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Dedicated to:

The two of you, who single-handedly change what star-crossed means when it comes to true love.
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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. Now inducted into the society by the Omega’s son, they no longer keep jars for their hearts, as they did in the past. Women now may be inducted.

	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 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. Exterminated by the Brotherhood, and succeeded by his son, Lash.

	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 stepped down and gave her station to the fallen angel Lassiter. Was 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.

	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 and, previously, the 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’s successor, or candidates for induction.

	trahyner (n.)

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

	transition (n.)

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

	vampire (n.)

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

	wahlker (n.)

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

	whard (n.)

	Equivalent of a godfather or godmother to an individual.
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Six months ago…

Caldwell, New York

Rhysallhan, blooded son of Chritophe the Younger, had never committed murder before.

Picking up a silver candlestick off the sideboard, he blew out the lit wick on a gasp. Then he removed the stem of lily-scented beeswax and regarded the object that was one of many in the formal dining room. Fashioned as a Corinthian column, the holder had an ornate, weighted bottom that was sealed on the underside with aged green felt and a top that was articulated with the delicate curls and flourishes typical of high Greco-Roman architecture.

Gripping the sterling stalk at the top, he turned it upside down and tested the weapon in his hand. Felt the weight of the base as he struck his own palm. Watched the arc it made as he swung his arm from over his shoulder to down at his hip.

He had never killed anybody before, and as a pretrans, he didn’t have much physical strength to bring to the act.

The element of surprise was going to have to work with him.

As thunder rolled overhead and rain lashed at the old-fashioned windows, he walked down the mahogany table that was long as a landing strip, glossy as a still pond. Arriving at the ornate archway in the rear, he paused and listened through the storm’s rage to the distant piano music. As his hold bloomed with sweat, he was forced to wipe his hand on the seat of his pressed trousers, and when that wasn’t enough, he had to take the pocket square from the breast of his fitted jacket to wipe the sterling silver off.

Ah, a better grip now. Too bad that wasn’t going to last.

I am not ready, he thought.

But if he was going to commit this murder, it had to be now when the doggen were out running errands and his sister had taken the chauffeured car for the evening. Also, assuming he was successful, there was going to be cleanup, and he needed to account for that.

As a tremendous gust of wind battered the mansion, the lights flickered, causing shadows to seethe all around like evil coconspirators. There was no hiccup in the piano music, no dropped notes, that which had been learned long ago now played by heart.

He tested out the downward strike a couple more times.

No more procrastinating. It had taken him a month, but he had everything all arranged, had gotten the correct legal documentation set up, had even taken the wet vac out of the doggen’s downstairs broom closet. For that cleanup.

He had watched medical documentaries to prepare: Blood loss could be extensive. The face and scalp were highly vascularized.

Slipping his feet out of his loafers, he started silently for the source of the music. And had to stop. His silk socks made no noise on the marble floor, but the lack of traction was going to be a problem. Doubling back, he put his shoes on again and proceeded on his tiptoes, crossing the foyer like something out of a cheesy old movie.

His life had boiled down to a round of Clue.

The disaffected son, with the candlestick, in the conservatory…

Another bracing whoosh of wind caused a concert of creaks and groans to harmonize with the piano, and the lights cut out abruptly. As he sucked in his breath, he slapped his free hand over his mouth and nose. The piano music continued, however. And then the illumination sputtered back on.

The ornate frosted doors were open, and his eyes locked on the male whose back was to the entry.

Chritophe the Younger—also the firstborn son of his generation—was seated at the Steinway, facing into the glass cavern of floral flares and static marble statues. Dressed in a pale gray version of the wool suit Rhysallhan himself wore, the male was bent over the ivory keys, his torso swaying as his elbows extended and retracted, his long, elegant fingers flowing this way and that, his precisely combed head bobbing in time to the plodding beat. A serviceable player rather than an inspired one, the music produced was good enough to carry a pedestrian ear, the notes executed adequately, the tempo on the slow side due to a lack of dexterity. Ultimately, he was just a hobbyist, but certainly far, far superior to those at the “Chopsticks” level.

Hatred coiled like a beast in Rhysallhan’s soul.

Stepping over the threshold, he tightened his hold on the candlestick’s head, and the notes coming out of the Steinway seemed very, very loud, even though the delicate volume had not changed. The piece was an inappropriate soundtrack for what was about to happen. Mozart’s Sonata No. 16 in C Major, Andante? So chippy and cheerful, something that should be piped into an elevator. Better a work from Prokofiev. Perhaps op. 75, no. 6, Montagues and Capulets (Dance of the Knights).

Or fucking Wagner.

