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ahstrux nohtrum (n.)


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


	
ahvenge (v.)


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


	
Black Dagger Brotherhood (pr. n.)


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


	
blood slave (n.)


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


	
the Chosen (pr. n.)


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


	
chrih (n.)


	Symbol of honorable death in the Old Language.


	
cohntehst (n.)


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


	
Dhunhd (pr. n.)


	Hell.


	
doggen (n.)


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


	
ehros (n.)


	A Chosen trained in the matter of sexual arts.


	
exhile dhoble (n.)


	The evil or cursed twin, the one born second.


	
the Fade (pr. n.)


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


	
First Family (pr. n.)


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


	
ghardian (n.)


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


	
glymera (n.)


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


	
hellren (n.)


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


	
hyslop (n. or v.)


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


	
leahdyre (n.)


	A person of power and influence.


	
leelan (adj. or n.)


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


	
Lessening Society (pr. n.)


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


	
lesser (n.)


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


	
lewlhen (n.)


	Gift.


	
lheage (n.)


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


	
Lhenihan (pr. n.)


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


	
lys (n.)


	Torture tool used to remove the eyes.


	
mahmen (n.)


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


	
mhis (n.)


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


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


	Beloved.


	
needing period (n.)


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


	
newling (n.)


	A virgin.


	
the Omega (pr. n.)


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


	
phearsom (adj.)


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


	
Princeps (pr. n.)


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


	
pyrocant (n.)


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


	
rahlman (n.)


	Savior.


	
rythe (n.)


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


	
the Scribe Virgin (pr. n.)


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


	
sehclusion (n.)


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


	
shellan (n.)


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


	
symphath (n.)


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


	
talhman (n.)


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


	
the Tomb (pr. n.)


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


	
trahyner (n.)


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


	
transition (n.)


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


	
vampire (n.)


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


	
wahlker (n.)


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


	
whard (n.)


	Equivalent of a godfather or godmother to an individual.
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Advance Genetics Lab


Walters, New York


A VOLCANO ERUPTING IN the open jaw of a shark.


As Lydia Susi leaned into the monitor, one half of her brain identified the image for what it was, a PET-CT scan of the chest of a twenty-nine-year-old male with extensive stage small-cell lung cancer. The cross section, which cut the patient’s rib cage in horizontal slices, showed the tumors in the right lung, which seemed bigger to her, and two new masses on the left side. Given that this was both positron emission tomography with F-fluorodeoxyglucose in conjunction with computed tomography, the growths were well visualized, but also appearing as hot spots given the highly metabolically active abnormal cells.


It was a very clear and helpful diagnostic picture of a dying man’s respiratory landscape, and yet, her Ph.D. in biology aside—as well as forgetting about the last six months of looking at similar images—she was nonetheless struggling to stay connected to what she was looking at and what it all meant: i.e., that the traditional immunotherapy, just like the chemotherapy, hadn’t worked.


“Daniel…” she whispered as the doctor beside her cued up the next cut and continued to drone on.


Instead of properly processing any of the information, her brain continued to treat the slideshow as a Rorschach test of avoidance, her thoughts skipping away from the grim news to pull random pictures out of the oblong frame of red-tinted shadows and yellow-and-orange clouds. It wasn’t stage four cancer run amok, no, absolutely not. It was a first-generation video game, where you could drop a crudely pixelated soldier onto an alien planet and use the boulders of tumor growth to take cover behind while blocky monsters chunked around and tried to eat you. No, wait, it was a plate in a psychedelic buffet line, with only the baby new potatoes part of the Grateful Dead entrée having been spooned on. How about Jackson Pollock, in his little-known oncology period? Sofa slipcover pattern? Bowl of fruit.


The visual extrapolation that finally stuck was that of a volcano, her mental cracked-up-Krakatoa seated where the spine formed a little triangular notch on the bottom of the chest cavity’s slice, the ghostly point of the vertebra seeming to launch an eruption that was tinted with that angry Kool-Aid red and the comic strip yellow and the autumn hearth orange, the whole of it contained within an outline that reminded her of that scene in Jaws, when Chief Brody goes to Quint’s to hire the contractor to kill the shark.


All those boiled, open jawbones hanging around, their graceful contours like the shape of the rib cage.


Here’s to swimmin’ with bowlegged women.


“I beg your pardon?”


Lydia looked over at the white-coated doctor who’d been talking at her. Given that the man was staring over in surprise, she’d clearly shared that little ditty about genu varum out loud—and what do you know. She hadn’t properly processed him, either. Trying to remember his name, she failed, and if she had to describe him ten minutes from now, she knew she’d suck at that, too. Then again, he had anonymous looks, his thinning brown hair side parted, his unremarkable eyes myopic behind rimless glasses, his facial features functional rather than attractive. With his surgical scrubs hanging loose on a thin, nonathletic body, it was like his IQ was so high, his brain co-opted all of the available nutrients and calories out of his digestive tract before they ever got a chance to fill him out.


