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Dedicated to the two of you.


Because sometimes, the monster is actually the good guy.


Wait, am I channeling Tohr and Beth here?









Dear Readers,


One of the great things about the world of the Black Dagger Brotherhood is how big it is (that’s what she said). One of the not-so-hot things about the BDB world is how big it is.


Prisoner of Night is an example of a story in the world that just demanded to be told. I remember exactly when it downloaded into my brain. I was minding my own business, going about my day, when wha-BAMM! The image of a (naked) (spectacularly so, I might add) male stepping through a sheet of falling water barged through and claimed center stage. He refused to leave. I kept seeing the same clip over and over again: a waterfall, the male stepping through, him staring right at me.


The story spooled out from there, and when I got a load of its twists and turns, I was all in—and I also knew it was a standalone. I was so compelled not only by the hero, Duran, but by the fact that he was the “weapon” given the heroine to use to try to free her brother. (I mean, really, how are you going to holster something like that?) (Wait, please don’t answer that. I blush easy.)


The way Ahmare and Duran interrelate was another thing I just couldn’t get enough of. They’re the kind of couple I had to cheer for (and, on occasion, pray for) and I really wasn’t sure how things were going to come out. As I’ve said, when I sit down to put a book on the page, I feel as though I’m not the creator of the story but rather its first reader. And I figure, as long as I’m all WTF happens now?!?!, hopefully the reader will feel the same.


I love the big BDB books and I have every intention, as long as the good Lord keeps me on my feet and able to write, of keeping going with the series. But it’s really nice to clear the deck of some of these other couples in the BDBverse who really want the airtime—which brings me to The Jackal. We’ve included at the back of this book an excerpt of The Jackal (coming August 2020). Rhage, as it turns out, has a half-brother (’Urprise!), and you wanna talk about some sh*t going down? I hope you’ll take a gander at this rocket-launcher of a story—and let me assure you, there’s a hero worth falling in love with, a heroine who kicks a$$, and some bad guys who really get it in the neck.


Literally.


But I digress! I want to thank you so much for your support and your reading time. Writing about these couples and the adventures they go on is the best job in the whole world. I am so grateful to all my readers, and I really hope you love this book as much as I do!


Hugs,


J. R. Ward










PROLOGUE


[image: ]


Twenty-One Years, Three Months, Six Days Ago…


WHERE IS IT! GODDAMN you, where’s it at!”


Duran spit blood out of his mouth and spoke over the ringing in his ears. “I’ll never tell you—”


Chalen the Conqueror swung his open palm again, nailing Duran’s lacerated face like a bat hitting a fastball. But it didn’t hurt as much as the other shit they’d been doing to him in this castle’s great room. They’d already pulled out his fingernails, broken all of his toes, and whipped his back until strips of his own flesh flapped against his ribs. At the moment, he didn’t have the strength to keep himself on his feet, but no worries there—two guards, with grips locked under his pits, were holding him up off the floor.


As his head flopped back into its lolling hang, he shook it to get the sweat and blood out of his eyes. In the hissing, kicking light of the hearth, the male in front of him was stocky of build and ugly of feature, an oak stump with a bulldog’s muzzle and a hungry bear’s bad fucking attitude.


“You are going to tell me the location.” Chalen took Duran by the throat with one of his meat hands. “And you’re going to do it now.”


“Sorry, not… a big talker—”


The conqueror grabbed onto the lower half of Duran’s face, squeezing so hard his jaw split and the inside of his mouth was forced between the hard-and-sharp of his molars. More blood welled, spilled, fell on his bare chest.


“Why are you protecting the very male who put you here?” Chalen’s opaque eyes searched Duran’s expression as if he were trying to extrapolate a map of Maryland in the features. “All you need to do is tell me where that facility is. Your father has something that belongs to me.”


Duran waited for that grip to release. When it did, he spit more blood out. “I’m not… protecting him.”


“Then what are you doing?”


“Making sure you don’t cheat me of what’s mine.” Duran smiled, aware he must look deranged. “You kill him… I don’t get to. When it comes to revenge, sons win over business partners.”


Chalen crossed his strong-man arms over his barrel chest. He was dressed in weapons, whatever clothes he had on underneath the holsters of guns and knives largely hidden by metal. No daggers, though. He’d never been Black Dagger Brotherhood material and not just because he was a mutt according to his lineage: Even among black market thieves, there was a code of conduct.


