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Destiny is never wrong. And love is never wasted.
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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 and 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 once targeted the vampires for extinction out of resentment directed toward the Scribe Virgin. Existed in a non-temporal realm and had extensive powers, though not the power of creation. Eradicated.


	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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Qhuinn, son of Lohstrong, entered his family’s home through its grand front door. The instant he stepped over the threshold, the smell of the place curled up into his nose. Lemon polish. Beeswax candles. Fresh flowers from the garden that the doggen brought in daily. Perfume—his mother’s. Cologne—his father’s and his brother’s. Cinnamon gum—his sister’s.


If the Glade company ever did an air freshener like this, it would be called something like Meadow of Old Money. Or Sunrise Over a Fat Bank Account.


Or maybe the ever popular We’re Just Better Than Everyone Else.


Distant voices drifted over from the dining room, the vowels round as brilliant-cut diamonds, the consonants drawled out smooth and long as satin ribbons.


“Oh, Lillie, this is lovely, thank you,” his mother said to the server. “But that’s too much for me. And do not give Solange so much. She’s getting heavy.”


Ah, yes, his mother’s perma-diet inflicted on the next generation: Glymera females were supposed to disappear from sight when they turned sideways, each jutting collarbone, sunken cheek, and bony upper arm some kind of fucked-up badge of honor.


As if resembling a fire poker would make you a better person.


And Scribe Virgin forfend if your daughter looked like she was healthy.


“Ah, yes, thank you, Lilith,” his father said evenly. “More for me, please.”


Qhuinn closed his eyes and tried to convince his body to step forward. One foot after another. It was not that tough.


His brand-new Ed Hardy kicks middle-fingered that suggestion. Then again, in so many ways, walking into that dining room was going into the belly of the beast.


He let his duffle fall to the floor. The couple of days at his best friend Blay’s home had done him good, a break from the complete lack of air in his family’s house. Unfortunately, the burn on reentry was so bad, it made the cost/benefit of leaving nearly equal.


Okay, this was ridiculous. He couldn’t keep standing here like an inanimate object.


Turning to the side wall, he leaned into the full-length antique mirror that was placed right by the door. So thoughtful. So in keeping with the aristocracy’s need to look good. This way, visitors could check their hair and clothes as the butler accepted coats and hats.


The young pretrans face that was reflected back at him was all even features, good jawline, and a mouth that, he had to admit, looked like it could do some serious damage to naked skin when he got older. Or maybe that was just wishful thinking. Hair was all Vlad the Impaler, spikes standing up straight from his head. Neck was strung with a bike chain, and not one bought at Urban Outfitters—he’d taken it off his twelve-speed. All things being equal, he looked like a thief who had broken into the mansion and was prepared to trash the place looking for sterling silver, jewelry, and portable electronics.


The irony was that all the Goth bullcrap wasn’t the most offensive part of his appearance to his family. In fact, he could have stripped down, hung a light fixture off his ass, and run around the first floor playing José Canseco with the art and antiques and not come close to how much the real problem pissed off his parents.


It was his eyes.


One blue. One green.


Oopsy. His bad.


The glymera didn’t like defects. Not in their porcelain or their rose gardens. Not in their wallpaper or their carpets or their countertops. Not in the silk of their underwear or the wool of their blazers or the chiffon of their gowns.


And certainly not EVER in their young.


Sister was okay—well, except for the “little weight problem” that didn’t actually exist, and a lisp that was going to be dealt with through oral surgery—oh, and the fact that she had the personality of their mother. And there was no fixing that shit. Brother, on the other hand, was the real fucking star, a physically perfect son prepared to carry forth the family bloodline by reproducing in a very genteel, non-moaning, no-sweat situation with a female chosen for him by the family.


Hell, Luchas’s sperm recipient had already been lined up. He was going to have to mate her as soon as he went through his transition—


“How are you feeling, my son?” his father asked in a gentle voice.


“Tired, sir,” a deep voice answered. “But this is going to help.”


A chill frog-marched up Qhuinn’s spine. That didn’t sound like his brother. Way too much bass. Far too masculine. Too…


Holy shit, the guy had gone through his transition.


Now, Qhuinn’s Ed Hardys got with the program, taking him forward until he could see through into the dining room. Father was in his seat at the head of the table. Check. Mother was in her chair at the foot of the table opposite the kitchen’s flap door. Check. Sister was facing out of the room, all but licking the gold rim off her plate from hunger. Check.


The male whose back was to Qhuinn was not part of the SOP.


His brother was twice the size he’d been when Qhuinn had been approached by a doggen and told to get his things and go to Blay’s.


Well, that explained the vacay. He’d assumed his father had finally relented and given into the request Qhuinn had filed weeks before. But nope, his sire had just wanted the defect out of the house because the change had come to his brother.


Had Luchas laid the chick? Who had they used for blood—


Their father, never the demonstrative type, reached out a hand and gave Qhuinn’s brother an awkward pat on the forearm. “We’re so proud of you. You look… perfect.”


“You do,” Qhuinn’s mother piped in. “Just perfect. Doesn’t your brother look perfect, Solange?”