The one thing she did know about him, and that she would never forget, was that he was a brilliant oncologist.


“Sorry,” she mumbled. “Please continue.”


He pointed to the screen with the tip of his Montblanc pen, the little white star on the top making the rounds of the tumor growth like a fly trying to decide where to land. “As you can see here, the primary site has increased by—”


“Yeah, yeah, she knows that already.”


As the booming voice cut through the narrative, Lydia thought, Thank God.


Turning away from the monitor, she clung to the eyes of the man who marched up to them. Augustus St. Claire was unlike every other researcher and clinician. Standing well over six feet tall, with an Afro and a wardrobe that consisted solely of t-shirts from the sixties, he looked like someone who belonged in Jimi Hendrix’s band. Instead, he was the leader of this privately financed facility that was exploring medical advances well under the radar of the Food and Drug Administration.


Today Gus was wearing a well-washed H. R. Pufnstuf number, the pattern seafoam green, the background mustard yellow, the name done in those trippy, melt-y sixties letters.


“I’ll take care of this,” he said. “Thanks.”


The other doctor opened his mouth to argue the dismissal. No doubt he was the type who had succeeded at everything academic and professional in his life and was more used to people welcoming him into discussions, especially if they were about life-and-death medical issues. But when Gus stared him down, he clipped that black pen with its icy bathing cap back into the pocket protector on his white coat and ambulated himself out of the boardroom.


The glass-and-chrome door eased shut, and for a moment, Lydia looked through the bank of floor-to-ceiling panes that ran down the front of the space. The underground laboratory on the far side was so vast, she couldn’t see the end of the facility, all the workstations and equipment in shades of gray and white, all the people who bent over microscopes, and put liquid into tubes, and frowned into the screens of laptops, in bright blue and white blocks of scrubs and doctor coats.


“How long’s he got, Gus.”


Even though she knew. Still, some stupid desperation on her part tossed the question out into the air, the fishing expedition for some kind of hope, any kind, guaranteed to come up with an empty hook.


Guess she had internalized these new scans, after all.


Gus went around the long black table with its stable of leather chairs. There were projector screens at both ends of the room, and she imagined the scans being reviewed here by the senior staff. They were not going to be surprised. Small-cell lung cancer, especially in its late stages, was an absolute bitch.


“You want something to drink?” Gus said.


Down the long wall of the room, a layout of sodas, sparkling waters, and fruit juices had been arranged on a credenza, everything from the labels on the branded bottles and cans, to the crystal glassware, to the ice cubes in their refrigerated dispenser, lined up with OCD precision, a platoon of libations reporting for duty in the war against dehydration.


“So do you want anything?”


“No, thanks,” she replied.


Gus helped himself to a room-temperature Coke, popping the top of a can and pouring the Real Thing down his throat like he was dousing a fire in his abdomen.


Lydia waited until he took a break halfway through to catch his breath. “I want to know how much time. And enough with the I-don’t-answer-questions-like-that and every-patient-is-different bullshit. We’re way past that point now, and you know it.”


She turned back to the view out into the laboratory. All those brilliant minds working around the clock, trying to create a future that wasn’t going to come fast enough. At least not for the person she cared about.


As Gus came across to her, she braced herself, but all he did was glance over his shoulder at all the drinks like he desperately wanted to bring something to her.


Crossing her arms, she nodded at the laptop on the table. “FYI, I will launch this thing at you if you try to offer me an orange juice.”


“Vitamin C is important for a good immune response.”


“Then let’s infuse Daniel with twenty gallons of Tropicana. How’s that for a protocol.”


Gus finished his Coke, and when he put the can down, there was a declarative sound to the impact. “I’d say two months. Tops. He tolerated the immuno-therapy like a champ. The chemo as well. He’s extraordinarily healthy, except for the cancer.”


Other than that, Mrs. Lincoln, how was the play.


And “tolerated”? That was not a word she would use to describe the way the man she loved had had to endure the brutal side effects of all the courses of drugs.


“Is there anything else we can try?” She put her hand out. “Except for… well, you know he doesn’t want Vita-12b.”


“I told you, I’m not going to argue with him about his decision.”


“You’re a better man than I,” she muttered. And yet could she blame Daniel?


“Here’s the thing.” Gus picked up the can and brought it back to his mouth, a hissing sound rising into the silence as he tried to find another sip in the empty. “He should be able to choose whether or not he wants to be a guinea pig—”


“I’ve never said the choice wasn’t his—”


“—but now that we’re out of conventional options, maybe he changes his mind. Or maybe he doesn’t.”


Drowning in frustration and sorrow, Lydia ripped the tie out of her hair. Then she recaptured everything she’d just freed and wound the loose bun right back up.


Sometimes you just had to do something with your hands. Other than throw things.