Not for Chalen. He had no code. Not in the Old Country, and not during his last century here in the New World.


There was only one male who was worse.


No wonder the two of them had made so much money together in the drug trade.


“I will break you,” Chalen said in a low voice. “And I will enjoy it.”


Duran laughed in a wheeze. “You have no idea what I’ve already been through—”


Chalen swung that palm wide again, the crack so heavy Duran lost his vision, everything going checkerboard. And then there was a drop in blood pressure, his brain emptying of oxygen, floaty disassociation riding in, a foggy savior buffering the suffering.


The sound of chains moving and gears shifting brought him back to reality. A section of the sweaty stone wall rose by inches, the great weight ascending like a gate, revealing a corridor…


Revealing a male who was naked but for a black hood that covered his head.


“I will make you pray for death,” Chalen said. “And when you give me what I need, you will think back to this moment. When you could have saved yourself from so much.”


Duran exhaled in a gurgle. His body was on fire, the pain burning through his veins, turning him into a semi-living, kind-of-breathing, sort-of-conscious incubator for agony.


But fuck Chalen.


“Do what you will,” he mumbled. “I’m not going to give you a goddamn thing.”


“I will make you wish you were never born.”


As the hooded male came forward, Duran was dragged over and slammed face-first down onto a table, his torso bent parallel to the floor. Turning his face to the side, he smelled the spoiled meat and rancid fat embedded in the fibers of the planks.


“Already there, asshole.”


Chalen’s face appeared at table level, their eyes meeting. “He just gave you to me, you realize. He didn’t even take my money. Just delivered you here and dropped you like garbage.”


“No one ever accused my father of giving a shit.”


“You need to know who you’re dealing with—”


“I hope you stay and watch this.” As Chalen frowned, Duran smiled through the blood again. “I want to be looking at you when it happens. All of it.”


“There will be no mercy.”


“I don’t want that.” Duran felt his pants get cut with a knife. “You’re on my list now, too. I’m going to kill my father and you.”


Chalen laughed, his fangs showing. The one on the left was not as long, as if part of it had broken off in someone’s neck. Leg. Face.


“That is not your destiny.”


“I will make it mine.” Duran began to memorize every pore, each eyelash, all the flecks in those muddy hazel eyes. “And I shall not fail.”


“Such optimism. I hope it persists as I look forward to ridding you of it. Last chance. Tell me where your father is, and I will let you go.”


“I’ll see you in Dhunhd before that happens.”


Chalen shook his head and straightened. “Just remember, you could have stopped this…”
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Present Day


THERE ARE STILL SECRETS in America. In spite of population density, the internet, modern law enforcement, and the constant intrusion of cell phone cameras, there remain, across this great nation, whole tracts of hill and dale that are largely uninhabited. Uninvestigated. Unpenetrated by the prying eye.


For both humans and vampires.


Ahmare, blooded daughter of Ahmat, drove through the night, alone on highways that rose and fell over the heaving earth of the Appalachian Mountains. She was far from Caldwell, New York, by now, a good seven hours into her trip and close to her destination. She had stopped only once, at a roadside gas station to refuel. She had timed herself. Eight minutes from insertion of credit card to reclose of gas cap.


A human male who had been doing the same to his motorcycle had looked across at her, his eyes lingering on her body, his sexual hunger obvious under the harsh glow of the fluorescent lights.


When he’d sauntered over to her, all cock and swagger, she had debated castrating him both to get him off her back and as a public service.


But she couldn’t afford the delay—and more to the point, she might fantasize about doing something like that, but she wasn’t a natural born killer.


She’d just learned that firsthand.


The leering bastard did deserve a corrective event, however, and if she’d been hardwired differently, she was exactly the kind of destiny to deliver it to him. Vampires were a far superior species to those rats without tails, so it would be the work of a moment for her to overpower him, drag him behind the gas station, and take out her hunting knife.


The trouble with humans, however, was that they were an invasion of non-lethal pests, ants intruding on an otherwise enjoyable picnic. And the last thing she needed was a bunch of—what state was she in now? Maryland?—cops with Southern accents flashing their lights and pulling her over ten miles down the highway for aggravated assault because the attendant in that little glass box with the lotto ads all over it had positive-ID’d her.


Which wouldn’t be tough. There weren’t a lot of six-foot-tall, black-haired, black-clothed females stopping to pump gas at three in the morning. And the security cameras no doubt had the license plate on her Explorer.