“Yes, he does. Perfect.”


“And I have something for you,” Lohstrong said, in a voice that got husky.


The male reached into the inside pocket of his sport coat and took out a small, black velvet box.


Qhuinn’s mother started to tear up and dabbed carefully under her eyes.


“This is for you, my son.”


The box was slid across the white damask tablecloth, and Luchas’s now-big hands shook as he took the thing and popped the lid.


Qhuinn could see the flash of gold all the way out in the foyer.


Luchas just stared at the signet ring in silence, clearly overwhelmed, as their mother kept up with the dab-dab, and even their father grew slightly misty. And Solange snuck a roll from the bread basket.


“Thank you, sir,” Qhuinn’s brother said as he put the heavy gold ring on his forefinger.


“It fits, does it not?” Lohstrong asked.


“Yes, sir. Perfectly.”


“We wear the same size, then.”


Of course they did.


At that moment, their father glanced away, like he was hoping the movement of his eyeballs would take care of the sheen of tears that had come down over his vision.


He caught Qhuinn lurking outside in the foyer.


There was a brief flash of recognition. Not the hi-how’re-ya kind or the oh-good-my-other-son’s-home stuff. More like when you were walking through the grass and noticed a pile of dog shit too late to stop your foot from landing in it.


The male looked back at his family, locking Qhuinn out sure as if he’d closed an actual door.


Clearly, the last thing Lohstrong wanted was for such a historic moment to be ruined—and that was probably why he didn’t do the hand signals that warded off the evil eye. Usually, everyone in the household performed the ritual when they saw Qhuinn. Not tonight. The head of house didn’t want the others to know who was in their midst.


Qhuinn pivoted and went back to his duffle. Slinging the thing over his shoulder, he took the front stairs to his room. Usually, his mother preferred him to use the servants’ set, but that would mean he’d have to cut through all the love in there.


His bedroom was as far away from the others’ as you could get, all the way over to the right. He’d often wondered why they didn’t take the leap completely and put him in with the doggen—but then the staff would probably quit.


Closing himself into his quarters, he dumped the duffle onto the bare floor and sat on his bed. Staring at his only piece of luggage, he figured he had better do laundry soon as there was a wet bathing suit in there.


The maids refused to touch his clothes—like the evil in him lingered in the fibers of his jeans and his T-shirts. The upside was he was never welcomed for formal events anyway, so his wardrobe was just wash-n-wear, baby—


He discovered he was crying when he looked down at his Ed Hardys and realized that there were a couple of drops of water right between all those buckles and leather.


Qhuinn was never getting a ring.


Ah, hell… this hurt.


He was scrubbing his face with his palms when his phone rang. Taking the thing out of his biker jacket, he had to blink a couple of times to focus.


He hit send to accept the call, but he didn’t answer.


“I just heard,” Blay said across the connection. “How are you doing?”


Qhuinn opened his mouth to reply, his brain coughing up all kinds of responses: Peachy fucking jim-dandy. At least I’m not “fat” like my sister. No, I don’t know if my brother got laid.


Instead, he said, “They got me out of the house. They didn’t want me to curse the transition. Guess it worked because Luchas sure looks like he came through it okay.”


Blay swore softly.


“Oh, and he got his ring just now. My father gave him… his ring.”


The signet ring with the family crest on it, the symbol that all males of good bloodlines wore to attest to their value to their lineage.


“I watched Luchas put it on his finger,” Qhuinn said, feeling as if he were taking a sharp knife and drawing it up the insides of his arms. “Fit perfectly. Looked great. You know, though… like, how could it not—”


He began weeping at that point.


Just fucking lost it.


The awful truth was that under all his counterculture fuck-you, he wanted his family to love him. As prissy as his sister was, as scholar-geek as his brother was, as reserved as his parents were, he saw the love between those four. He felt the love among them. It was the tie that bound them, the invisible string from one heart to the others, the commitment of caring about everything from the mundane shit to any true, mortal drama. The only thing more powerful than that connection… was what it was like to get shut out from its expression.


Every fucking night of your life.


Blay’s voice cut in through the heaving. “I’m here for you. And I’m so damned sorry… I’m here for you… just don’t do anything stupid, okay? Let me come over—”


Leave it to Blay to know that he was thinking about things that involved ropes and showerheads.


In fact, his free hand had already gone down to the makeshift belt he’d fashioned out of a nice, strong weave of nylon—because his parents didn’t give him money for clothes and the one proper buckle-and-strap combo he’d owned had broken years ago.


Pulling the length free, he glanced across to the closed door of his bath. All he needed to do was tie the thing to the fixture in his shower—God knew those water pipes had been run in the good old days when things were strong enough to hold some weight. He even had a chair he could stand up on and then kick out from underneath him.


