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To a male of worth, who always saw the beauty underneath, and the female who let him into her heart.
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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 her 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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1824 (Human Years)


Caldwell, New York


Kanemille, son of Ulyss the Elder, rode upon a fine steed through the moonlit forest, the shod hooves of his favorite stallion muffled by the layers of pine needles and fallen leaves. The chill of November had come unto the land, a promise of winter’s frosted embrace, and in truth, though the lower temperature complicated some manners of life and livelihood, he relished the change of season.


There was nothing he liked better than a warm hearth upon a cold night.


As he broke free of the tree line, his horse followed without direction the beaten path that skirted the meadow and approached the rear gardens of Kane’s manor house. Indeed, when he had crossed the ocean to settle here in the New World a mere year prior, he had not expected so much of the Old World to be found in his relocation. Yet from the Georgian-style home he inhabited, to its grounds and stables, to the very landscape of his property, he felt wonderfully at ease.


Then again, perhaps it was more being newly mated that gave him a glow of soul-deep comfort and an optimistic and kindly disposition to various and sundry.


Lo, his beloved leelan, Cordelhia, was a female of worth, and how lucky was he. And to think the mating had almost not occurred.


As was the proper fashion among families of the glymera, their union had been arranged, the pairing set up between her family here and what was left of his own back in the motherland. His aged aunt had functioned as his representative, and the bargain had been a right and proper one, struck with Cordelhia’s mahmen as her sire had gone unto the Fade the previous year. In exchange for Kane’s pledge to come across the ocean and proffer himself at the mating ceremony, he had been granted this grand estate, fully staffed and furnished, along with six fine carriage horses, four trotters, and a herd of dairy cows. There had also been a very sizable payment rendered in his name, one that provided an ample allowance for his new shellan and household.


When his aunt had presented the fruits of her negotiation unto him, his initial refusal had sent the elderly female into a flailing paroxysm. Part of his hard stance had been the fact that he had known aught of her plans for him. The other part had been a reticence to shackle himself into a loveless mating. Yet his aunt’s pleas from what had turned out to be her deathbed had been heart-wrenching. The last of the elder generation of the bloodline, she had feared she would not serve the vow she had made unto her sister to see Kanemille into a settled adulthood. This was the only way, she had maintained, and she was running out of time, given her declining health and very advanced age.


As if he could say no to that.


And then she had passed, going unto the Fade.


Her death had racked him with guilt, for surely the upset he had caused had hastened her departure, and after the mourning period, he had found her staff other positions, sold her assets which were now his, and come to the New World to fulfill her final wishes.


Whereupon so many blessings had found him, and all were unexpected.


From the moment the veil had been lifted from his beloved’s visage, he had fallen in love. Cordelhia was lovely as a Shakespeare rose upon the eyes, but it was her demure grace and modesty that truly struck him.


He had expected to have to endure his aunt’s last wish. Instead, he often found himself praying that she was watching down from the Fade, satisfied with her efforts and touched by his sincere gratitude for what he should have recognized all along as the right and proper course for his life.


Closing in on the stables, his horse let out a whinny, and as its mates answered from the paddock, Kane’s eyes went unto the glow of his manse. The welcoming yellow light of countless oil lamps streamed from out of the windowpanes on all floors, sunshine upon the frosted grounds.


His blood quickened upon the approach. His heart jumped. His soul smiled.


His dominant hand left the reins and double-checked that his saddlebag had held with constancy its contents.


His errand had been in service to a special request from his shellan. Of late, she had had trouble sleeping, and the sachet of lavender and herbs had been ordered by the village healer to help her rest more easily.


What a pleasure to do something for his female.


Traversing the rear stone wall of the gardens, he proceeded unto the stable. The horses were kept downwind of the manor, the architect of the estate having considered the prevailing wind direction as well as the natural buffers of a rise and fall of the terrain with regard to the placement. More whinnies percolated into the night, and beneath him, his steed began to prance.


Someone else was glad to return home.


The stable facility was open at both ends, and the oil lamps suspended down the center aisle of the stalls cast another lot of warm, inviting illumination. Pulling up on the reins, he dismounted as his stallion jogged in place and threw its head. With Kane’s boots on the ground, he drew the horse into the—


No stable hand came forth.


“Tomy?” he called out.


Though there was much noise about, the chuffing and stamping in the stalls a chorus with which he was well familiar, the lack of a response turned to silence the sounds.


“Tomy.” Wrapping the reins through an eyelet, Kane raised his voice. “Where are you…?”


He stopped. Looked over his shoulder. Sniffed the air.


A terrible feeling gathered within his ribs and he strode down the aisle.


The tack room was at the fore of the stable, and in addition to housing the saddles and bridles and other provisions of an equestrian nature, Tomy’s private subterranean quarters were entered through its narrow confines.


The door to the steps that descended into the earth was closed. Was the keeper of horses ill or injured?