So, yup, instead of taking action, she’d told the human with the bright ideas that he’d have more success fucking off than fucking her. Then she’d gotten back in her SUV and returned to the highway, reflecting that her ability to override her aggression for a greater purpose proved another truism in the long list of differences between Homo sapiens and vampires: For the most part, her kind had a higher evolved rationality.


Although perhaps that quality wasn’t intrinsic to divergences in the cerebral makeup between the two species, but rather the result of the much longer life spans of vampires. If you lived long enough, you tended to put things in better perspective. Stay focused on your goals. Understand that present sacrifice yielded tenfold future gain.


Which explained why she was going to get her far younger brother out of a warlord’s dungeon.


Overhead, lightning tripped and fell across the velvet black sky, and just as hail struck her windshield like marbles poured out of a sack, her exit glowed green and white in the headlights.


Getting off the interstate, she traveled over a series of roads that grew narrower and more degraded. By the time she pulled onto a dirt lane ten minutes later, the summer storm was raging, great gusts of wind and lashing rain bending the fat-topped, kudzu-choked trees and releasing them just before they snapped free of their root systems.


And there it was.


Chalen the Conqueror’s century-old stronghold in the New World.


Either that or a Disney antagonist had jumped out of a movie to get away from all the damn singing and set up shop in this sweaty forest to kick puppies and scare children.


The stone fortress had high walls with thin slits to shoot out of and defensible positions all along its roofline parapet. The entrance even had a bridge that could be drawn up from a murky moat and locked into place. All that was missing were the alligators—and there was a good possibility they weren’t missing.


Oh, look, they were waiting for her.


As she stopped the Explorer in the gravel parking area, two males stepped forward out of the shadows on the castle side of the lowered bridge. They didn’t appear to notice the storm, and the lack of visible weapons on them was nothing she was fooled by.


They were a pair of cold-blooded killers. Everyone who worked for Chalen was.


She removed her gun and her knife and hid them under her seat. Then she slipped on a windbreaker and turned to the duffel bag that had ridden shotgun with her for the trip. A nauseous swell made her swallow her gag reflex back into place, but she grabbed the handles and got out. Locking up, she took her keys with her.


The storm pushed against her like an assailant, and she held her ground as she walked through the puddles and the mud. As lightning flashed, she noted the black vines that grew, tangled and leafless though it was July, up the castle’s slick stone flanks like the clawing hands of Chalen’s many dead.


Was he haunted by his deeds? she wondered. Did he care about the ruin he’d brought to so many?


Ahmare crossed the planks that were slick and smelled like creosote. Peering over the edge, she couldn’t see anything moving in the stagnant water.


She stopped in front of the guards. They were wearing mouthpieces that pulled back their lips, exposing their fangs like daggers holstered in their mouths. She expected to get frisked, but they didn’t move toward her.


Frowning, she said, “I’m here to see—”


The castle’s great portal opened by lifting up, the creaking and grinding of gears so loud that the metal-on-metal screeches drowned out even the thunder. Neither of the guards spoke to tell her to enter, but then again, they couldn’t. All of Chalen’s guards and staff had their larynxes removed.


Stepping into the torch-lit interior, she found herself in a great hall, smelling ripe mold and old earth sure as if the place were a crypt. No rug underfoot. No tapestry on the damp stone walls. No warmth in spite of the fire that raged in the room-sized hearth. There was only a rough-hewn table, long, narrow, and stained, with a set of benches and a single throne-like great chair at one end. Up above, a chandelier of oil lanterns swung on its chain ever so slightly, the genesis of the movement unclear.


Inside her skin, inside her soul, every part of her was screaming for her to get out. Run. Never come back.


Forget she even knew how to find the place—


Something was dripping, and she narrowed her eyes at the shadows in the far corner, expecting to see bodies hung up on meat hooks, well into the process of exsanguination. No such thing. Only a leak that had formed thanks to a conspiracy between cracks in the mortar and the driving rain. There was also a closed door that had a pointed arch at the top and ugly hinges that must have been fashioned by the huge, dirty hands of an ogre.


She should have brought her weapons in with her. She hadn’t even been searched.