“I gotta go—”


“Qhuinn? Don’t you hang up on me—don’t you dare hang up on me—”


“Listen, man, I gotta go—”


“I’m coming over right now—” Lot of flapping in the background like Blay was getting his shit together. “Qhuinn! Do not hang up the phone—Qhuinn…!”
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Present Day


Market Street and 17th


Downtown Caldwell, New York


Oh, shit! Dad is going to kill us—”


“What are you talking about, ‘us’? I’m not driving—”


“You’re in the car, Terrie! And not because I kidnapped you—”


The two Allaine sisters were talking over each other, talking over the radio that was still playing loud enough to be heard in the suburbs they’d left, talking over the accident that had just occurred. They were also going nowhere, the front grille of the burgundy 2018 BMW 5 series embedded in the face of a dirty, downtown snowbank that loomed big as a mountain.


“I know I’m in the car, Ellen,” the twelve-year-old snapped. “But you’re the one who crashed us!”


“It wasn’t my fault, Therese!” Elle punched the radio button, which canned the music and turned up the volume on two things she was so not interested in dealing with: whatever wasn’t ever going to work again under the hood and her stupid sister’s opinion on what had just happened. “Something ran out in front of the car. It was not my fault—”


“It’s your fault where you steered us, and you’re never going to get your full license—”


“You can stop yelling. Anytime.”


No airbags. The airbags hadn’t deployed. Elle pulled herself up by the steering wheel and looked over the hood. Whatever had shot across the icy road was gone, the black shadow scurrying off as strays did. In contrast, the snowbank they were headfirst into was about five feet tall and a whole block long of going-nowhere. Beyond it? Nothing but a warehouse the color of a mud puddle that was covered with graffiti and absolutely no exterior lights.


Two seconds sooner or later and this would never have happened. The dog would have crossed the street before or after them, and right now they’d be elsewhere—although probably not where she’d meant to be going. She’d been trying to get onto Trade Street, and she’d thought, as she’d made a bunch of turns after taking the—hello—Trade Street exit off Northway, that it’d be no problem to find her way. Instead, they were…


Cranking around in her seat, she looked past Terrie, who was still talking, her hands all animated, her indignity act on a solid roll. The Northway was down about four blocks, at the Hudson River’s edge, and Elle pictured herself back on the four-laner going out of town, headlights leading the way home. Too bad there was no on-ramp that she could see and no signs to one, either—plus the highway was super-raised up on pylons. But, like, what did she think she’d do if it were on the level? Bust through a guardrail?


On the other side of things there was… nothing much. Just a bunch of dark buildings that offered no help. No security lights on them, either. Were they all abandoned?


“—going to tell Dad everything. How you stole his keys and took us downtown—”


Elle turned to her passenger with the big frickin’ opinions. “It’s not like I put a gun to your head. You said you were bored, so you were coming.”


“I’m twelve, you know, I’m a minor and it’s ten o’clock at night, and if you left home I’d be alone there, and that defeats the whole purpose of babysitting, doesn’t it. And where are we.”


Barely a break between words, much less pauses for sentences. If there had even been more than one.


“We’re here,” Elle muttered. “I mean, don’t freak out.”


“Who do we call?” her sister demanded. “We can’t call Dad—”


“Shut up, Terrie. I’ll take care of it.”


“Don’t tell me to shut up! You know, this is just like the time you…”


As Terrie got back on the bitch train, Elle couldn’t decide whether she wanted to be home because it was safe and this stretch of Caldwell’s downtown felt anything but that, or because she could not stand to be in an enclosed space with Terrie the Big Mouth. The good news? Now that the shock was wearing off, she realized the engine was still running, the heater was still on, and she couldn’t smell any smoke or anything burning. And hey, “abandoned” meant no one was around to get involved, right?


Get involved = call her father. Or call the police, who would then call her father.


All she had to do was reverse. Reverse was everything. And then she was getting them the hell out of here, and never, ever babysitting her sister again.


“You are such an idiot,” Terrie announced.


“Shut up.”


Putting things in reverse, Elle hit the gas. There was a jerk, and then a whrrrrrrrr. So she pushed down more on the accelerator. Whereupon the whrrrrrrr from the back end of the car just got higher pitched and louder.


Terrie cocked an eyebrow. “That’s not working.”


“Thank you, Mr. Faulk.” Mr. Faulk was the seventy-million-year-old English teacher at Caldwell Middle School. They’d both had him, and they’d both hated him. It was the only thing they’d ever agreed on. “And it will work.”


Elle stomped on the accelerator. And all she got was more volume out of the spinning rear tires, so she eased off. Then tried again, with less gas.


“FYI, this isn’t helping us.”


Elle put the car in park and thought seriously about pulling out all of her sister’s hair. “I’m never taking you anywhere ever again. Like, ever. You’re a fucking pain in my ass.”


“Just wait until I tell Dad ALL about this. Including that f-word.”


“Good. Then you’re in trouble, too, because you were supposed to be in bed an hour ago.”


“My bedtime was your responsibility. He’s never going to let you babysit—”


“Who the fuck else do you think is going to sit with you when we’re at Dad’s and he’s on a date?”


“That’s two f-words and he can pay someone better than you—”


“Shut up!” Elle slapped the steering wheel. “Fuck!”


Before her sister could update the tally, Elle leaned across the console and stared right into Terrie’s brown eyes. For once in her life, the girl thought better about speaking. But it wasn’t going to last.