Knocking upon the panels, Kane then wrenched them open. “Tomy?”


From the darkness below, there came no reply. There was no scent of occupation, either.


Forcing himself to remain calm, Kane strode away, passing by the saddles upon their posts, and the tendrils of leathers with their bits, and the wooden buckets. All was familiar, and yet he was abruptly lost.


At the head of the stables, he looked out to the manor house and took solace in how undisturbed it all appeared. Further, he reminded himself that there were countless reasons why a busy stable hand would be away from his position. A fence repair. A hay bale delivery. A coyote upon the fringes of the paddocks, requiring dispatch.


Whye’er would one be concerned?


Alas, he knew the answer to that. He had had so much good fortune e’er since he arrived in Caldwell. Too much. Surely the scale must be righted.


When the rest of the household was abed and asleep, that worry kept him awake—and now this. No Tomy. Which was unheard of.


Bracing his body, Kane forced himself not to run unto the manor, but rather course up the walking path as if his mind had not gone immediately, and perhaps with paranoia, to matters of calamity and death. On his approach, his eyes penetrated each window of his grand home and traversed its exterior expanse from footing to roofline, from cornerstone to opposite terminal. The formal structure was a sprawl of rooms, two wings flanking a generous central feature of three stories, and as the silk drapes had all been parted to let in the beauty of the moonlit night, he searched the interior for signs of proper disruption.


When there were no figures moving about at all, he reached to the small of his back. For personal protection, he carried always an ornate, bejeweled dagger, although as an aristocrat, he was not well trained with it.


Yet Cordelhia was within.


He needed to protect her.


Walking around to the front door, he found that the sturdy panels were open, and he knew that some of the doors were also wide on the rear of the house as there was the draw of a breeze coming at his back and no scents greeting his nose.


Dearest Virgin Scribe, they had been robbed.


Tightening his grip on the dagger’s hilt, his hand trembled, and he hated his fine breeding and all his years of education and social leisure. He should have found a training camp and hardened himself—


He placed his free palm upon the honed wood of the door, and pushed the weight further forth.


“Cordelhia?” he called out. “Balen?”


The butler’s lack of response was more alarming than his shellan not replying. Balen was always upon any entrance.


“Balen!”


As Kane’s voice echoed, he looked into the dining hall, and regarded the perfectly set table for two. But that had been laid out hours ago, as Last Meal always was.


Underfoot, a Persian carpet he was particularly fond of cushioned his progress to the base of the stairs, and whilst he placed his free hand upon the balustrade, he feared what he would find. As that breeze coming through the house whistled past his back, the hairs on his nape stood up—


“Surprise!”


“Best of birth days, master!”


“Birth day wishes unto you!”


As Kane shouted and jumped back, figures well-known and well-loved presented themselves in a stream that emerged from the library in the rear of the house.


It was the full staff of the manor and the estate, all of whom he valued and appreciated for their individual merits… and at the back of the rush, his leelan, his Cordelhia, her blush-colored gown bringing out the spun gold in her hair and the strawberries upon her cheeks and the sapphire of her eyes.


As always, her gaze was downcast, her modesty a cardinal virtue among the glymera, and yet he knew she was delighted at the surprise she no doubt had engineered.


She knew him so well. He was not one for grand parties as was the aristocracy’s way, so this was the perfect fashion in which to celebrate the anniversary of his birthing. And though her station was august, not just within this household but in the glymera as a whole, she waited until all the staff had paid their respects unto their master before she came forward.


“Blessings upon this night of your birth, dear Kanemille.”


His female was far too chaste to offer her hand or her mouth. But he could not resist presenting himself before her and kissing her throat on her veins, first the left, then the right, directly above the high lace collar of her gown. Her discomfort at his display was in the way her shoulders tightened, but the contact was permissible as they were amongst their servants who were sworn to secrecy and discretion.


It was hardly a liberty given they were properly mated.


As he eased back, he gazed upon the loveliness that was his mate and knew that he was the luckiest male in the New World, and truly, the whole of the Earth.


Within a fortnight, that view of his destiny would be altered.


And the long period of his suffering would commence.


Had he known what awaited him, he would have placed his feelings of dread in a more proper context. They were not, as it turned out, paranoia.


They were prescience.
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Present Day


Willow Hills Sanatorium (deserted)


Connelly, New York


Get the fucking car. Right now—wait! Did you disarm the collars?”


“We’ll find out. If our heads blow off, that would be a no.”


After this back-and-forth of disembodied male voices, there was a scramble of footfalls that retreated—and an electronic beeping that was short in duration, quiet in volume. And then, silence.


No… breathing.


From behind Kane’s slammed-shut eyelids, he couldn’t tell whether the ragged respiration was his own or another’s, and there was little he could do to settle the debate. He lacked the strength to lift the dead weight that was cutting off his vision, but there were other issues outside of that. His wounded body, covered in third-degree burns, was an anchor that kept his cognitive abilities far, far under the hot water of his pain. Processing anything past a simple state of consciousness required concentration he did not have.