“Daniel has to make the call soon, though, right? I mean, he’s as good as he’ll be today—”


“Actually, he’s going to rebound some now that the immunotherapy’s going to be stopped. As I said, he’s a healthy man in his prime underneath it all, and we’ve always been on top of his symptoms and complications. And we can do CyberKnife on his liver again and put in a stent if we have to. The bone mets in his spine and hip are what they are, but they haven’t gotten much worse. Of course, his lungs are the real problem. Bilateral is a bad new development.”


No, shit, Dr. St. Claire.


Lydia pulled out one of the executive chairs and all but fell into the baseball-mitt-like seat. As she stared at the laptop screen, she wanted to cry, sure as if she were already at Daniel’s wake. She wanted to weep and gnash, pound the glossy table with her fists, stamp her feet, kick the glass wall, throw the computer so hard that it splintered into a Dell-branded jigsaw puzzle. But you only fought what you did not accept, and as a numb helplessness started to wrap her in cotton batting, she realized that she was finally putting down her sword.


How had it come to this, she wondered. Then again, if the pair of them were walking down the aisle together, her in a white dress, him all tatted up in a tuxedo, she would have had the same sense of confusion. Awed, rather than awful’d, of course.


“Do you tell him or do I,” she said softly. Then she looked up sharply. “And if it’s going to be a doctor, it has to be you, not one of those other… well. Anyway.”


“Not one of those über-compassionate, windup toy researchers? I’d be touched by your request, but they set a low bar at the bedside, don’t they.” He held up his forefinger. “They are exactly who you want in the lab, however.”


“I believe that.” Lydia shook her head. “I need to go tell him. Probably best coming from me.”


“You want me to be with you?”


“It’s not going to be a news flash.”


When Gus got quiet, she glanced over. The man was staring off into the distance between them, his eyes not really focused, like he was reviewing the case for the seven millionth time in his head and looking for something, anything, they could try.


“It’s not your fault,” she said.


“Sure feels like it is on my side.” He fired the Coke can across the space, pegging the wastepaper basket at the far end of the credenza like it was a basketball rim. “I’m going to grab a break. You can always text or call, ’kay?”


“You, taking some time off?” She tried to smile. “Unheard of, even if it is ten at night.”


“I’m going to get shit-faced, actually. Care to join me? You can invite that boyfriend of yours.”


“I’ll take a rain check, if you don’t mind.”


“Fair enough. And remember, call me. Day or night.”


As he headed for the exit, she murmured, “You’re a good man, Gus.”


He stopped with his hand on the door. As he looked over his shoulder at her, his dark eyes were grave. “But not good enough to save him.”


Before Lydia knew what she was doing, she was up and out of the chair. When she embraced the doctor who had been right on the front lines with her, there was a split second—and then he hugged her back.


“I’m sorry.” He cleared his throat. “This is not the outcome we want.”


A moment later, they parted, and he squeezed her shoulder before leaving. Out on the far side of all the glass, he made his way down the rows of workstations—and the other researchers stole glances at him, like he was a rock star striding through a public place, a unicorn among mortals.


The back of the t-shirt had a series of faded dates, like Pufnstuf was on tour. It was hard to know whether the top was an actual vintage one or something created to look period. Knowing Gus, it was probably the former. He seemed like the type who would blow off steam by collecting relics he’d hunt-and-pecked for.


Returning to the laptop, Lydia went through the chest images again, looking at the clear evidence of disease progression. There were other locations on Daniel’s body that had been scanned, but she had no interest in going through them, at least not right now. If there was nothing more to be done, it didn’t really matter how much things had advanced in his spine and hip. In his liver. The only good news was that there was still nothing in Daniel’s brain. The doctor with the anonymous features had led with that announcement, as if it had been preplanned. Or maybe it was just alphabetical, “brain,” starting with b, before “hip,” “liver,” and “lung.”


“Dr. Walter Scholz. That was his name,” she said absently as it came back to her.


Lydia closed the laptop.


When the best case was that you didn’t have cancer in your brain—yet—that pretty much said it all, didn’t it.


She needed to go find Daniel.


And tell him it was over.










TWO
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A-B-AB-ABTHTH-THAAT’S ALL FOLKS!


As Porky Pig’s sign-off Looney-Tune’d around Daniel Joseph’s head, he poured himself a couple fingers of whiskey, and then tried to get the top back on the liquor bottle. As the cork-seated disk skipped around the open neck, he thought back to two months ago, when the tremors had started. The neuropathy in his hands was the kind of thing that had arrived without preamble, the side effect of the chemo like a houseguest who’d moved in without invitation for the holidays.


And was apparently staying through ’til New Year’s.


What he remembered most about the initial salvo of this particular concession of normal functioning was his frustration at its appearance. The trembling had kicked in at dinner one night, when he’d been trying to get a forkful of peas to his mouth. When the little fuckers had jumped off the tines and made like green casino dice on the plate, he’d rolled his shoulder and realigned the angle of his elbow. That had done nothing to help on his second try—and over the next couple of days, the extent of the disability had revealed itself. Each new discovery, from struggling to text on his cell phone or put the cap on his toothpaste or lace up his boots… had royally pissed him off.