Abruptly, an image from childhood came to mind, like an innocent entering a slaughterhouse: her brother just months old in her arms, staring up at her with wide eyes, his little button mouth pursing and smiling. Back then, their mahmen had been alive and well, cooking at the stove, and their father had been at the kitchen table, reading a newspaper with the headline “NIXON IMPEACHED.”


Ahmare had been decades out of her transition and in a human degree program for nursing. There had been fear over her mahmen safely delivering the second young, but all of that had resolved with the successful birth, and the family’s fortune, though meager in terms of material things, had seemed as vast and enduring as history itself if you measured wealth by love and loyalty.


How had she ended up here? How had her brother—


Chains moving through antique gears brought her head around. A section of the stone wall was rising up, revealing, inch by inch, a draped figure covered head to toe in black.


“He will see you the now,” an electronic voice said.


The scent suggested it was a female. There was something wrong, however. A smell that was off…


Gangrene. Rotting flesh under that robing.


And she was speaking with the aid of a voice box unit.


“I am ready,” Ahmare said.


“This way.” The female indicated the corridor behind. “Follow me.”


Falling in with the female, Ahmare tracked the movements underneath the robes. There was a limp and a dragging shuffle, as if one foot, or perhaps a whole leg, were a useless dead weight.


What the hell had been done to her brother here? she thought.


The hall they proceeded down had a high ceiling and torches in iron brackets every six or eight feet. Rats ran in a tributary off to one side, staying thin and long as if they didn’t want to attract attention, shooting over and under each other depending on the north or south of their course. Overhead, cobwebs wafted in drafts like fabric in its last stages of disintegration.


The hooded figure stopped before another door with a gothic point at its apex. The hand that reached out was bandaged with dirty gauze, and it was a struggle for the female to open the heavy weight.


“Proceed,” the synthesizer said.


Ahmare stepped through and stopped where she was as she was closed in. Up ahead, on a raised dais, an oak throne faced away from her, its high back carved with twisted figures being tortured.


“Right on time,” a thin voice said. “Punctuality is so important.”


The dais began to turn with a grind, the throne coming around slowly, and Ahmare tightened her grip on the duffel’s straps. Chalen had come out of the Bloodletter’s war camp centuries before, honed by that sadistic fighter into a killing machine who was efficient only when he had to be. Otherwise, it was well-known that he preferred agony over any manner of quick dispatch—


Ahmare’s breath caught. And then exhaled in a rush.


“Not what you expected?” the murderer said as the dais bumped to a stop.


Beneath a cockeyed crown that was missing its head stone in the front, the contorted and pockmarked corpse slouched on the hardwood was in the final stages of dying. Vampires were not like humans when it came to the aging process. Rather than a slow descent into an elderly state, the species went through the transition to maturity at around twenty-five, and following that, their bodies stayed in a state of prime physical condition until the very end of their lives. At that point, a rapid degeneration took place, faculties failing in a tumble that led quickly into the grave.


Chalen the Conqueror had a matter of weeks. If not less.


A skeletal hand extended out of his black robe and cranked a hold onto the throne’s arm. There was a grunt as he repositioned himself, and as the wrinkled and decaying face grimaced, she imagined what he must have looked like when he’d been in his prime. She had heard the stories of a massive male whose brute strength was surpassed only by his taste for cruelty.


It was hard to get there from where he was now.


“Old age is not for the faint of heart.” The smile revealed many missing teeth, only one broken fang on the left remaining. “I will caution you of its approach when it comes for you.”


“I have what you asked for.”


“Do you. Clever female. Let me see.”


Ahmare dropped the duffel and unzipped it, making sure that none of her reactions showed. Reaching in, she unknotted the Glad trash bag and put her hand into the black plastic. Gripping matted, blood-soaked hair, she pulled out a severed head, the scent of fresh, raw meat wafting up.


Chalen’s laugh was the kind of thing that was going to stay with her. Low, satisfied… and nostalgic. As if he wished he’d been the one to do the killing.


“Clever, clever female,” he whispered.


That bony hand released its grip and pointed at the cold hearth. “Place it there. I have a spot for him.”


Ahmare walked over to a spear that been inserted into a hole drilled in the stone floor. Lifting the head, she positioned the sharp tip at the base of the skull and shoved down. As she forced the impaling, she had to stare into the face of what she had killed: The eyes were open but sightless, the skin gray, the mouth loose and gruesome. Tendrils of tendons and ligaments, like the skirts of a jellyfish, hung down from where she had crudely severed the spinal column.


