broken out into a sprint—


She couldn’t worry about it. Not right now.


Checking the clip in her gun, she relowered the weapon to her thigh and continued on. She found the body about forty feet ahead, crumpled facedown on the pavement behind a dumpster. It was a man, going by the build and the hair, as well as the size of the boots. As she knelt beside him, her brain connected the dots.


The jacket. She recognized the black leather jacket because of the red stitching that crisscrossed the shoulders and ran down to the bottom hem.


“Erie.”


One of Mozart’s lieutenants.


Had he been shooting at her? Or the Charger?


As she looked at the spreading red pool under the man, she thought about a killing down in Manhattan the weekend before. Johnny Two Shoes, an associate of Mozart’s biggest competition in the state, had been executed and rolled into the Hudson. The word on the street had been that revenge was imminent.


Maybe Erie had been protecting her, protecting the deal being made. Had the driver of the Charger been trying to kill her in retaliation?


Rio stretched an arm out and put her fingertips to the inside of Erie’s still-warm wrist. Feeling around… no, there was no pulse. Making the sign of the cross, she straightened—and left the area so that she could call in the shooting details to HQ from greater safety.


That she was walking with just a limp was better than she could have hoped for.


Good thing, too, as she wasn’t done with her to-do list yet tonight.
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Lucan re-formed at right about the place he’d scared off those two boys with their ghost-hunting equipment. Lifting his face to the rain, he let the light drops fingertip his forehead and cheeks. On the backs of his eyelids, he saw that human female getting hit fair-and-square by the car. Then pictured her rising to her feet afterward, brushing herself off, and giving him the what-for.


She’d had a strong face, her features bold, her lips full, her dark eyes big under declarative brows. Her skin had lost all its color as she forced her weight onto what had taken the impact, but she had refused to give in to the pain.


He couldn’t decide whether the grit was sexy or stupid.


Well… he supposed it was stupid, but he found it sexy.


Wiping the rain through his hair, he leveled his head and stared straight ahead. If she didn’t call him sometime during the rest of tonight or tomorrow during the day, he was going to go out to the streets and find her.


And then what? the malest part of him demanded.


“None of your business,” he muttered.


You want her.


“Yeah, to get the Executioner off my back.”


Aware that he was arguing with himself, he started for his new home—and by “home,” he meant involuntary servitude with a roof over his head. “Prison camp” had been the old term, when they’d been underground at the old site they’d abandoned. This was the new world order, no more cells, though still underground, those tracking collars ever present.


Funny, how you could control people when, with one press of a remote, their brains were vaporized. There also weren’t a lot of options for most of the vampires being held.


He was one of the few without a collar. But he needed to be able to dematerialize back and forth to Caldwell to make this deal, and there was no ghosting around when you had a band of steel around your throat.


And the Executioner wasn’t worried about him bolting. The fucker had leverage over him, the kind of thing that was just as good as an explosive necklace. But it wasn’t going to last much longer so he was biding his time. With one death, he was free—and he was of half a mind to take care of the Grim Reaper’s work himself. It would be a mercy killing at this point, anyway, two liberations for the price of a single slit throat.


Cheap, all things considering.


Up ahead, the old human hospital building loomed like something out of a John Carpenter movie where everyone but the virtuous girl who didn’t have sex with her boyfriend died in creative, bloody ways.


God, he missed the eighties. Then again, the last time he’d been able to watch a TV or listen to a radio had been right before he’d been thrown into the prison camp. So, yeah, he was current as of the spring of 1983. And maybe he didn’t miss the era; he missed… life and the simple freedoms he had taken for granted.


Lucan stopped at the worn stone steps of the sanatorium’s entrance. The central core of the building was a tower of closed windows, the floors rising up like a blocky spear, the tip of which was a tower topped with a lightning rod. On either side of this torso, there were two five-story wings of open porches, each extending at a wide angle to catch the prevailing breeze for failing lungs.


The place had been built to treat the human tuberculosis patients who suffered such cruel, suffocating deaths through the 1800s and into the twentieth century. Back then, the treatment for the bacterial infestation was fresh air, and as much of it as you could stand, no matter the season. Well, that and hacking pieces of your lungs out, or cod-liver oil, or inhaling hemlock.