Tunnel vision set in as Rhysallhan prowled soundlessly across the slate tiles, all the while measuring the back of his sire’s skull. When a bloom of sweat gathered under his arms, and a sense of no-return cloaked him in a dissociative panic, he glanced out to the windows. The storm kicked out another lick of lightning—

He froze.

Between the palm fronds, his reflection was obvious as a TV screen, and he did not recognize the pretrans who stared back at him. Warped into ugly slices by the leaded frames of the panes, he was a monster dressed in Brooks Brothers, the candlestick as absurd as he was, the two of them drafted into roles that were not part of their design or normal function.

Mouth dry. Sweat across his pathetic chest. Legs quivering.

Only the reality that they were out of time, and not just for this grim duty, got him moving once more, a sloppy stalker, quaking in his loafers.

As he sized up the crown of his father’s head, the cowlick there was a detail he had never noticed before, the trimmed dark hairs growing in an orderly spin. The pattern reminded him of what water looked like as it funneled down a drain, and didn’t the little bald circle in the center give him something to aim for.

It would be better to strike the frontal lobe, but he wasn’t going to be able to do this head on.

Har. Har.

Besides, even though his father was an aristocrat with no training in physical defense, there was no question who was going to win in any struggle. Not Rhysallhan.

Now, he halted. Three feet behind the piano. The bench. The male who had sired him and his sister.

He was breathing too hard as he lifted the heavy sterling column over his shoulder. His palm was so very wet, and he added another grip to keep control. Oh, fuck. That changed the angle. He needed to put things directly over his own head now, otherwise he was going to risk the strike coming down at the wrong—

“Have you come to apologize, then.”

Rhysallhan fumbled the candlestick, and as it tripped out of his grip, his whole body went into a scramble to keep the thing from hitting the floor. Meanwhile, his father still didn’t miss a single note. The Mozart was as smooth as the male’s diction, as the lapels of his jacket, as the comb of that hair—

The music snuffed into silence and his father swung around on the piano bench.

Rhysallhan snatched the candlestick out of sight, tucking it at the small of his back.

“Well?” Chritophe prompted tersely.

The male’s posture was perfect, the spine ramrod straight in that tailored gray suit, the narrow shoulders back as if there were a hanger built inside of the jacket. The expression on the aristocratic face was disdain projected through a bone structure of fine breeding and privilege—which was to say, the loft of that one brow was the glymera equivalent of a screaming load of curses.

“I’m waiting.” Manicured fingers flared into a stretch and then toyed with the precisely folded pocket square at his left breast. “If you’re just going to stand there, I shall go back to my playing. And you may be excused.”

As if Rhysallhan were a nuisance child.

“I… I-I…”

The brows lowered in judgment. “You know, Rhysallhan, this social awkwardness of yours has never been amusing.”

“It’s n-not for your entert-tainment.”

“How fortunate. I have always found your stammering quite tedious.”

From out of nowhere, Rhysallhan noted a strange gathering noise in the distance, the roar making him think of a train approaching or perhaps a plane dive-bombing the mansion. As the racket redoubled, the blaring rush became so loud that he glanced over his shoulder in case he was about to be run over by an Amtrak anything.

No, it was inside his head.

As he twisted back around, his father’s eyes fixated at a lower angle. “What are you doing with that candlestick?”

Rhysallhan looked down at what was in his hand. Like so much of the family’s silver collection, the weapon he had chosen was more than a century old, and purchased from Tiffany & Co. here in the New World. His bloodline had been considered nouveau riche back then, beneath the contempt of the true aristocracy. After the raids, though, when so many of the glymera had been slaughtered, standards had lowered. Now even their family tree was considered august and venerable.

“I asked you a question,” his sire snapped. “What are you doing with the candlestick.”

Rhysallhan cleared his throat. “I’m going to kill you with it.”

When he glanced back up, his father was, for once, speechless. For an instant. “I beg your pardon.”

As if the male’s choice of tie had been insulted—

Tennis. Years and years of tennis instruction came back and animated Rhysallhan. With a shocking coordination, he two-handed the candlestick, planted his left foot, and cranked back into a forehand. The swing was level and surprisingly coordinated, the aim right at the side of his sire’s head.

Too bad he’d always sucked at racket sports.

He came up way short, just barely managing to clip his sire’s aristocratic nose. The crack! suggested he’d managed to break something of it, though, and then the polished sterling slipped out of his grip, his father’s immediate gasp-and-cover drowned out by the clattering across the stone floor.

With thunder echoing his pounding feet, Rhysallhan raced after his weapon as his father jumped up, the piano bench flipping off its stick legs.

“Have you lost your mind!”