It had been a hack job. She had never killed before. Never beheaded before. And the effort required to pop the top off the dandelion, so to speak, had been a sweaty, messy, horrific revelation.


As she turned back around, she wanted to vomit. But the human had been a piece of shit, a drug dealer with no morals who had sold bad shit to children. Who had contaminated her brother with a false promise of financial gain. Who made the colossal mistake of setting up and operationalizing a plan to cheat their supplier.


Why did you make me do this, she thought at her brother.


“Tell me what it was like to kill him,” Chalen ordered.


There was a rapacious edge to the command, a hunger that needed feeding, a pilot light that burned within the wasted shell that would never, ever bring a pot to boil again.


“Give me my brother,” she said grimly. “And I’ll take you through it step-by-step.”
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YOUR BROTHER IS FINE.”


As Chalen spoke, it was a throwaway, a bunch of mushy syllables he didn’t bother to enunciate well. Like their deal had been forgotten or perhaps never a priority in the first place.


Ahmare narrowed her eyes. “Where is Ahlan.”


Chalen stared at the mounted head, the wilted flesh over his eyes an awning of age that must have narrowed his visual field. “What was it like? What did it feel like as you put your shoulder into the hilt and the blade went in between the vertebrae—”


“Bring my brother to me now. That was our agreement. I deliver proof that I killed Rollie, you give me my brother.”


“Old age is a thief the likes even I cannot best.”


She put herself in his line of sight, blocking his view of the kill. “Bring me my brother.”


Chalen jerked as if he were surprised to find her with him. Blinking, he brushed that skeletal hand across his wrinkled brow. Then he focused on her. After a moment, his eyes narrowed with calculation, proof positive that the male he had always been was still alive inside the elderly shell.


“There is something else you’re going to do first,” he said.


“I’ve already gone far enough for you.”


“Have you? Really? That’s for me to decide, don’t you think.”


“Bring me—”


“Your brother, yes, you’ve made that request. I’m not going to, however. Not right now.”


Ahmare took a step forward before she was aware of moving, a tide of aggression carrying her toward—


She stopped as a pair of guards stepped out from the darkened corners.


“That’s right,” Chalen murmured. “You will want to rethink any offensive maneuvers. I may appear weak, but I am in charge here. That has not, and will not, change.”


She pointed to the hearth. “I did that for you. You owe me.”


“No, four nights ago, your brother stole two hundred seventy-six thousand, four hundred fifty-seven dollars from me, and as is my right, I claimed his physical form as payment for the debt. You”—he pointed to her—“came to me when you could not find him. You asked how you could get your kin back. I told you to kill him”—that finger moved to the severed head—“and you did. What you failed to understand when you agreed to terms was that that murder settled the debt Rollie had with me. It didn’t do anything with regard to your brother, so you and I still have a negotiation to get through—assuming you do not want me to torture him to death. Over a period of nights. And send you pieces of the body up in Caldwell.”


“Fuck you,” she breathed.


Two more guards emerged from the shadows.


Glaring at them, Ahmare crossed her arms over her chest so she didn’t do something stupid.


“Such language from a gentle female.” Chalen shifted in his throne like his bones hurt. “And all things considered, you are lucky you have something you can do for me. I find it very easy to dispose of people who are not useful.”


“You don’t need me. You’ve got this place full of males prepared to do whatever you want. If you have another bright idea, let them carry it out.”


“But perhaps that is the problem.” Chalen smiled coldly. “I have been using the wrong sex all this time. I am thinking now that I should have put a female to this specific task, and you already have proven you can get a job done. Also, like most females, you have exceptional taste in decor. I have this lovely piece of art to enjoy courtesy of your efforts.”


Ahmare looked around the throne room, or whatever the hell he called it. No visible means of escape, and no weapons on her as per instruction. She was good at hand-to-hand thanks to all her self-defense and martial arts training, but going up against multiple weaponized males of her own species—


“Twenty years ago, something very precious was taken from me.” Chalen went back to staring at the head. “My beloved was stolen. In the whole of my life, it is the only time I have been violated in such a manner, and I have searched for her, prayed for her return.”


“Which has nothing to do with me.”


“Then your brother will die.” Chalen pushed his half-empty crown back on his balding head, the remaining rose-cut diamonds winking wanly. “You must understand that you are in control of that outcome. It matters not to me whether he is killed or goes home with you. If you bring me back my beloved, I will give you your flesh and blood. Or I will cook the meat off his bones and serve him for Last Meal. What will be, will be.”