Until streptomycin and other drugs came to the rescue in the late forties.


Why did he know all that about those rats without tails and their coughs? He liked his trivia, even if it was about shit that didn’t affect vampires. Or vampire-wolven half-breeds.


The New York Times crossword puzzle had been his favorite.


Looking down the south wing, he measured the open porches that ran all the way to the far end. The patient rooms were behind the loggias, the rusted frames of the old hospital beds cluttering the tight spaces, all kinds of debris down the hallways and graffiti marking the stained and rotting walls. The north wing was the same, as was the administrative core that anchored the structure.


Everything abandoned and decaying, only the ghosts of dead patients remaining now.


Above ground, that was.


In a way, prisoners like him and the others belonged here. They’d been discarded, too. Forgotten. And most were rotting as they shuffled around beneath the earth, their only use cutting and portioning drugs to make money for yet another despot.


“One death,” he said grimly as he reached for the tarnished brass pull. “One death, and I’m out of here.”


There were advantages to having been excised from your family.


No more leverage when it came to your bloodline ’cuz you didn’t care if the fuckers were smothered in their own beds.


The old place still had some electricity running through it, and a dusty light bulb hanging from a wire cast sad light over what had been the reception, waiting, and check-in area. From what he’d read on a plaque on the wall, the hospital had stopped treating tubercular patients in the early fifties and switched to housing the mentally ill. That had lasted until the seventies, at which point, everything had been deserted.


He didn’t think anyone was going to add a bronze plate honoring the coda that included vampires.


Diverting from the open area with its moldy, toppled chairs and chipped, cheap-wood tables, he headed to the right. The north wing’s hall was marked “North Wing”—surprise!—and there were administrative offices on both sides, missing doors allowing views into rooms with ceiling collapses and broken windows that had let in the weather as well as years’ worth of fallen leaves. In a few spots, weeds had set up shop and started to inch ascents over the stained walls.


As he went along, he didn’t bother to hide the sounds of his boots. The sentries who were watching expected him—well, maybe not back this early, but he was a known commodity, allowed to go in and out.


The farther away he went from that single bulb, the darker it got, but his eyes were even sharper than normal vampires’, his wolf side giving him a night-vision-goggle effect, everything going shades of red.


Which was how he’d known exactly where to shoot back in that alley. What a clusterfuck—


“You’re home early.”


Lucan stopped. Well, shit. Another twenty yards, he’d be down into the basement complex. So close.


He kept his eyes on his prize, refusing to turn away from the steel reinforced door that had been an installation of the new owners.


“What’s the matter, wolven. Someone take your kibble away down in Caldwell?”


“That’s right,” he said smoothly. “At the same time they removed your soul.”


The chuckle in the darkness was like a switchblade traveling across a jugular vein. Well, it would have been, if Lucan gave a crap about being alive.


“You know I’d trade places with you if you can’t handle it.”


Now Lucan glanced over his shoulder, in case this verbal poking was going to elevate to prodding—and hey, he’d be good with that. He wanted to hit something.


“Too bad the Executioner won’t allow that,” Lucan murmured. “You can’t be trusted, can you, Apex.”


The vampire stepped out into the corridor, and he was a nasty piece of work, the kind of thing that even the actual killers and sociopaths in the camp gave a wide berth to. With black eyes that glittered with a predator’s instinct for fresh blood, and a body that was heavily muscled as well as lightning fast, he was just as he appeared: A soulless murderer who, unlike some of the people trapped in this hell, actually deserved his sentence.


And goddamn, the fact that the male had started shaving his head hardly made him look any warmer and fuzzier.


“You don’t have to come back here,” Apex said. “You could just disappear down in the city.”


“You know exactly why I come back. And I’m not justifying my rock and a hard place to the likes of you.”


The other male’s mouth lifted in what would have been a smile on another person’s puss. Considering who and what he was, the movement was merely a way of flashing fangs.


“Don’t get defensive over the death you choose for yourself, wolf. Or do you think this is going to end in another way for you?”


Lucan stepped right up to the full-bred vampire, getting so close that their pecs touched. Then he returned the smile, exactly as it was given to him.