With shaking hands, Elle got her cell phone from the drink-cup holder, but she couldn’t think of who could help. None of her friends could drive without an adult in the car—well, technically, neither could Elle—and any parental type who would come with them would call her father, which was exactly what she needed to avoid.


And their mom was out of the question.


Terrie crossed her arms over her pink parka. “You’re sixteen and only have your learner’s permit. This isn’t legal, you know.”


“You still can’t do long division, what the hell do you know.” Elle rubbed at her foggy window with the sleeve of her coat. “Hey. Check it. There’s a tow truck over there—”


Terrie grabbed her arm. “Lock the doors!”


“They are locked and what are you talking about?”


“It could be a murderer!”


Elle shoved off her sister. “Oh, shut up. And like you have a better idea?”


As she opened her door, the cold made it seem like it was three a.m. and they were in a bad part of town. Then again, she had a feeling this was a bad part of town, and ten p.m. might as well be three a.m. when you were alone with your baby sister.


If something went wrong, maybe she could just throw Terrie at the masher and run away. God knew the kid had that machine gun mouth of hers to use as a weapon.


Shutting her sister in, Elle kept her phone in her hand and double-checked to see if anyone, anything, was around. Nope. Just still December air, distant traffic, and a whole lot of wishing she were back home: Not that she’d ever admit it to Terrie the Big Mouth, she was seriously regretting this whole thing. She’d just wanted to drive down to where the clubs with the lights and the banging music were. When you were stuck babysitting your little sister—while your father was out on a date for the first time since the divorce and your mom was sitting in an apartment in the dark ’cuz it was always dark at her apartment—sometimes catching sight of the twenty-one-and-over glory that was just around your corner was the only thing that made you feel better.


Like what if their dad liked that woman? She was terrible. All perfume and LBD when she’d come to their door to pick him up. Like she was somebody special.


“Elle? You’re not going to leave me, are you?”


At least that annoying voice was contained inside the car, but Terrie hadn’t stayed put. She’d crawled over the threshold separating the two front seats, and she was staring up out of the driver’s side window, the ambient gray light of the city sucking the smart-ass out of her expression.


Or maybe the reality they were in was what was doing that: Car stuck, after dark, with no good options.


Elle looked at the tow truck, which was parked a good fifty yards away and facing in the opposite direction. It was red and white, and had a logo that seemed legit: “Murphy’s Towing” was done in script and there was a tagline, “We’re Always There for You!” They even had the AAA thingie. And a local phone number.


But she couldn’t see who was behind the wheel. There was somebody in the truck, though. Smoke puffed out of the tailpipe, and the brake lights glowed red. Why wasn’t he coming to help already, though? It was his job, right? And it wasn’t like there were any other cars in snowbanks around here.


“Lock the doors,” she heard herself say. Like she was a grown-up.


“Oh, my God, you’re going to be dead!” Terrie launched herself at the window, smacking at it with the palm of her hand, her voice all muffled. “Let’s call Dad! I’ll tell him it was my idea!”


“Shh. You’re being weird.” Elle swallowed through a dry throat. “Just lock the doors. I’m gonna ask if he can help us.”


“We’re all alone, Elle.” Now Terrie was more like the four-year-old she’d once been, all doe eyes and fright, the child coming out from behind the tweenager. “We’re going to die.”


“Lock.” She jabbed her forefinger at the door. “Now.”


When there was a chunk sound, she pointed through the glass with another jab, the universal sister sign for Stay the hell there.


It was, like, a hundred miles to the tow truck, and as the snow compressed under Elle’s boots, the squeaks it made were like a motion-activated alarm system that seemed to be counting down to an explosion. She couldn’t see inside the cab even as she closed in on all the winches and pulleys that hung off the back. But whoever was in there had to be able to help, right? Otherwise, why stencil that slogan on the outside of your stupid tow truck?


Right, because all advertising was legit.


Elle’s heart was pounding as she came up to the driver’s side of the cab. “Hey, mister? Hey. Hey, you in there?”


Maybe she’d luck out and find that it was a missus. That would be so great.


She glanced back at the BMW. Terrie’s pale face was mashed up against the window, her eyes wide, her mouth moving like she was talking to herself. Or maybe getting ready to scream when her older sister’s spilled blood turned the snow red as those brake lights—


The sound of the window going down brought Elle’s head around.


With a gasp, she jumped back. The man staring out at her had gunmetal-gray piercings running up one ear, and another set on his eyebrow, and one on the side of his nose. His hair was jet black and stained with purple. His clothes were black and he was wearing a leather jacket. One eye was blue, the other green, and there was the tattoo of a purple tear under one of them.


He was not smiling.


He looked like he never smiled. Unless he was tearing someone’s head off with his bare hands.


As he stared down at her, he was clearly sizing her up for target practice… in a way that made where she had gotten lost seem like a war zone.


Elle put her hands up. “Never mind. I, ah, I made a mistake—”


Stumbling away, she started walking fast back to her sister, trying to make it seem like she was, you know, calm. But when the driver’s door opened with a creak, she fucked that lie right off and began to run. Slipping, falling, scrambling, she focused on Terrie, who started to scream and pound at the window with little fists.