Ah, the good ol’ days. When he’d had the energy to spare on shit like being cranked over something he couldn’t change.


Now? He wasn’t much older, but he was definitely wiser. Or tired-er, as the case was. So yup, standing at the counter, he just sat back and watched the jittery show, feeling nothing at all. It was simply one more thing to endure, and, given the à la carte menu of physical crap he had to deal with, not worth getting worked up about.


And hey, who needed an electric toothbrush now, right? Fuck Oral-B.


When he finally hole-in-forty-seventh’d things, he added some soda and turned away from the little setup of squat crystal basins, bottles of Seagram’s, and the amber anchor of his favorite brand of whiskey. In the midst of the professional-grade kitchen, he’d come to think of the modest stretch of alcohol and accoutrements as his personal bar, a pocket of cocktails in the midst of a setup Gordon Ramsay would have gotten a case of the hot cross buns for. From the Viking wall ovens and sixteen-burner gas top, to the pair of Traulsen refrigerators and the three deep-bellied sinks, you could feed an army out of the square footage.


And as he thought about the owner of the conference-center-sized house, he reflected, not for the first time, that C.P. Phalen was the only private citizen he knew in the continental United States who could really live up to that hyperbolic vernacular: “army.” As in uniformed, professional, armed men in squadrons who were a point-and-shoot for whatever she wanted. There were no women in the ranks, and after having watched C.P. in action for the last six months, he had a feeling it was because she liked to be the only female anything in the room. But whatever, it was her gig, and like everything else on the estate, went by her rules.


Bringing the liquor to his mouth, he took a sip and knew he was going to pay for the tipple later. His digestive track was iffy on a good day, the rotating wheel of constipation, diarrhea, nausea, and vomiting the kind of game show he played on a regular basis. But fuck it. Sometimes, he just had to mimic the habits he’d enjoyed before his own personal time bomb had gone off. The rogue experiences were always more appealing in theory than fact, but they were a compulsion he needed to scratch, even though he knew things were going to turn out badly.


Shoring up his energy, he started for the sliding glass doors that opened out onto a terrace the size of a soccer field—


And made it about five feet.


The walking cane he’d begun to use was back where he’d left it, leaning up against the stainless steel cabinet, the hook of the grip linked onto one of the pulls. For a split second, that old familiar fury at how much he had lost hit him, but the flash of anger burned out fast because he just didn’t have the resources to hold anything for very long, whether it was an emotion or something as basic and physical as his balance.


Or even a rocks glass.


Shuffling back over, he locked his hand around the crook, and fell into what had become his new-normal of walking, the cobble, cobble, cobble together of swinging legs and arms kind of seasonal given that it was November: Gobble, gobble, gobble.


Maybe he should have put pumpkin into his Jack Daniel’s.


At the slider, he hung the cane on the wrist of his left hand and opened the sheet of glass. Minding the lip at the base of the frame so he didn’t catch a toe and die facedown on the flagstone in a shatter, he stepped out into the cold, moonlit night.


Upstate New York was beautiful in the fall, but it was no longer autumn, the chill in the air having gone from the nip of a golden retriever puppy to the chomp of a Belgian Malinois—and nature had responded accordingly. On the far rim of the meadow behind the mansion, everything was off the tree branches and browning to a crinkle on the ground. Funny, with time running out, he was noticing the seasons more.


The spring, the summer. Now the fall. Would he see another snowfall?


He thought of the scans that had been done on him. He had the feeling Lydia was getting the results right now because she’d made some deliberately offhand comment about going down to the lab “for a quick sec.” Like she had any other reason to take that elevator deep into the earth? No doubt it was a pregame for when they broke the bad news to him, but like he didn’t already know? He was living in his body. He knew his breathing was worse, and when he sorted through the symptoms he’d been dealing with, he was pretty damn sure that some of the fun and games was the cancer getting a further jump on him rather than just side effects from the pharmacy’s worth of shit they’d been pumping into him.


Closing things up in his wake, he looked past the discreetly lit terrace and winterized pool to that ghostly tree line. It was about a hundred yards away.


It might as well have been a matter of miles.


Going on a catty-corner angle, navigating by the heavens’ blue light, he eighty-year-old’d it over the cropped grass, all of which had turned a uniform brown, none of which was disturbed by any weed growth. C.P.’s lawn was kind of like him, medicated for better performance, although in its case, the metastases were kept at bay.


Maybe he just needed some Miracle-Gro.


Halfway to goal, he took a breather, bracing himself on the cane, opening his mouth, panting in a way that, as recently as the spring, would have only come from a full-out sprint. Glancing over his shoulder, he considered giving the security detail a little wave. The estate was up-the-ass with high-tech infrared cameras, no privacy to speak of inside or outside or anywhere—but he didn’t think anyone was going to come rushing after him like he was a toddler who’d wandered off. He’d been doing these after-dark wanders for the last couple of weeks. If someone had had a problem with them, he’d know about it by now.