“Since when do you worry about anybody but yourself.” He kept his voice level. “And if you’re making a threat here, how about you try something right now. I’ve had a shitty night and could use the fucking exercise.”


Apex’s gleaming onyx eyes narrowed. “You’re such an animal.”


“So. Are. You—”


“Hey, hey, now, boys. Can’t we just take a deep breath here?”


Mayhem joined the fun and games, but more as a bandleader than a brawling participant. Throwing his muscled arms around the proverbial bomb that was about to explode, he looked back and forth.


“Come on, I want you two to kiss and make up. Then follow me. I hijacked a pizza-delivery guy heading to a football party—don’t worry, I let him go, and I’ll bring back his car with the cost and tips. I got the receipt as well as his insurance card with his address on it. What was I saying—oh, right. I got hot Domino’s right out back. Come on!”


Apex punched Lucan’s shoulders, and the double hit felt good. Then there was a pause, as if he were being given the chance to fight back. When he decided not to, Apex stepped off.


“I’m watching you.”


Lucan’s upper lip twitched. “Anytime, motherfucker.”


The other male up and dematerialized, and Lucan broke away and paced around in a circle.


“He likes you,” Mayhem said. “Under all that, he really likes—”


“Are you crazy?”


“Well, no. At least I don’t think so. Anyway, pizza?”


Lucan rubbed his face. “Yeah, I’m starved.”


“Come on, I’ll take you to it.”


At that, Lucan finally focused properly on the perennial third wheel. With his black-and-white hair, and colorless eyes, Mayhem was built powerful enough, and he could back himself up if he had to, but he was too goddamn easygoing to be a primary threat.


“I need to go see the Executioner,” Lucan heard himself say.


“Food first. You’re too hangry not to get yourself in a bad situation.”


It was good advice, from a source that was better known for being annoying. But beggars/choosers and all that.


As they started to walk to the emergency exit together, Mayhem tacked on, “And the good news is that only one of the pizzas is that Hawaiian bullshit. Why anybody puts pineapple and ham together on a bed of perfectly fine mozzarella is beyond me.”


“Humans are weird.”


And a helluva lot less dangerous than the people I’m living with, Lucan thought to himself.
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By the time Rio arrived in the vicinity of her last stop of the night, her left leg was humming a tune to the beat of her heart, boom, boom, boom…


Wasn’t there a song like that? Charlie X or something. She’d heard it on Sirius every fifteen minutes a couple of years ago.


As she continued along, favoring the opposite side gave her a pronounced limp, and did little to relieve the spikes of pain flooding her nervous system. The good news was she had only one more block to go, and this was what Motrin was for, right? There was a half-used economy bottle of the stuff in the glove compartment of her car—and, bonus, her beater was even closer now that she’d made this rerouting from that alley.


Swinging her eyes around, she double-checked there was no one following her. The walk-ups on both sides of the street were tall-and-thins, squeezed in with mere inches between mismatched sets of aluminum siding. Occupancy was fifty-fifty at best, and you could tell which buildings were legally lived in by whether the windows were covered up. If there were drapes pulled or sheets strung between nails, there were people paying rent inside. The rest of the flats were fair game for squatting, broken glass panes and dim candlelight sad testament to the lost souls seeking refuge from their demons in the very pockets of urban Hell.


This neighborhood was incredibly dangerous after dark, a battleground for street gangs and drug suppliers, the unfortunate civilians who existed in the airspace between territory conflict and illegal commerce collateral damage in more ways than one. Thanks to the storm and all the police gathering down under the bridge, the corners were clear. But they weren’t going to stay that way for long.


And she would have come anyway, even if it had been business as usual.


As she came to the walk-up she was looking for, she glanced around again. Then she went up the chipped and stained concrete steps. No reason to knock. Mickie had guards all over the place. He already knew she was here.


Pulling open the pitted door, a waft of dank-and-dreadful hit her square in the face. There were two apartments on each floor, with a central staircase lacing up the center of the building, and as she hit the carpeted steps, the ascent put so much pressure on whatever was going on in her left leg that she ended up having to use the sticky banister. At every new level, she paused to make sure she had the bead on her surroundings right: No one behind her. No one in front. Nobody coming out at her from the abandoned flats, the doors of which were all open.
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