Like that was going to do anything.


The decision to go out had been a simple whim back home. Now, it was going to cost her and her sister their lives.


All she wanted was her dad.
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The Black Dagger Brotherhood Mansion


Have you ever had wedding cake?”


Blaylock, son of Rocke, looked up from the December 12th issue of The New Yorker. Bitty, a.k.a. Rhage and Mary’s daughter, was standing just inside the library’s archway, a diminutive figure poised to enter the land of wood paneling and leather-bound books. She was wearing leggings and another one of her dad’s black button-downs, the tails of the shirt falling below her knobby knees, the sleeves rolled up her thin arms, the collar flopping on her shoulders. Her dark and shiny hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and she had a steno notebook and a pen in her hand. She looked like a reporter on a lead.


He nodded down at her feet. “Nice slippers.”


The girl picked up one of the fluffy pink unicorns. The things had silver lamé horns, rainbow manes and tails, and expressions of unease, the smiles not quite stitched on right. Actually, the poor things looked nauseous, like the small feet in their insides were too much of a meal.


“They’re part of the uniform,” Bitty said.


“For what?”


“The Party Planning Committee.”


“Did Fritz mandate this?” Weird. The Black Dagger Brotherhood’s butler supreme was more like the spit-and-polish military-shoe type.


“No, Lassiter.”


Blay closed his eyes and let his head fall back against the cushions of the sofa. “Well, I think that is just great.”


“You don’t look like you think it’s great. You look like you ate too much.”


Ah, so he was imitating the unicorns.


He releveled himself. “Is the Party Planning Committee working on anything specific right now?”


A Golden Girls–themed celebration of Taco Tuesday? Rainbow Dash does the second Saturday in December because… it was not the first or the third Saturday? No, wait, George’s birthday was coming up. Maybe they’d all have hamburgers and play with chew toys to honor Wrath’s beloved guide dog?


At least that last one didn’t seem so bad.


Bitty tapped her steno pad. “We’re gathering a list of parties. Vampire and otherwise. And then we’re going to plan them as training.”


“Oh, that’s smart. And I’ve never had wedding cake, no. But I’m sure Fritz and the doggen can whip one up for you.”


“That’s our idea. I mean, I know we don’t do wedding cakes. As a species, I mean. But they’re really pretty.”


“They are. I’ve seen pictures.”


“What did you serve at your mating ceremony with Uncle Qhuinn?”


Blay opened his mouth. Closed it. “Well, we just had a party of sorts. I mean, not a ceremony. It was more like a…”


“Like what?” When he didn’t immediately reply, Bitty said, “So you’re not properly mated?”


“Oh, we are. Definitely.”


“Then you saw the Scribe Virgin before she left us?”


“Well, not exactly.”


“But I thought when people got mated, that’s what happened. They did their vows, and she blessed the union if it’s a good one, and then the carving in the back of the hellren comes. After that is the party with cake that’s not for a wedding, but that might have many layers separated by raspberry jam, with buttercream frosting on top.”


Blay thought back to the night he and Qhuinn had finally gotten their act together. God, there had been so much denial and confusion and pain, on both sides, for so many years. And then the false starts and worse heartbreak and all kinds of never-going-to-happens. Finally, though, he’d gone to that club and found his male sitting alone at the bar, turning down offers for sex. Which had been kind of like watching Rhage go “I couldn’t possibly” to a bag full of Big Macs.


Unprecedented.


He remembered slipping his gold signet ring on Qhuinn’s finger and claiming him as family. In that bar. Yeah, because life-changing events didn’t necessarily happen at beaches in the moonlight or in front of roaring fires with champagne flutes. Instagram pics were great, but they were curated to be great. Real life went down when and where it did, regardless of whether things were photogenic.


“But it’s different for us,” he said. “Uncle Qhuinn and I have known each other our whole lives. And when we decided to commit to each other, we had a lot of history behind us. A base of knowledge and familiarity.”


“What’s that have to do with a ceremony?”


“You don’t need the ceremony if you have that much history. And we had a great party. Everyone in the household dressed up—even Uncle Qhuinn had on a tuxedo. My parents came, and he and I danced to ‘Don’t Stop Believin’’ in the foyer.”


“Journey.”


“You know the song?”


“Uncle Zsadist sings it the best.”


“I agree with you on that. And as for the back carving and everything, we’ve always meant to do that.”


But since that night when potential had turned into actual, when happily-never-after had lost its “n,” a lot of shit had happened. They had the twins now, and young were some next-level overwhelm, capable of layering a whole new level of exhaustion on top of fighting to protect the vampire species and living a regular life. Still, he wouldn’t change a thing, and Rhamp and Lyric were starting to show their personalities, which was exciting: Rhamp was fierce as his sire, meeting you right in the eye even as you cradled him in his blanket—despite the fact that the full extent of the kid’s fighting arsenal was explosive diarrhea. Which, okay, fine, could clear a room faster than a flash-bang. Lyric, on the other hand, was a watcher, and much more reserved than her brother. But when she smiled? She was the sun.