Although, if he was having even these thoughts, surely at least some of the inhaling/exhaling was his own—


Well… dammit. He was going to throw up.


About ten minutes ago, or it might have been ten hours ago—maybe ten days ago?—they’d given him something to ease his agony, the drug administered into a vein at the crook of his elbow. Almost immediately, there had been a floating sensation that had dimmed everything and created the heavy lids he was trying to raise, and now his stomach was rolling, the nausea nearly as bad as the—


The sound of metal on metal registered.


A gun being checked for ammunition.


The shifting and clicking were enough to cut through what few thoughts he had, taking him back to places in his old life he never liked to visit. However, the tide of recollections about his past refused to heed the barriers he attempted to erect. Images, like grenades, assaulted his mental landscape, their detonations creating craters—


“Kane.”


Relieved by the distraction, he turned his head blindly to the male he knew so very well. Dragging open his eyes, he saw nothing. At least… he thought his lids were open? He had been recently beaten by some of the prison camp’s guards, and the swelling made him feel like his face was a sack of potatoes.


“Apex,” he said hoarsely.


“I’m going to pick you up.”


Shaking his head, Kane tried to speak further. Movement would be very bad in this instance. Very bad indeed—


“This is our one shot. We have to take it now.”


The arms that shoved their way under his body were like rods inserted through his flesh, and he moaned. Then panicked.


“Wait, stop,” he choked out.


On his command, Apex froze, and Kane had a thought that no one else could do that to the other prisoner. Apex was a force of nature, an immoral scourge within the camp’s confines, whether here at the new location, or in the previous subterranean one. And yet he came to heel for Kane, for reasons that had never been clear.


“We cannot leave.” Kane coughed weakly, which made him feel sicker. “What… of Lucan. The Jackal—”


“They’re gone.”


Kane struggled to keep focus. “Where did they go—”


“We can’t do this right now. The head of the guards is in the workroom and the shift change is happening. We need to get you out of her private quarters while we can—”


“What about the Executioner—”


“I already told you. He’s been taken care of.”


“What about Lucan, what about the Jackal—”


“I just answered that. We’re going now—”


“What about Nadya?”


He didn’t get a reply. And as he was forcibly picked up and carried off, he lost his ability to speak. Sure as if someone had set a charge under his skin and blown him up, his body seemed to lose all structural integrity, becoming nothing but nerve impulses that overwhelmed his brain, even with the drugs. It was all he could do to stay alive—and then he did throw up, bile stinging its way up his throat and souring his mouth. As he began to choke, he was roughly turned in Apex’s arms so his mouth cleared.


Another round of beeping.


Stairs, but in his delirium he couldn’t tell whether they were ascending or descending. The next thing he was aware of was fresh air. Cold, fresh air. As his lungs inflated, his stomach settled a little, and he became preoccupied with the layers of scent. Pine. Wet dirt. A faint vehicle exhaust—


Gunshots. From behind them.


“Fuck,” Apex muttered.


Now, gunshots close by. And a shout as if someone was hit. Followed by another holler.


“Over here!” Mayhem called out.


Fast movement now, and bullets whizzing by, the high-pitched missiles streaking past them.


A stop-short, something opening, and then Apex said, “No, I’m getting in the back seat with him—go! Go!”


With no preamble, he was thrown free of Apex’s arms and landed in a tight space that brutally compressed his arms and his torso. The smell of leather flooded his nose, which was pushed into something with a little give to it.


Apex’s voice, loud: “Go! Fucking drive!”


A slamming thump was followed by many gunshots now with pings of what he assumed were bullets hitting the panels of the car. Roaring, an engine. Screeching, tires on pavement. Rough rocking, his face smacking into something else, and then his body banging back.


The next thing he knew, the car seemed to be gathering speed—


A burst of sound, shrapnel falling upon him, a sharp rain. Wind now, blaring wind, a rush in his ears and across his raw skin.


“Are you hit!” came Mayhem’s voice over the din.


Apex: “Just keep driving, I don’t give a fuck!”


“They’re coming up on us!”


There was more shooting, and then Kane smelled fresh blood along with gunpowder. And after that, an explosion—


“We’re going off-road!”


He wasn’t sure who said that because a sudden lurch was followed by a brief period of total smoothness, as if they were airborne, and too bad they couldn’t keep flying. There was a bumping return to ground and turbulance that rolled him around—


“Tree!”


The pounding impact as they crashed was so loud, his ears stung, so violent, that pain consumed him even through the haze of the drug, everything taking him back to the moment when he had made the decision to give someone else’s true love a chance.


And purposely detonated his own restraint collar.


Finally, he thought as his energy ebbed. He could be reunited with Cordelhia in the Fade.


When he felt no relief at the prospect, no happiness, either, he told himself it was because of his suffering.