Did the men who watched him hobble off feel sorry for him? he wondered. Was he a cautionary tale to all of those who were where he had been as recently as April?


He’d been a highly trained soldier, too. He’d had weapons and strength and cunning—and a secret mission. Granted, he’d worked for the government, and been sent here to wipe out C.P.’s lab… but then just like the way his body’s cells had betrayed him, he’d learned that all was not how it seemed on the surface.


And now that laboratory was fighting for his life.


Like a camera lens being focused, the house in his rearview suddenly registered with clarity. The massive stone structure was gleaming in the soft illumination of its security lights, the multitude of windows and doors covered with a reflective film that meant there were one-way mirrors all along the various elevations, nothing but the dark, barren landscape projected back at him, all that white furniture and art hidden from view.


The people, too.


As he scanned the glass panels, he wondered who might be looking back out at him and his conscience squeaked a protest somewhere below his conscious thoughts. What the hell was he doing, sneaking out to the woods again? Especially considering what he was bringing with him.


Turning back around, he kept going, and when he finally reached the trees, he penetrated their ranks in a random location so he didn’t create a trailhead that might show in the daylight. And then, as he continued along, he did what he could to leave the foliage undisturbed. Just like the whiskey and soda in his hand, and what was in the pocket of his jacket, this whole covering his tracks thing was a holdover from his old life, the one he had lived for twenty-nine years, five months, and twelve days.


A gunshot wound that should have been fatal had been the gateway to what was actually going to kill him—or his knowledge of what was cooking under his surface. That cough that wouldn’t go away? The one that sometimes came with a little blood? The tiredness? The weight loss?


Not allergies, as it turned out. Not his bad diet, his lack of sleep, or the stress that came with keeping Lydia from becoming collateral damage while he executed his mission.


When the docs at C.P. Phalen’s had X-rayed his chest to assess the damage… that was when they’d seen the cloud in his lung. The secret his body had been keeping from him was out, and the second era in his life had begun.


Daniel had to go slower now that he was in the woods, and it was hard to believe that there was a downshift below “snail’s pace,” but there it was. As a buffering fog set into his mind, his disorientation in what should have been a familiar landscape made him panic, everything suddenly looking foreign even though he could see quite well, the trees forming no pattern that he recognized even though he’d been tromping around in here for at least two weeks, the ground cover an obstacle course he couldn’t remember how to get through.


Getting his phone out to use the flashlight seemed like a lot of work, especially because he wasn’t sure how more illumination was going to help his—


He was saved by a broken branch.


The inch-thick, five-foot-long maple shooter had been split by a pair of hands, the messy crack in the wood no longer fresh, the angle pointing in a direction about seventy-two degrees to the right. A little farther on, he found another that was propped in the juncture of a birch, and as he kept going, he crossed paths with a third.


He’d left the arboreal arrows because chemo brain was real, but also because working a plan, even if it was as simple as designing an orientation system that covered only a hundred and fifty feet, made him feel like he wasn’t completely useless.


And there it was.


The fallen tree had been an old one back when it had still been up on its root system—not old-growth old, but its thick trunk had suggested a good fifty years’ worth of four seasons, and the proliferation of branches at the top made it seem like it had been healthy for a good, long period. Something had happened that had cut its life short, however, and as he came around to where it had broken free of its base, he shook his head at the ragged scarring that was obvious even in the moonlight. There was rot in the core, some kind of black staining of the wood in an invading pattern, maybe a fungus? He wasn’t sure. He’d never been into nature much, except as it provided coverage in situations when either he needed to defend himself or because he hadn’t wanted to be seen.


Glancing over his shoulder, he remembered him and Lydia getting stalked through a forest just like this. They’d hidden up in a deer stand, and he’d known better than she had the whys of it all. Dropping down from their perch, he’d attacked the aggressor, taken control of the man, and then told her to head back out to the main road and get the sheriff—and after she’d left, when he was sure she wouldn’t see or hear anything, he’d put a gun with a suppressor on its muzzle to the head of the threat to her life. Pulling the trigger, he’d stripped the body of weapons and hidden it in a shallow cave. When he’d returned to where he’d killed the guy, he’d looked up to the heavy gray sky and asked for rain to give things a little wash just in case any small-town lawmen decided to go CSI on the scene.


But that wasn’t because he’d been worried about murder charges. Back then, Lydia hadn’t known what he was, and he’d wanted to keep it that way.


He hadn’t known what she was, either.


Returning to the present, it was a relief to pivot and plant his bony ass on the fallen tree. Reaching into his pocket, he took out a black pouch with a corroded zipper. Inside? Two things. Well, one object and a group of things.


The root cause of his own black fungus, as it were.