“Being mated officially doesn’t affect who we are to each other,” Blay said.


Bitty smiled. “Oh, I know that. Your eyes change color when you look at him.”


“Really?”


“Uh-huh. They get deeper blue. Plus you blush a lot. Why do you blush like that? Is it something he does?”


Clearing his throat, Blay ruffled through the pages of the magazine, watching the line drawings flap by in the midst of their frames of text. He stopped on one that depicted a fish on a bicycle.


“Well, ah,” he said. “Um, I don’t really think I blush—”


“And Uncle Qhuinn smiles when he’s with you. He doesn’t smile much anywhere else.”


Blay frowned. “Oh, sure he does. He’s really happy. He’s got me and the twins, and Layla and Xcor, who are excellent co-parents with us. Plus he’s a member of the Brotherhood.”


“I guess he’s just happier with you.” Bitty shrugged. “Okay, I’m going to put ‘wedding cake’ down on my sample list.”


“What else you got on there?”


“Fourth of July cake. Fruit cake. Bundt cake. Pineapple upside-down cake—”


“What’s Fourth of July cake?”


“It’s a red, white, and blue cake. Then there’s funfetti, red velvet, Black Forest, pavlova, Yule log—”


“Wait, so are you researching holidays and celebrations? Or cakes.”


“Both.”


He thought of Rhage’s famous appetite. “Is your dad on this committee?”


“How did you know?”


With a wave, the girl strode off with her list, and Blay intended to return to the article he’d been reading. Too bad his eyes refused to get with the back-and-forth program. He just kept staring at that fish with its bicycle. The rainbow trout was anthropomorphized, dressed in a suit and pedaling with his back fins, the basket in front filled with what looked like groceries.


None of the drawing made any sense. Not the clothes, not the food, not the breathing without water. Then again, it was just a cartoon, free to be some kind of metaphor, the point of the pen-and-ink artistry unclear to Blay at the moment.


Maybe it was merely a whimsical sketch, like a vase of flowers for the eye in the midst of an article about something serious.


He checked his watch. A little after ten p.m.


The night seemed long as a lifetime, and he couldn’t wait for Qhuinn to get back from his shift on rotation. The pair of them were allowed to be in the field together, but they were never paired up, and sometimes, like this evening, one of them was off while the other was working. It was fine. There were always the daylight hours.


Blay smiled as he thought of the bed they shared.


And what they did in it.


Okay, fine, no wonder he blushed so much around his mate. But that was nothing Bitty ever needed to worry about.


Forcing his eyes to get going with the busywork of tracking letters, words and sentences, he had to push aside a lingering distraction. The sense that something was off-kilter in the universe, some kind of calamity due to arrive at any minute, was the worst company a guy could have.


Especially when the male you loved more than anybody else in the world was out in the cold in the field.


Blay let his head fall back again. The ceiling was about thirty feet up, and it had old beams that were varnished the same tone as all the mahogany wood of the shelves, the hearth mantel, the floor. Whenever he retreated to this room, he always thought that this must be what the inside of a jewelry box was like, the glow of gold from all the spines of the ancient tomes like an extension of the crackling fire, the sense of protection and being among that which was rare making him feel kind of special himself.


He looked to the archway. Voices of doggen and Brothers and fighters wove together, some louder than others depending on whether they were next door in the billiards room, coming down from the grand staircase, or out in the dining room.


The mansion was never truly quiet.


And on a night like tonight, when he was on edge for no good reason…


It was such a reassurance to know that he was not alone.
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As Elle landed facedown in the snow, she flipped onto her back and braced herself for a knife, a gun, a fist—whatever came at her. Mostly, the defensive response was because she wanted to fight for her life, but she was also a coward because she couldn’t watch Terrie’s face while she got murdered. She already knew her sister was screaming in the driver’s seat. She could hear it. And the fact that this was Elle’s fault, all of it, from the drive, to the wrong exit, to the bad turn, to the snowbank, was—


“Relax, kid.”


The voice above her was grave and very deep, the kind of thing a radio-show host would use when making a public service announcement. It was also slightly bored, as if sniveling, panicked teenage girls and their bigmouthed sisters hadn’t been on the man’s list of things to do tonight.


Elle paused with her flailing on the snowpack. “What?”


“You can stop freaking out, okay. I’m not going to hurt you.”


The guy was absolutely enormous as he loomed over her, and she had a feeling he wasn’t just a tow truck guy. After all, his leather jacket was open, and there was something strapped, handles down, to his huge chest. Knives? And what else from Fortnite could be under there? Add those piercings and the laser-eye routine, and she was pretty sure that he was speaking in a foreign language and she’d translated “I’m going to fuck you up” incorrectly.


When he extended his arm, she shrank back and covered her face with her hands. When nothing happened and nothing hurt, she peeked out from between the picket fence of her fingers. The man was leaning over her… with an extended open palm. That had nothing sharp and shiny in it.


“I’m not going to hurt you,” he repeated.