It had nothing to do with the nurse that had been left behind, the one who had cared for him with such tenderness and concern, the one who, when Apex had not been by his side, had sat with him as if where his destiny went so did hers…


The one whose eyes he had never looked into, and face he had never seen, whose halting movements told a story she had never put into words—and didn’t need to for him to understand.


No, his numbness had nothing to do with Nadya.


At all.





One grenade.


It turned out Apex found one grenade in the SUV they stole.


What fucking luck.


As they sped away from the prison camp’s new location, and bullets shattered both the rear and side windows, he dove for cover into the back seat’s wheel well, the fragments of safety glass speckling him like sleet. As a second barrage of bullets pinged off the exterior of the vehicle, he thought of all the fuel in the gas tank, and though his eyes had closed instinctively, he popped them open again pretty damn fast—


The small, fist-sized metal object rolled right into his face, and the palm-contoured, square-ridged little fucker fit just perfectly into his left eye socket. Ever the aggressor, he was ready to punch back when he realized—


Jerking his head toward it, he snatched the thing quick as his next breath. Which was what you did when you won a munitions lottery you weren’t aware of having entered.


Perfect timing. Whoever was trying to pump the SUV full of bullets was reloading so there was a pause in the barrage.


Apex pulled the pin while he surged up from the floor. The roaring sound from the open hole where the passenger-side window had been led him better than sight would have, and he moved instinctively. Shoving his torso out of the bullet-created aperture, a blast of wind hit his back as he trained his focus on the tall, boxy vehicle about thirty feet in their wake.


Thanks to its interior lighting, he identified two guards, one behind the wheel looking out over the hood like his eyes were the laser sights of a bazooka, and the other in the passenger seat with his attention trained on his lap.


No time to get in his head about aim. Besides, he had the grenade in the wrong hand, so this was going to be a shit throw.


Shifting his weight, he got even farther out of the window, his dagger hand gripping a handle mounted on the ceiling to hold his body at a bad angle. Good news: The grenade didn’t weigh much, and he had the wind working for him. The metal knot of kaboom! flew through the air, but the arc was off. Instead of going through the front windshield, it hit the grille—


Nope, bounce was okay. As opposed to going under the vehicle, velocity took the explosive up onto the hood, then up onto that windshield.


Now, goddamn it, now—


Nope, bounce was bad. The grenade rode up the slope of that windshield and disappeared as it hit the roof. Where it was going to blow up thin air in their pursuers’ wake.


“Fuck!” Apex sucked back into the car. “Faster, we need to go fa—”


The explosion was loud enough so that the sound cut through the blaring wind and the engine roar, and the burst of light was like the sun that Apex remembered from before his transition. Wrenching around in his seat, he saw the brilliant yellow light contained inside the guards’ vehicle, the glare beaming out of the glass on all sides and silhouetting the driver and the passenger for a moment.


Before they became just another part of a fruit salad of shrapnel—


“We’re going off-road!” Mayhem hollered.


Their vehicle veered over the shoulder and caught something, their velocity undiminished as they enjoyed a brief moment of flight. Then the landing punched Apex up into the roof of the SUV, his head taking the brunt of the impact—meanwhile, Kane was like loose luggage, banging around the place as they landed on three tires, nearly fell off-balance, but somehow kept going.


With a sudden surge, Apex pushed himself over to the male, yanked the seat belt across him, and roughly shoved the clip into its home.


“Tree!” Mayhem shouted.


Apex wrenched his head around. Right in front of the SUV, spotlit by the headlights, was the single largest maple he’d ever seen.


As their driver hit the brakes, the SUV fought the deceleration, fishtailing, weaving again like it was going to tip over. Then there was a bump…


… a moment of spinning…


… followed by an impact so great that Apex was thrown into the front of the vehicle. As he banged back into place, he was momentarily stunned, his sight flickering, his hearing going out, his heart rate all that he was aware of.


As their lack of motion persisted, with nothing but the hiss of a ruined engine cutting into the silence, he heard something off in the distance.


Another vehicle, traveling fast toward them.


More guards, he thought as he tasted his own blood.


Fuck… but at least they had died trying to get out.


With his eyesight failing, he turned his head and tried to focus on Kane. The male was in a contorted tangle as he lay half on, half off, the bench seat, his bloodstained tunic and bandages making a mummy out of him. He did not appear to be conscious and also wasn’t breathing.


“I am sorry,” Apex croaked as he started to lose consciousness.


His last thought as he died was that he’d never told the male he loved him.


Probably for the best.
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The King’s Audience House


Caldwell, New York


No, Annabelle comes first—”


“Absolutely not—”


“Does too.”


“Does not.”


As the highly intellectual argument went from a simmer to a parboil, Vishous, son of the Bloodletter, glanced across what had been a dining room and was now the King’s receiving hall—just in time to see his roommate, Butch, look at Rhage like the brother had called someone’s momma a five-finger felon.