After he put his Jack and soda aside on the bark, he shook out a cigarette from the red-and-white pack, the paper tube with its packing of tobacco and blunt, buff-colored terminal, at the very core of his health issues. Putting the business end of the coffin nail between his lips, he remembered the first time he had broken his post-diagnosis nicotine quit. It had been two weeks ago. He’d wandered out of that stone fortress of Phalen’s, a fresh cellophane pack in the pocket of his coat, his just-need-to-clear-his-head lie still floating in the air back at the big house, the anxious eyes of the woman he loved more than anything else boring into his back as he’d hobbled to the woods.


Like maybe she’d known what he intended on doing.


The fact that his hand didn’t shake as he brought the lit Bic to the tip seemed to suggest that some part of him had a suicidal impulse. And the inhale went okay, the familiar suck and swallow of smoke a reflex, the soothing sensation that came over him a Pavlovian response, his central nervous system already anticipating the effect of the nicotine even before the chemicals changed his internal—


The exhale did not go well. A coughing fit hit him like a linebacker, his diseased lungs flat-out rejecting the smoke. Choking, gagging, he knew enough to keep the liquor off to the side even though there was a temptation to try to ease things with a sip. The irritants of smoking and alcohol were a one-two punch that was going to drop him, and as he finally caught his breath, he didn’t need the results of all that nuclear medicine testing from this morning to know what was going on.


The second treatment option of immunotherapy hadn’t worked any better than the chemo had, and now he had exhausted all conventional avenues.


Like a complete jackhole, he tried the inhale thing again, and on the exhale, he turned the cigarette around and stared at the lit tip—while he wondered why, if he was willing to smoke, he couldn’t get on board with the experimental drug C.P. had cooked up in her lab—


When he started coughing again, he tried to get control of the bronchial spasms. As they got worse and worse, to the point where he began to cough up blood, he tripod’d, tilting over his thighs, planting his palms on his knees, holding himself at an angle so his lungs had the best chance of expanding fully in his rib cage. He had to time the sucks of cold air with breaks in the hacking, his face flushing from the workout, a sweat breaking out under his jacket—


It should have passed by now.


Usually, it was over by—


In the back of his mind, a flare of panic went off. He was too far out for anyone in the house to hear him, and though there were security cameras out here in the acreage, there was no telling whether anyone was monitoring them, with no imminent threat present.


With a fumbling hand, he went for his phone, and as he dropped it, his watery eyes refused to focus and he thought…


Maybe this was it. And how stupid. To come here away from everything and smoke in the cold and die.


Just as his sight started to go dark and his head spun, as his body began to list to one side, as he considered the horrible idea that he would be found out here in the woods, a frozen block of cancer, dead for a dumb reason—


He caught a full(ish) breath. And another. And a third.


As the coughing jag sputtered out into nothing more than sporadic huffing, he did not try it again with the cigarette. He just watched the thing burn, the stalk of ashes distorting on the end like the finger of a wicked witch. When the cinders fell off because of the wiggly rabbit ears of his fore- and middle fingers, he bent down and got his phone from the bed of leaves at his feet. Wiping the screen on his jeans, he stared at the dark face of the thing—and remembered a plan he’d had months ago.


It had been a good plan, a plan to help Lydia after he was gone, a way to connect her with her community. And he’d been really frickin’ urgent about it all. Unfortunately, medical tests, medications, and side effects had wiped him out, and then bad news after bad news had eaten into not just his time but his energy, too. The slog through the various protocols had been a blur and also an eternity, the days and nights flying by at the same time he trudged through them, the end result being that spring, summer, and almost all of the fall had passed without him following through on what he’d intended on doing right after he’d been diagnosed.


And maybe there was another reason he hadn’t met up with that mysterious contact. In a quiet, secret place in his heart, one that he didn’t even let Lydia into, he had hoped that it would all work, that the drugs would do their thing and kill the cancer cells, and he’d be around to participate in her life.


And protect her if she needed it.


Nope.


After all the volunteered-for suffering of the remedies, on top of the not-volunteered-for shit of the disease, he was now here, a bump on a log, unable to smoke or drink, having wasted most of his good quality of life on all kinds of lottery tickets that had scratched off big fat nothings.


But he was alive for this moment and he was done fucking around.


Bringing the phone up, he steadied his elbow on his knee, opened the device with facial recognition, and navigated to the note section with his palsied fingertip. The number he’d received from a clandestine contact back in April was right where he’d left it, the last entry he’d made, the only entry he’d made.


Initiating a call, he made a fist with his free hand and coughed into the thumb end. One ring. Two rings. Three rings. Four—


The recording of a deep female voice cut in: You’ve reached the voicemail of Alex Hess. Leave a message.


Just as the beeeeeeep went off, he saw a pair of eyes staring at him from the tangles of dead underbrush that surrounded the clearing.


Bolting up from the fallen tree trunk, he overpitched himself into a stumble, and with no cane in his hand, his loose-jointed body landed on his knees.


So that he was on eye level with the predator who had stalked him in the night so silently, so competently.