The ringing alarm came back. This was bad. This was so bad.

There was only one thing worse than patricide.

Failing at it.

Someone was yelling. Not him, and he wasn’t about to decipher the decibels. The second his hand reconnected with the candlestick, he had a fresh blast of nausea at the blood on the corner of the base, but also a renewed focus. He spun around.

Both his sire’s brows were up high into that forehead, and blood was seeping out from the hands he’d clasped around his nose. Those eyes, always so haughty and bored, were wide and more offended than angry or scared.

“—dare you! You ungrateful—”

“I-I know who you have been t-talking to,” Rhysallhan forced out as the lights failed once again and came back on with a strobing. “I kn-know what you have done.”

His father went perfectly still such that the only thing animated upon him was the blood that dripped onto his club tie, and his pressed, starched white shirt.

“You know nothing.”

“I’m not l-letting you do this to Carmen. You h-have h-hurt her enough… al-r-ready.”

“Who are you to question me!” His father dropped his hands and blood poured down the front of him. “I am the head of this family—”

A raging scream unlike anything that had ever come out of Rhysallhan’s mouth erupted into the conservatory, overpowering even the thunderstorm. With a herky-jerk jump, he charged. He had no idea where the candlestick was, so it was shocking to see the thing arcing out to the side again: Both his palms were somehow back on the shaft, right at the top so that the heavier base swung forward for a second time.

His aim was just as bad as his first swing, the impact catching his father’s upper arm because the male jumped back out of range.

The piano bench became his accomplice. As lightning sent everything into a flash-photography sequence, his father took a twisting pivot for the open doorway, and got tangled in the toppled seat, his slick-soled velvet slippers going out from under him, his balance lurching backwards—

He hit the keyboard with the back of his head, making an ugly one-note that was loud enough to fill the whole house. Then he fell lifeless to the stone floor.

The discordant explosion from the Steinway faded in the aftermath.

There was blood on the ivories. And a puddle forming beneath his sire’s skull.

Rhysallhan panted in and out, the breath whistling through his front teeth. For a split second, all he could see was that red smudge on the white. Then he inspected the sterling in his hand. So much more there, seeping into the articulated detail around the base, dripping off to fall to the floor.

As the candlestick started to slip out of his hand, he knew he was going to pass out—

His sire flipped himself over onto his stomach with all the grace of a fall wasp on a windowsill. The wound on the back of his head was gruesome, the white of the bone a shocking contrast to the red gash in the scalp. As Rhysallhan started to dry-heave, the injured male at his feet fanned his hand on the slate and pulled himself forward with a groan. Then he threw out his other arm.

One of Chritophe’s slippers was lost as he inched his way to the escape, to the threshold Rhysallhan had crossed.

All he could do was stare down in horror.

There was so much blood on the slate floor now. A trail of it, smudging an ugly maroon stain over the gray stone. And then there was the copper scent, spearing into his sinuses.

His brain, the only asset he’d ever had to his own name, froze up on him. Gone was all the intelligence he navigated his family with, the cognition that had made all this possible. He waited for his mind to reboot, like a computer that had been sent into a restart.

Nothing happened. He was utterly blank.

With the storm continuing to rage, his head wrenched to the side, and he measured the distance to the archway that led into the house proper.

He needed to finish the job, but God, when he’d played this out in his mind, it had been a one-and-done. Neat and tidy, and then he dragged the body out onto the lawn behind the study where the heavy velvet drapes were always pulled. He was supposed to calmly return here with a bucket and that wet vac, clean what there was on the floor—and now the piano keys—and double-check nothing was out of order.

Then the doggen would return first, and he would tell them he needed a special Last Meal prepared. His sister would come back next and she would be so excited with all she had purchased. When the pair of them sat down at the dining room table together, he would lay out the lies about him and their father having to return to the Old Country. He’d tell her that they had been urgently called away to recapture some legacy land before humans developed it, and that their sire had already departed on a private plane. And then the happy news. Chritophe had had a change of heart and reconsidered her desired mating, and he’d left the appropriate permissions to proceed in place.

Carmen would be surprised, but thrilled, and she would be so swept up in excitement, she wouldn’t question anything.

Rhysallhan would depart the next night, after he covered up the burn mark on the lawn, after he was sure his sister was settled. He’d disappear from this cursed house forever and finish the second half of all this, alone in his grim knowledge of what had truly transpired.

All neat and tidy. Not like… this.

With a feeling of utter disassociation, he retightened both hands once again, and stepped in behind his sire.

Planting one foot on either side of the trim torso, he scrummed down into his thighs, and lifted the candlestick straight over his head.

He aimed for the wound.