“Annabelle: Creation,” the former homicide cop pronounced. “You watch that first. Everyone knows it.”


Hollywood pointed to the guy with his sterling silver, Mint Chocolate Chunk delivery device. A.k.a. soup spoon, because the tea ones were too small. “The origin story has better resonance if you go back to it. More context.”


“Why would you start in the middle?”


“Because it’s the way the filmmakers made the films. It’s in their title. Making, films.”


“Thank you, Einstein. You want to draw me a—”


“—portrait? Sure. Do you want it with or without common sense? I mean, if it’s the former, you’re not subject.”


“I was thinking more along the lines of a picture of what goes through your mind when you’re losing an argument this badly. Is it a hopeless void?”


“That’s my stomach actually.”


“Okay, I’ll agree with you there.”


As the tennis match of insults and cinematic continuity issues continued to roll out, V decided to do some rolling of his own. Unhooking his lean from a sideboard, he walked across a Persian rug that had been hand-loomed and purchased new a good century and a half ago. He could remember when the bowling-alley-long stretch of jewel colors had anchored a dining room table that could seat twenty-four. Now it was Holi lawn for the polished hardwood flooring, no furniture marring its vast, vibrant pattern of swirls except for a pair of armchairs set in front of the hearth down at the far end.


There was only one other seating area. On the opposite side of the elegant, rectangular space, off in the corner like he’d been a bad, bad lawyer and put in a shark tank time-out, the King’s solicitor, Saxton, was sitting at his desk. As usual, the male was nattily dressed, his handmade suit and waistcoat as tweed as an Englishman’s knickers, as Rhage liked to say, his thick, Dread Pirate Roberts blond hair swept off his handsome face just like Cary Elwes in his prime.


As usual, the male had his aquiline nose buried in a book of the Old Laws, his brows drawn tight, his buffed nails tapping at the corners of the parchment.


Like he didn’t like what he was reading.


“You mind if I pull over a chair so I can play with my tobacco?”


The attorney looked up with confusion as if his brain struggled to parallel-process both the spoken and the written word.


“Oh, yes,” Saxton said. “Of course. Come, come.”


One of those perfectly manicured hands motioned at a spare armchair.


V picked up the mahogany ass palace and put it at the edge of the desk. “Thanks.”


“You are so welcome. I enjoy the smell of it.”


As V parked himself, he took out his pouch of Turkish perfect and a pack of Rizla+ Black King Size Slim papers. “So what’s the verdict on outlawing the prison camp.”


“I’m still researching the issue.”


“I’ll say it again—why bother.” Rolling up a perfect pinch of leaves, V ran the tip of his tongue down the gum arabic strip. “Wrath’s gotten rid of blood slaves and sehclusion for females. He can do whatever the hell he wants.”


“Yes.” Saxton tapped the book of the Old Laws. “But the camp was not established by him. It was a construct of the Council. The Princeps were the ones who chartered, endowed, and serviced the facility.”


“Facility? Is that what that shithole is supposed to be called? Because when we got into the place, it was a fucking nightmare.”


“I gather its previous location was very grim.”


“We were so close to finding it in time. We missed it by like a night or two at most. Frustrating as hell.”


On that note, V glanced across the room. Rhage and Butch were still slapping each other’s dicks about Ed and Lorraine Warren movies as well as all manner of personal failings and inadequacies.


“But come on, the Council’s been disbanded.” V shrugged. “Most of the aristocracy is dead. Who the hell’s going to complain? And P.S., fuck the glymera.”


Saxton smiled as he stretched his arms overhead and moved his neck from side to side. The fact that his hair didn’t shift at all was not a fact of Aqua Net. It was because every inch of him was just that refined and well-behaved.


Likely down to his proverbial knickers, which were unlikely to be tweed.


“While I appreciate that sentiment,” the solicitor hedged, “nonetheless, we need to be of care. The King is of course free to do what he wishes, but it’s my job to ensure that any implications of his actions are presented to him for review.”


Even though Saxton was a born and bred aristocrat, he had no love for his class. Then again, he’d been kicked out of his bloodline because he preferred the company of his own sex. The good news was he had found a new family of choice with the Brotherhood and mated a helluva guy. Ruhn was good stuff.


So, yeah, fuck the glymera.


“What’re they going to do to us?” V started a second roll. “They have no power, and Wrath is democratically elected now. They can’t touch him.”


The attorney looked back down at the inked symbols on the open folio of parchment. “Yet if we proceed with precision, then there can be no rightful complaints.”


“We’re just going to raid the place and burn it down. Who’s going to rebuild it out of the dozen of the aristocrats that are left.”


Assuming they could find the new site. After years of losing track of the glymera’s private repository for vampires who pissed them off, the Jackal had gotten free of the place and come to the Brotherhood. By the time they’d all gone back to the underground location, however, the “facility” had been deserted: Whoever was running the camp now had somehow managed to disappear five or six hundred prisoners, an entire drug operation, and all staff and guards, right into thin air. Poof!