The female wolf had beautiful gray and white and brown fur, and in the moonlight, she blended into her surroundings, the dour palette of pre-winter grisaille camouflaging her position. With her head down low and her ears back, she clearly could have killed him if she wanted to, one good lunge all it would take. But instead of attacking, she retreated quick as a blink, her lithe body executing a tight turn, her paw placement so precise there wasn’t even a rustle as she took off.


Fuck, he thought.


“Lydia!” he called out. “Lydia…!”










THREE


[image: ]


Market and 18th Streets


Downtown Caldwell, New York


AGAINST THE GRITTY soundtrack of Caldwell’s nocturnal symphony of distant honks, sirens, and shouts, Rehvenge swept his full-length mink coat back and knelt by a facedown body that was still warm. Given the single bullet to the back of the skull, he didn’t need forensic training to know that the hit had been a professional job, and before he rolled the dead male over, he glanced around the back alley. The buildings on either side were windowless, one of the cross streets was closed off because of a water main issue, and there was barely enough lateral room to squeeze a car through. You couldn’t get more privacy if you’d put “No Trespassing” signs on the bricks.


“I figured we’d call you, you know?”


He looked over at the male civilian vampire who’d rung the bell. The guy had been using Rehv’s sportsbook business for a while now, and he was a good bettor, regularly putting money on teams and spreads that didn’t work for him, always paying on time, never causing any trouble. And piss-poor picker aside, he was clearly doing well for himself—or had won the sperm lottery: He was dressed nicely and his white Tesla, which was parked about fifteen feet back, was pristine as a hundy right off the Federal Reserve’s printing press. Likewise, the female vampire standing next to him was a pick-me-girl cliché, breasts mounding up over her tight leather corset, her leggings spray-painted on. The smudge on the side of her red-painted mouth suggested she’d also been on her knees on the ground recently, although that was probably a metaphor.


“We were at Club Basque,” the male confessed, like he was talking to his parent. “We saw him get into trouble and get booted. But we didn’t follow him, and we certainly didn’t kill him. We just happened to come here because…”


At this trail-off, the guy put two palms forward, all I’m-totally-innocent, like he was thinking Rehv was jumping to some kind of Colt .45 conclusion. Whatever. Mr. Slim-Cut Slacks with the European tailored jacket, Bally loafers, and rule-abider vibe was never going to be at the top of the list for hired-hand enforcers.


As a siren sounded out close by, Rehv turned the victim over. The instant he saw the face, he had to keep the cursing to himself.


“We figured, you know… oh, God…”


Strangled coughing cut off the civilian’s conversation, and wasn’t that nice.


“This is not my problem,” Rehv announced as he got to his feet.


The male’s eyes went back to the corpse’s face, like he was trying to nut up with the visual—and what do you know, he had to look away again and gag.


After a couple of swallows, he choked out, “B-b-but it’s one of us.”


“So. Why does this have anything to do with me?”


“I thought, well, maybe he hadn’t paid you or something. I was just trying to…”


“Protect me?” Rehv rolled his eyes. “Thanks, but I promise you, if I have to issue a correction to one of my clients, the body isn’t going to be found by anyone.”


The civilian put his arm around his stomach like things were rolling in there. Then he glanced at his girlfriend. Sidepiece. Rando. Whatever she was to him, the female wasn’t sparing him or the dismembered dead guy a glance. She was locked on Rehv, her heavily lashed eyes low-lidded with intent like she was ready for a sexual upgrade.


Don’t hold your breath, sweetheart, Rehv thought.


“What if humans find it?” the male mumbled. “Isn’t that bad for the species?”


Rehv made a show of checking his Daytona Rollie with the rainbow dial. “Won’t be an issue in another seven hours—six and a half if there are no clouds. Daylight is the best cleaning service there is.”


As the male deflated, his good deed not as good as he’d thought it was, Rehv had to ask, “You said you were at the club and you saw him?”


The male nodded earnestly. “He got into some trouble with a human woman in the bathroom, and when he was kicked out by the bouncers, he was throwing punches. Big commotion, but it was handled. We stayed another forty-five minutes and then… found him here.”


Rehv shrugged. “Look, I have to go—”


“It’s the second one,” the female purred, and when he glanced across at her, she deliberately ran her fingertip over her lower lip. “That’s right, there was another.”


“Where?” Rehv demanded. “When.”


The male pulled some more head bobbing and took over the talking, clearly the hand-popper kid in the front of the class who had to get the A. “About three weeks ago. It was also close to dawn. Same thing, except it was a male who’d gotten in trouble at Blasphemy.”


Rehv closed his eyes briefly. “You left that body and let it burn?”


“Yes. I mean, what am I going to do—we, I mean.”


“Join the club.” Rehv waved off toward the electric car. “Just go, okay.”


“Thanks.” Like the guy was assuming that Rehv would handle things. “I’ve been feeling badly about just leaving the other one. Oh, and um… what’s the spread on the Eagles next week?”