Elle glanced back at her dad’s car. Terrie had both of her hands covering her mouth like she was worried that saying anything, even inside the car, might spook the big man into disastrous action.


The guy rolled his mismatched eyes. “Come on, kid. I don’t have all night. Shit or get off the pot.”


“You shouldn’t curse around children,” Elle mumbled.


“Children aren’t in this part of town at ten o’clock at night. You were an adult when you took that car out, sweetie, and now you’ve got an adult-level problem. Hearing the word ‘shit’ better be something you can handle because it’s the least of your worries.”


Well… shit… he had a point.


“You talk like my dad.”


“That’s because I am one, so I have the same rule book yours does.”


“Rule book? And you have a kid?”


“Two. So I’m viewing this as a training exercise for when they can drive.”


Elle put her hand in the man’s and was pulled up to her feet so fast she almost fell on her face again. He kept her upright by planting a palm on her shoulder and steadying her.


“I’ll get you out of that snowbank,” he said, “and then you gotta head off to wherever you belong. Things aren’t safe down here.”


As he stomped back to his tow truck, Elle pulled her coat into place around her torso and stared at his stalking stride. God, his black boots were the size of her head, and he might have sounded like her dad, but he sure didn’t move like Basile Allaine. This man prowled like you didn’t want to mess with him, like he was really strong and knew it, like he might not mind having to set someone straight. Her dad was an international tax attorney.


Elle blinked. For some reason, she thought of how her mom had once been a lawyer. A long time ago. Now, she wasn’t anything professional, and that was another reason Elle had wanted to go out tonight. Sometimes, it was too hard to stay inside with all the things going on in her head.


She went back over to the BMW. Before she could hit the door handle, Terrie threw things open and exploded with talk, her words carbonated and shaken up from the scare, releasing in a rush.


“OhmyGodIthoughthewasgoingtokillyou—”


“Just stop, okay. He’s going to pull us out.”


“Do you have money to pay him?”


“Sure, I do.” No, she didn’t. “Just relax, will ya.”


Instead of getting in, she reshut the door on Terrie because she couldn’t handle anything right now. Fortunately, she didn’t have to do much else. The tow truck came over and eased front-in to the back of their dad’s car, and then the man with the piercings and the knives got out and went to a winch mounted on his bumper. There was a whirring sound, and moments later, a hook the size of a boxer’s fist and a wire thick as a boat rope was pulled over to the BMW’s rear.


“Um…” Elle cleared her throat. “I don’t have any money to pay you. I mean, not on me. But I can mail in—”


“Don’t worry about it,” the man said without looking at her. “I gotchu.”


The fact that the guy was fixing a problem for free that she had created on a stupid impulse made her feel small, and not just in terms of physical stature.


“I’m sorry,” she said.


The man bent down with a flashlight, and latched the hook to something under the—


Later, Elle would wonder what exactly made her look over her shoulder. It wasn’t a sound, and she certainly didn’t have eyes in the back of her head. But some tickling sense on the nape of her neck had her turning her head.


The three figures in the shadows were as distinct as ghosts in a fog bank, nothing clear about their outlines or whether they were moving. And yet she was absolutely certain of their presence.


They were watching. And not in a Good Samaritan, how-can-we-help-ya kind of way.


“Um, mister—”


As she pivoted back around, the tow truck guy was already on it. He had straightened from the winch and was staring over her head, at the shadows.


“Hey,” he said evenly, “how ’bout you get in your car.”


Elle bobbleheaded that idea. “Yup, I’ll just—”


“And lock the doors.”


“Should we call the police? I mean, can we call the police—”


“Lock the doors. I’ll take care of it.”


Elle lunged for the driver’s side and yanked at the handle. When nothing opened, she glared at her sister, who seemed to be in a cognitive freeze-up as she looked back and forth between the tow man and those three people standing next to the warehouse.


Great. Terrie was broken. Could her sister never be a help—


“Open this right now,” Elle bit out.


Terrie fumbled with all kinds of switches, her hands slapping at the dashboard, the steering wheel, the console—when there was finally a pop, Elle yanked the door open, and pitched herself inside, slamming things shut and punching the lock mechanism.


“Wh-h-h-hat—who are they?” Terrie said.


Three men came out of the shadows. Three men with ski hats pulled down low over their foreheads and hands that were out of sight as they walked forward through the snow.


“Elle? What are we going to do?”


“It’s fine.” She punched the locks again even though it wasn’t like she could more-lock the doors. “Get down.”


“What?”


Without looking away from the approaching trio, Elle shoved her sister toward the passenger side’s wheel well. “Shut up, and get down there—”


“I can’t fit—”


As Terrie argued, Elle’s heart pounded and she put her face into her sister’s. “Please. I don’t want you to get hurt. It’s safer there.”


“You said it was fine.” Terrie’s lower lip trembled. “You told me we were fine. I’m scared.”


“It’s going to be okay. Just get down.”


“What are you going to do?”