But to where? They couldn’t have gone far, considering.


“I say we cold-lab it.” V licked another strip. “Shut it all down with an edict and clean up the paperwork afterward.”


“Have you found the location—”


“No, but we’re going to. Even if it kills us.” He took out another rolling paper, and then barked across the dining room, “Jesus, will you two just look it up on the Internet!”


Butch and Rhage turned and looked at him as if he had suggested putting a “For Sale” sign in front of the mansion. And was prepared to deed Fritz, butler extraordinaire, along with the property.


V jabbed a hand into his ass pocket and took out his Samsung, waving it around. “Not sure if either of you are aware, but you have the world at your fingertips here. Typey-typey.”


Butch tugged at the sleeve of his Tom Ford jacket, prim as the good little Catholic boy he had been, and still was. “That’s not the point.”


“And you shouldn’t believe everything you read on the Internet.” Hollywood motioned with that bathtub-sized spoon. “Also, we don’t really care about what other people think.”


“So this is a private jerk-off,” V muttered.


“Exactly.”


“About a very important horror franchise,” Butch footnoted.


For some reason, the sight of the two of them standing there by one of the long windows, Rhage all big, blond, and beautiful, eating out of a Ben & Jerry’s container, Butch looking like he was waiting for someone from GQ to hand him his Best-Dressed Vampire of the Year award, made V remember the early days of the troika, the three of them single and hanging out in the Pit.


He wouldn’t return to that time, even if someone paid him with a lifetime supply of hand-rolleds that he didn’t have to twist and lick himself. But they were good memories. Just like the pair of airheads were very good males, very good brothers.


Very good fighters.


V checked the time on his phone. The three of them had been early for tonight’s audiences, some kind of buzzy animation making it impossible for them to hang out all the way through First Meal back at the mansion. Wrath would be arriving soon, and not long thereafter, the citizens for their appointments with their King.


V hated this part of his job, cooling his jets while he listened in on private conversations about matings, births, deaths, and property disputes. However, the Black Dagger Brotherhood had always functioned as both the defenders of the species and the King’s private guard.


So Wrath never did this on his own.


And who knew, maybe some night, the brothers might be needed.


In the meantime, he was staring down the barrel at six hours of twitching in his shitkickers. When he could be out looking for that fucking prison camp.


The more they couldn’t find that place, the more he was determined to hunt down the location. It wasn’t that he knew anybody who was currently incarcerated, and he was not a bleeding heart with a rescue complex. He really fucking hated the glymera, though, and even if the camp had been co-opted by some faction and wasn’t being run by that bunch of self-righteous snots anymore, there was satisfaction in taking a toy with their name on it away.


And okay, yeah… maybe he didn’t like the idea that there were people in there who’d done nothing wrong. According to the Jackal, there had been a number of murderers thrown behind bars, but there were others who’d been tossed in there who’d done nothing but break social rules that were total bullshit. Like females who had busted out of sehclusion or left abusive mates. Males who were competition, politically, socially, romantically.


People who were into their own kind.


FFS, his sex life had never been conventional, so it could have been him. Saxton. Ruhn. Blay and Qhuinn.


So fuck the glymera, he thought as he took another pinch out of the pouch.


“We’ll find it,” he vowed to the King’s solicitor. “And I’m going to enjoy blowing it the fuck up.”
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In the prison camp’s new location, three stories below the abandoned tuberculosis hospital’s decaying floors of patient rooms, treatment areas, and administrative offices, two levels beneath where the drug processing was performed by the imprisoned and the private quarters for the Command had been built, and four flights of cracked concrete steps underneath the terrible sleeping conditions of the prisoners… a lone nurse draped from head to toe in dingy brown robing was changing the bedsheets on a thin, stained mattress with the kind of care usually reserved for the master suite in one of the aristocracy’s finest houses.


As Nadya moved about the rusted metal frame, tucking the rough sheets in between the creaking springs and the forty-year-old padded pallet, the falls of fabric she hid under swung loosely about her scarred face and crippled body. It was a strange contrast, her stiffness, jerks, and hobbles, compared with the flow of the cloth, and she reflected, not for the first time, that she wore what she did partially because it granted her something of what she had lost.


Ease of movement. Grace. Fluidity.


But there were other reasons she covered herself thus.


Flipping a clean blanket out of folds she had rendered it into, she let the woolen weight settle and then smoothed out any wrinkles. Then she bent down with a grimace and picked up the thin, hard pillow from the concrete floor. As she placed the headrest where it belonged, she stared down at the vacant bed.


Until she had to look away.