“Call me later.”


The female lingered for a split sec as her BF headed off for the Tesla, as if she were giving Rehv a chance to ask for her driver’s license or something. Maybe her bra size. When there was no bait taken, she gave him a rear view and a half as she went over to the road Roomba.


When the happy couple were gone, he went back to ground, so to speak, even though the close-up didn’t change anything. The male was still dead, and under any other circumstances, Rehv wouldn’t have given a shit. He could imagine exactly the kind of “trouble” the bastard had gotten into with that woman in the loo, and assholes deserve what they got.


The problem was all in the eyes, as they say.


Or in this case, the no eyes.


Both peepers had been removed from their sockets, although not in a sloppy, messy way. There were no straggles of an optic nerve or parts of the sclera left behind; the meat had been scooped out cleanly, all melon-baller-tidy, like a spoon with a deep cup had been wielded with excellent skill.


“Damn it, Xhex. What are you doing.”


He knew the answer to that, and it was a devastating one.


Taking out his phone, he pulled her contact up and initiated a call. When it wasn’t answered, he wasn’t surprised.


He didn’t leave a message. But he knew where to go.





Club Basque


Market Street and 27th Avenue


Just another night in paradise.


As Xhex looked around the dance floor, things were going well when measured against the extremely low standards set for behavior at the club. Nobody was actually having sex, doing a line, or playing pound-per-pound push-and-shove. Now, there were a couple of throuples who were in the but-for-pants brigade, whatever clothing they’d slapped on their naughty bits the only thing stopping penetration. And she was very sure if she’d pulled a stop-and-frisk on the two hundred humans grinding to the Euro rap soundtrack, she would have liquidated all kinds of illegal assets out of pockets and cavities.


But there was no reason to get invasive.


She checked her watch. Nice. Another four hours and she could go home.


John Matthew had promised to be waiting for her in their bedroom, and she’d been specific about what she was looking for. And it did not involve any clothing, job-related discussions, or third parties.


“Do you want me to handle closing tonight?”


She glanced over her shoulder. T’Marcus Jones had come up, and he was, as always, calm, collected, composed. He was one of the few humans she trusted to keep their heads straight no matter the situation—which was why she’d brought him over from Blasphemy when Trez had opened this fifth club two weeks ago.


“That would be great.” As all kinds of naked images of her mate played across her mind, she refocused on the crowd. “And at least they’re behaving now.”


T’Marcus lined up with her and crossed his heavy arms over his chest. “Nothing like showing ’em what happens when they don’t.”


Xhex opened her mouth to say something—and promptly forgot what she’d been about to come back with. As some kind of warning crawled up the nape of her neck and knocked on the back of her skull, she jerked around. Then covered up the paranoid twist by nodding at one of the bouncers who was stationed by the bar.


When she pivoted back to the dance floor, her skin prickled, and that was when her instincts really came alive. The disturbance in the air was subtle, not the kind of thing that anyone else would have noticed. Then again, she’d picked up on it not because her hearing or her eyesight was good.


This was probably not good news, she thought.


“I’ll be right back,” she told her second-in-command.


“You okay?”


“Peachy. Thanks.”


Cutting through the crowd, she was bumped into by a guy, and instead of throwing him out of her path, she nudged him aside. And when a woman asked her for directions to the bathroom, she paused and gave them. Then one of the bartenders rushed over with his finger wrapped in a dish towel because he’d cut it opening a beer bottle. She sent him on to the first aid kit in the manager’s office and told him to get to the ER because he was going to need stitches.


Finally, she was at the club’s easterly exit, the one by the storage rooms that were locked.


“You might as well come in,” she said at the reinforced steel door.


There was a split second of pause—and then the male who opened the heavy panel with his mind made his appearance.


As usual, Rehv was wrapped up in his floor-length mink, a symphath burrito who was trying his damnedest not to leach any body heat if he could avoid it. Tough goal for Caldwell in November, but then he was also fully dressed underneath, with a dark gray suit and a black silk shirt and tie. His mohawk had been recently trimmed, so the horizontal stripe down his cranium was even shorter than usual, and his amethyst eyes seemed extra bright in the low-watt glow of the service hall.


“Who’s dead,” she asked grimly. Because that tight expression on his face was hardly bearer-of-good-news shit.


“I think you’ve got the answer to that.”


“Excuse me?” When he didn’t come in, she put her hands on her hips. “Are you looking for an engraved invitation? Or do you just want to play doorstop.”


By way of reply, those purple eyes narrowed on her, and she knew exactly what he was doing. But instead of getting all thought up about him going symphath on her, she just got good and relaxed in her shitkickers and let him do his thing. He was going to scan her grid anyway. Arguing with the motherfucker was a waste of breath.


“You mind coming in?” She indicated the hall around them. “You’ll be warmer, for one thing. For another, I’ll be warmer. But fuck the weather, you’re about to set off an alarm that we don’t need to deal with, thank you very much.”
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