At least this was asked as the girl folded herself up under the glove compartment, becoming a pink marshmallow Peep crammed badly into some very non-Easter packaging. Elle went back to staring at those men. The closer they came, the younger they got, until she decided they were only a year or two older than herself. The one in the middle was the shortest, but he seemed to be in charge, walking in front of the taller two. They all had parkas on, gray and black, but not like it was a uniform, more like they had the same style.


She looked to the tow truck man. He was leaning back against the door of his vehicle, his arms hanging casually down at his sides. He seemed totally unconcerned, and was not taking out a cell phone and calling 9-1-1. Had he already done that? No. He couldn’t have.


The boys fanned out, like they had done this before, and knew that spreading wide would give them a better attack.


“What you doin’, old man,” the one in the center said as they stopped in a semicircle.


His voice was muffled on account of the BMW being so well insulated and sealed up.


Did they have guns? Elle wondered. Safety glass didn’t go far when it came to stopping bullets.


“I’m never taking you out again when I shouldn’t,” she whispered. “Ever.”


“I’m not going to tell Dad,” Terrie said in a small voice.


“Huh?” the punk demanded out by the tow truck. “What the fuck you doin’?”


Elle narrowed her eyes on the tow man. He was staring at the one who was talking, eyes unblinking, body utterly still. She had a thought that the punk needed to be careful. As much as he seemed to think he was in control, something about what was going on here was not in his favor; he just didn’t seem to be aware of it yet. Then again, maybe Elle was the one who was reading this wrong.


Yeah, ’cuz really, her judgment had been so great tonight already.


Then again, the way the tow truck man was staring at the punk was… way too focused.


Like how a cobra might look at a bare foot that had invaded its territory.


She almost cracked the window to yell that the punks needed to run. But it was just a tow truck guy, right? And maybe she was making a dangerous superhero out of him because he was all that stood between her and a whole lot of even-worse happening. She’d thought he was a threat and she’d been wrong. But she was not wrong about the three who had come out into the street.


“You fucking deaf?” the one in front said.


“I’m going to tell him,” Elle whispered as her head got buzzy with fright and she closed her eyes. “I’m going to tell Dad. This was a horrible mistake and I need to be responsible for it.”


“I wish he were here.”


The fact that it didn’t dawn on either of them to call their mother was lost on Terrie, and something that lingered for Elle. But she should be used to it by now, she supposed—


The sound took her back to Labor Day, when her father had been carrying that cooler full of soda and ice and had dropped things: Loud, dull, and with a rattle.


Her lids popped open.


Outside, at the tow truck, one of the taller kids was slumping off the side of the hood, a streak of blood marking the path of his seemingly unconscious flop to the snow. The man in leather didn’t pay him any mind. He lunged forward, grabbed the shorter one who’d thought he was in charge by the throat. As the leader of the pack Three Stooges–slapped at what was locked on the front of his neck, all the man with the mismatched eyes had to do was point at the remaining boy—


And the kid took off at a dead run, his ski hat flying off his head.


Elle blinked. And blinked again. But what she was seeing did not change. The tow truck man just kept squeezing the neck in his grip, the kid clawing at the hold with his gloved hands, boots kicking at the snow… until he was lifted up high enough so that just his tiptoes made contact with the icy road. Meanwhile, the man stared with absolutely no expression at that reddened face with its gaping mouth and wild eyes. He might as well have been making himself a sandwich—


Close to where he was standing in the snow, there was a knife, dropped by one of the kids.


The punk who’d had his face banged on the hood flopped onto his side—and saw the weapon at the same time Elle did. Before she could yell, he moved faster than he should have considering he had blood dripping out of his nose and one of his eyes wasn’t working right.


Elle yanked the door release, but forgot she’d locked everything. Banging on the window, she shouted, “Watch out!”


The tow truck man glanced toward her—just as the punk got the knife and surged upward, leading with the sharp point of the blade.


“No!” Elle screamed as she threw open her door.


The knife went right into the tow truck man’s stomach, buried to the hilt.


“Get back in that car!” he snapped at her.


Then he threw the short one he had by the throat away. Like, literally, tossed the entire body of the kid he’d been strangling off to the side like someone littering with an empty soda can. The former leader of the attack landed in a heap, and he didn’t hang around to see what was next. He tore off in a sloppy retreat, snow flying behind him.


Not that the tow man paid any attention to the bye-bye.


He was all about the stabber. Not at all about the knife.


How was this possible?


Even with the blade embedded six inches into his stomach, he bent down to the kid who’d done the deed—who was now back on his ass and staring up with a look of confusion Elle could totally relate to. Clearly, he couldn’t believe that he’d stabbed the Terminator, but the tow man didn’t give him any time to square up reality with expectation. He grabbed the kid’s arm, yanked him to his feet, and forced the limb back until there was a loud crack! As the screaming started, and Elle felt a sickening urge to vomit, the man spun his attacker away like a top—with the kid taking the hint and racing off around the building.


Looking down at the handle of the knife, the man seemed more annoyed than anything else. Which was not the typical response when something that could cut steak was at a ninety-degree angle with somebody’s belly button.


“Motherfucker,” he muttered as he took out a cell phone.


Just before he dialed, he listed to one side. Then he fell down to his knees.
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