What she saw around her elevated none of her unsettled mood. Her makeshift facility for the sick, injured, or infirmed among the prisoners was in an abandoned storage room, tucked behind a forest of shelves that still bore the weight of supplies that had been outdated or antiquated twenty years ago. When the camp had been moved here to this old human hospital, it had taken her nights and days to clear the space to set up the row of treatment beds, and as much as she scrubbed the floors and laundered the linens and washed down the walls that she could reach, she did not bother with the dust on the shelves.


There were limits to her energy and she disregarded them at her peril.


She had had two patients thus far. No longer than a night ago, she had washed and remade the bed on the far end, where that human woman had been, where Lucan had watched over her.


Where the wolven had fallen in love with his fated mate.


From Nadya’s post in the shadows, she had witnessed the favor growing between them, and she’d recognized it for what it was: a blessing granted by destiny. A relief of suffering, a source of hope in turmoil, a direction when all seemed lost.


A destination when one had no home.


After the woman had left, Nadya had taken similar care with the washing of the sheets and blankets. She had known that Rio would not be back, assuming she survived the return to her people—and therefore she had known that Lucan would not return, for wherever that woman would be, he would go. Thus to honor them, she had stripped and reconstructed the bedding with precision, as if her efforts could somehow impact their future.


As if she held magic in her hands and could aid them along their journey.


Looking back down, she stared at the bed before her. Then she splayed her hands wide once more and ran them over the blankets. As the texture of the coarse wool registered, she pictured the patient who had lain there returning to her clinic, as if she could summon him by will alone. She visualized him coming back to her in the same manner he had first arrived, with Apex and Mayhem holding his weight up by the armpits, his feet not touching the concrete, his head loose, his body injured in shocking ways…


But his eyes seeking her out even though her face was hidden beneath her hood.


She imagined Kane with utter specificity, his raw burn wounds, his patchy hair, his mouth drawn tight from the suffering. His withered limbs. His clawed hands that were missing fingers.


She had done what she could for him, but her efforts had made little difference. He had remained on the verge of death until the night before, when the guards had taken him away roughly, with no regard for his compromised condition.


She’d tried to stop them. But the male who had manhandled him had put a gun to her head. She would never forget the look in those cold, pale eyes.


After Kane had been forcefully removed, she’d left the bed as it was, as if it were a beacon Kane’s destiny could locate only if she didn’t change the sheeting. Which was so stupid.


He was not coming back. And his end had been a terrible one.


She told herself he was finally at peace now. Up in the Fade. With his beloved mate, about whom he had spoken in his delirium.


Sitting down, the rusty springs creaked under her weight, and she had never heard a more lonely sound. Putting her hand on the freshly laundered case, she pictured what hair Kane had had left and tried to feel its texture, its softness, as if she could bring him back if her memories were clear enough.


But that was not how resuscitation worked. Or resurrection—


“Missing someone?”


Nadya jumped up and steadied herself as best she could. The female who loomed in the open doorway was framed by the aisle created by the two blocks of shelving rows. Standing over six feet tall and dressed for war, her powerful body was belted with weapons, her lean, intelligent face drawn in cunning lines. In a prison camp full of depravity and survival instinct run rampant, she was in charge of the guards, running the male squadrons with an iron fist.


Nadya’s heart skipped beats and she pulled her hooding down farther, even though it was already in place.


The head of the guards came forward. That she was alone was unusual. That she was utterly unconcerned with a lack of defense behind her was not.


She had taken over after the Executioner was killed, and there would be no one who would get uphill of her.


“You wait until spoken to,” she commented in her deep voice.


Nadya bowed slightly, and kept the truth to herself. It was not respect that made her silent, and also not fear. All she could think of was the way that guard had pulled Kane up off the bed by the arm, and even though Kane had cried out in pain, there had been no deference shown for his condition. For the fact that he was already suffering.


Instead, there had been cruel delight. And that horrible male had been sent down here by one and only one person.


Hatred was the reason for the silence.


“I have injured guards,” their leader announced. “I’m bringing them here to you. Tell me the supplies you don’t have and I’ll get them for you.”


Nadya cleared her throat. “What kind of injuries?”


“Does it matter? You’re going to have to save them one way or another.”


“If you want me to tell you what I need, you’re going to have to tell me what I’m treating.”


As a dark brow arched, Nadya realized that no one had ever called the female by a name. She was just referred to as the head of the guards, or “muhm” in the Old Language, in deference to her higher rank.


It was odd to hear the aristocratic term used to refer to someone like her.


“Gunshots. Contusions. Concussions.”


“How many patients.”


“A dozen.”


“I need antibiotics, bandages, and pain relief,” Nadya shot back. “Cephalosporin, all the pills you can get. Sulfa pills, too. I want hydrogen peroxide, as much as you can find, and Polysporin or Neosporin in tubes. I’ll take any pain relievers, pill form or liquid, even if they’re just over-the-counter. Also suturing kits and sterile bandages with tape. But I don’t know where you’re going to find it all—”


“That’s not going to be a problem.”


The arrogance wasn’t a surprise.


“Let me write it down.”