She heard the chains first. Then the moaning. Both were very far off—coming from below?


With a series of creaks, a section of the floor opened up at the base of the dais, a six-by-six-foot wooden panel she had not noticed sliding back to reveal a subterranean level some thirty feet down.


It was a fighting arena. An old school stone fighting ring, and in the center of it…


“Ahlan!” she cried as she lunged forward.


Lit by flickering torches, her brother was naked between the grips of a set of guards, his head hanging down, his legs pigeon-toed and lax, steel shackles dragging behind his motionless body. Blood rivered down his back, the whipping he’d been given making shreds of his flesh, and she knew by the bad angle of both his feet that his ankles had been deliberately dislocated.


So he could not run.


She dropped to her knees and leaned into the drop. As she opened her mouth, she wanted to yell at him for being foolish and greedy, for staying in the business she’d told him to get out of, for taking the word of a dealer like Rollie, who he should have known not to trust. But none of that really mattered now.


“Ahlan…” She cleared her throat. “I’m here, can you hear me?”


“Life is full of moments of clarity,” Chalen said in a weak voice. “And I know you are having one now. You will go and retrieve my beloved for me. When you return, you will find that your brother is released into your custody. Both of you will be free to go, all debts settled.”


Tears welled, but she did not let them fall as she looked up at the conqueror. “I can’t trust you.”


“Of course you can. When I tell you that I will kill your brother if you deny me, I mean it. And further, I swear to you that I will also take you into my custody, whereupon you will find that although the males who are my private guard lack vocal cords, they are otherwise fully functioning. When they are through with you, if there is anything left to kill, I will feed you to my dogs. I only serve the masculine meat to my guards.”


Down below, Ahlan twitched and struggled to lift his head. When that wasn’t possible, he turned it where it hung, a single bloodshot eye peering up at Ahmare. His cracked lips moved, and a tear escaped, dripping off the bridge of his broken nose.


I’m sorry, he seemed to mouth.


That image of him as a newborn young in her arms returned to her, and Ahmare saw him as he had once been a lifetime ago, chubby-cheeked, rosy, and warm… safe… as he looked at her with myopic, loving eyes.


“I’m going to get you out,” she heard herself say. “Just hang on a little longer… and I’ll get you out of here.”


“Good,” Chalen announced as the panel began to reshut. “Well done.”


Ahlan started to struggle, legs flopping in panic. “Help me… Ahmare!”


She leaned further down. “I’ll be back soon! I promise—I love you—”


The arena was closed off and she shut her eyes briefly. Down below, her brother’s screams were muffled, an echo of terror that nonetheless resonated loud as a jet engine in her chaotic head.


The conqueror grunted as he struggled to get his frail body off his throne. The robed female with the electronic voice box materialized beside him, holding out a gold cane. She did not touch him, but let him get to the vertical on his own.


“Come,” he said. “You must put some travel behind you before the dawn arrives if you are to succeed. Your brother will receive no more attention from my males, but neither will we render him medical aid. It would be such a shame for you to lose him through the failing of his natural processes while you ponder the inevitable.”


Goddamn you, Ahlan, she thought. I told you that there was no such thing as easy money.


Yet she could not be angry at him. Not until she saved him and nursed him back to health.


“And as a show of good faith,” Chalen said with his jagged-toothed smile, “I will provide you with a weapon to ensure your safety and the success of your endeavors.”
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THE CASTLE’S SUBTERRANEAN LEVEL was a maze of stone corridors, all damp and lit with torches, following the Igor decor scheme. There was no air underground as far as Ahmare could tell, not that she expected ventilation or comfort in a place that didn’t have electricity and was run by a madman who’d made it literally impossible for his subordinates to argue with him.


In front of her, Chalen traveled on a pallet that was held aloft by four guards, one on each corner, the quartet walking in perfect coordination like a team of carriage horses. From time to time, the conqueror coughed, as if the subtle sway—or perhaps the mold on the walls and the rat poop on the floor—irritated his airways.


Ahmare kept track of every left and each right, and all the straightaways in between, constructing a 3-D map in her mind of the compound.


“So you keep your guns and ammo in an armory,” she muttered. “Or is it more like a bunker.”


“I have many things I do not allow others to be privy to.”


“Lucky me.”