Moving as fast as she could, she went over to a battered desk in the corner and pulled out old stationery that had browned with age, but still bore the header of the hospital’s name and address. Her writing was messy, but her mind was clear.


Her mentor’s teachings remained with her, that bridge between the vampire and the human worlds still sound, still saving lives—even though she would see each of those guards bleed out if she had the choice.


Nadya returned to the other female and held out the piece of stationery. “Just so we’re clear, I can’t operate. I don’t have the skills beyond simple suturing. I’ll do what I can, but I—”


“No,” the female snapped as she took the list. “You’ll make sure they’re fully healed and back in commission. And before you ask, if they need to feed, I will have females brought here.”


“There are limits to what I can—”


The head of the guards took out a blade, the steel flashing with the same cold light that was in her eyes. “You better hope they all live. Every one of them. Their lives are yours. Their graves are your own. I’ll put a piece of you in each hole I have to dig for any of my males.”


Nadya stared through the mesh of her hood—and decided she was just about done with weapons being pointed at her.


“Where did my burn patient go?” she demanded as she pointed at the bed. “What happened to him?”


Weaknesses had to be hidden in the prison camp, and though her physical faults were obvious, she did what she could to camouflage her mental ones: Revealing to this killer that she had developed a tie with Kane was not smart.


But she had to know for sure what she feared in theory.


“He’s dead.” The head of the guards pivoted and walked out into the forest of shelves. “Your patients are arriving shortly. I’ll get you your supplies.”


Nadya listened to the retreating footfalls. And knew if she had been in another body, she would have gone after the female. In her mind, she had a fantasy of hand-to-hand combat, but that was never going to happen for so many reasons.


Kane had been a stranger. Yet in his suffering, he had become a part of her.


It was as if she had died, too.


And the prospect of going on without him cast her already gray world into a mourning that reached her soul.










[image: ] CHAPTER FOUR [image: ]



The sound of tires crackling over loose gravel entered Apex’s ears like shards of glass, the soft volume at odds with the pain the noise caused inside his skull. Meanwhile, in his nose, the smell of blood, gas, burned rubber, and fresh grass was likewise too much to handle. Groaning, he pushed at what was against his face—


He was back in the wheel well of the SUV. Except this time, it was vertical, not horizontal.


Shit, they’d rolled over. And those were more guards pulling up on the shoulder of the road.


As brakes squeaked, he forced himself into motion and patted around for a weapon he didn’t have, while off to the left, a car door opened—no, two. And that spelled certain death if he couldn’t find something to shoot or stab with—


Footsteps on the ground cover, rustling on the approach. At least two sets, closing in.


No scent that he could catch over all the stench, but like it mattered? He knew what was coming.


Determined to at least go out punching, he flipped around in the tight squeeze, and as his head lifted, he felt a foot on the side of his face. Kane’s.


In a sudden surge, he pushed himself up, only to get caught in a tangle of legs and the folds of that cover he’d wrapped Kane in when he’d carried the male out. The seat belt he’d fastened around the other prisoner at the last second was holding what was clearly dead weight in place above him, all those loose, unresponsive limbs making Apex’s gut twist.


Batting the blanket aside, he was able to see better, thanks to the glow of the dashboard. Breathing. Okay, at least Kane was breathing. For how long, who the fuck knew.


“Mayhem?” he hissed.


No reply. No movement, either, from the guy behind the wheel who was hanging in his seat from his belt just like Kane was.


With the grim triaging done, Apex assessed whether he could squeeze into the front to look for another grenade or maybe a gun. The impact should have thrown anything loose forward, the kinetic energy of the objects unchanged even as the SUV hit a hard stop—


“Apex,” came a voice from what seemed like far, far away. “Don’t start shooting, for fuck’s sake. It’s me.”


“Lucan?”


“I’m going to get you out of this wreck.”


Apex put his hand to his head and winced. Maybe this was because of a concussion? Then again, he’d had a few in his lifetime, and they’d never come with auditory hallucinations before.


“What the hell are you doing here, wolven,” he mumbled.


There was a pause. “Are you complaining? Because I’ll leave you in this wreck if you’d rather wait for Santa-fucking-Claus.”


“Hollow threat, wolf.”


But come on, of course the guy would return. That half-breed had too much lupine DNA in him to desert anyone from what he perceived as his clan, and too much vampire in him not to protect those who he thought were his. Even though he’d escaped the prison camp with the human woman he’d claimed as his mate, and in spite of the fact that he shouldn’t get anywhere near the place, at least not without a pistol to his pea head, here he was.


“Take Kane first.”


Lucan’s voice was muffled. “Cover your head.”


“What?”


“Cover your damn head, just in case.”


An absolutely insane part of Apex wanted to stick his fucking neck out because he was just that kind of a defiant SOB. But he ducked down and took shelter behind the seat.


“Be careful of Kane!” he barked. “And Mayhem!”
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