“You are most fortunate, it is true.”


The procession stopped, and a rock panel slid back to reveal another long hallway. This one was unlit, however, and there was a scent to it that was… not the same.


“Proceed,” Chalen ordered. “And take a torch.”


“You’re going to let me pick what I want?” she said dryly. “What if I take more than one gun?”


What if she took an entire arsenal, doubled back, and killed the motherfucker right here and now?


Amazing how completely unsqueamish she was at that thought.


“There is only one. You will take what has been given to you and you will be off on your endeavors, to return with what is mine so that you may leave with what is yours.”


“Yeah, I remember the deal.” She faced the conqueror. “But you haven’t told me where I’m going. Or how I’ll recognize the female.”


“It will all be obvious to you. And if it is not, well, that bodes badly for your brother.”


“This is bullshit.”


Chalen’s pockmarked face twisted into a nasty smile. “No, it is the consequence of your and your brother’s decisions. He chose to steal from me. You chose to intercede on his behalf. You are chafing under decisions made freely, and that is folly considering you could have stayed out of this. You opened these doors. If you do not like the rooms revealed, that is nothing I, nor any other, can help you with.”


She thought of her brother hanging like a dead body between those two guards.


“Where is my torch,” she demanded.


Chalen laughed softly. “Lo, how I wish I had met you at an earlier time in my life. You would have been a formidable lover.”


Never, she thought as a guard appeared beside her.


She accepted a flame-topped torch and stepped into the corridor.


“A word of advice,” Chalen said.


Ahmare glanced over her shoulder. “You can keep it. And go to hell.”


He flashed that broken-picket-fence smile again, and she knew she was going to see those ragged teeth in her nightmares. “My place in Dhunhd is quite well assured already, but I thank you for the kind regards. No, I would remind you that it is considered polite to return things you borrow. You must bring the weapon I lend you back to me in good working order. If you do not, you will find that we have another debt to settle.”


With that, the panel slid back into place on a resounding thunch and she was locked in.


The torch’s hiss was much louder now, and as she moved it from side to side to assess where she was, its heat warmed her face. More glistening walls. More rats on the floor—


Off in the distance, she heard falling water—like a river?


Walking forward, she was careful where she put her feet. The light from the flame did not carry far, the darkness consuming the illumination as a meal long denied. Shadows thrown from such an uneven, flickering source made it seem as though insects were crawling all over the corridor. Maybe they were.


As her neck prickled, she reached up and brushed at it. The sound of the falling water got louder, a rushing torrent.


The corner came without warning, a wall seeming to jump out at her, and she stopped short so she didn’t slam into the stone. Reorienting herself, she pivoted to the right and kept going.


The first of the iron bars came thirty feet farther on. The lengths were set into the ceiling and the floor, locked in with mortar and stone, and instinct made her stay more than an arm’s length back from them.


It was a cell. Like you would see in a zoo.


And something was in there.


Stopping, she swung the torch in a wide arc. What she wanted to see were racks of guns. Bins of bullets. Halters to strap weapons onto the body.


That was what she was looking for.


The rushing water was so loud, it drowned out—


Torches mounted on the walls exploded into flame, and she jumped with a shout. Wheeling toward the bars, she waved her own light source around, trying to see into the cell. Slivers of something shockingly white caught her eye down on the floor.


Bones. They were long bones, cleaned of meat and lying in bunches, pick-up sticks scattered after a large animal like a cow had been consumed. Or… perhaps it had been a guard who had gotten himself “fired.”


And they weren’t all she saw. There was a strange, shimmering optical illusion about five feet behind the bars, an iridescent…


It was a waterfall. A ten- or fifteen-foot-long waterfall cascaded from a thin slit that zigzagged across the ceiling. Storm runoff, she thought. That had to be the source.


“Who’s there?” she demanded.


A shape appeared on the far side of the water, looming. As her heart began to pound, her mouth went dry.


“Show yourself.” She took another step back. “I’m not afraid of you.”


When her shoulder blades banged into something cold and uneven, she realized she’d hit the opposite wall and was reminded that she was trapped in here. The good news was that there was no break that she could see in the lineup of bars, and they were so closely set, nothing big enough to chew those bones could squeeze through them.


Just keep going, she told herself as she brushed at the back of her neck again. The guns had to be farther along—


Ahmare screamed so loudly she flushed bats out of the dark corners.
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