And this time, he hit the bull’s-eye. He brought the heavy silver down right where he needed it to go.

At the cracking impact, his sire’s arms jerked up and seemed to hang at the apex of their wingspan. When gravity grabbed the limbs back, the palms slapped against the stone. And then there was no more forward motion, just twitches of the torso as the breathing became only a series of juicy, gasping inhales.

He waited for them to stop. They didn’t.

Arching forward to check the head, he recoiled. His father’s eyes were open and unblinking. The nose was completely out of place, the blood flowing out of it like a faucet, the mouth below open and gaping.

And yet the male refused to stop breathing.

As more lightning flashed, Rhysallhan drew back the candlestick one last time—

“Brother?” came the call from the foyer. “I’m home! It’s simply too ghastly to be out tonight.”

In horror, he looked down as their sire seemed to rouse at the sound of Carmen’s voice.

“Rhysallhan? Wherever are you?”
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Present Day

Salvatore’s Restaurant

Outside of Little Italy, Caldwell

She wants the tossed salad, no dressing, the grilled vegetables, and she can have the broiled chicken. No sauce.”

Princess Dennesha, blooded daughter of Queen Catra, heir to the throne of the Shadows in the Territory of the s’Hisbe, beloved blooded daughter of His Highness the Prince Consort iAm, looked away from the woman who’d refused to meet her eyes since the moment the couple had been seated in the section Denne was covering. The man on the other side of the two-top was fiftyish and thick-necked to the point of busting out the open collar of his shirt. With the shoulders of a former football player, the girth of a current drinker, and the orbital brow of a Neanderthal, it was clear he put the “thug” in “aspirational asshole.” Suit was expensive, watch was an AP Royal Oak, and she hadn’t noticed the shoes, but she was betting they had logos on them.

Gucci. LV. Or Ferragamo.

“I’ll have the antipasto and the lasagna al forno,” he announced as he ran a meaty paw over his slick-backed hair. “You can bring me another old-fashioned with the bread. T’anks, sweetheart.”

The smile that was sent her way was so dismissive, the flick of the man’s chubby hands was unnecessary.

Denne glanced back at the woman. She was so much younger than him and had the darting eyes and tense posture of someone who dodged a lot of slaps. Dressed in a blue sheath that came down to her mid-thigh on the bottom and nearly her belly button on the top, she had dark skin and a blond weave that fell to her waist. Her shoes were high, strappy, and about as practical for the winter weather as a pair of toothpicks.

“Hello?” the guy demanded as he shot over a glare. “You forget your brain or sumthn?”

“No, I didn’t,” Denne murmured.

Pulling a pivot, she walked it for the kitchen’s flap doors. The restaurant was running at seventy-five percent capacity, pretty typical for a weeknight at seven p.m. Most of the folks were regulars, older couples eating the same thing and business types entertaining clients, but there were a few girls’-nights-out happening, clutches of moms sharing a nice meal and a glass of wine. As for the asshole, she didn’t recognize him specifically, but she’d certainly seen versions of the suit-and-shiny-shoes gangster shit before. Of course, if he’d been a real high roller, he would have been seated in one of the banquettes in the bar area. Instead, he’d been given a table in the middle of the tourists’ room.

So he hadn’t tipped the maître d’.

Sal’s was an Italian institution in Caldwell, with ties that went all the way back to the NYC La Cosa Nostra a hundred years ago in the 1950s. It was the kind of place where real mobsters still came for the food and wannabe tough guys just had to flex—and the latter did tend to bring that kind of too-thin, twitchy, younger woman with them, another thing they felt they owned.

The actual OGs only came with their associates.

Pushing her way into the kitchen, things were hopping, sous chefs sautéing at the stove, dessert staff pulling pastries out of the ovens, the dishwashers the only people loitering, because the first wave of dirties from the entrées hadn’t come to them yet.

“Marco, we got an anti-past, a lasagna, a roasted chicken with veg.” She kept a curse to herself. “No sauce. I’ll do the salad.”

“You got it, Denne.”

Head chef Marco Andrello was a full-bred Italian who rode the range like a maestro, even though he was only in his thirties. As humans didn’t live very long, she was glad for him and for Sal’s. He still had a good forty or fifty years of doing what he loved to do, and no one could argue that his passions were misplaced. He’d managed to get them a Michelin star, something that was unheard of for a place like this where the portion sizes were normal, the prices reasonable, and the history not of the snotty variety.

Swinging by the bread station, she nodded at the kid who was cutting fresh slants off the loaves. He handed her a basket, and she grabbed a butter plate.

“Thanks, Peter.”

She hipped out the other set of doors to the bar. Julianne was their tender, and the sixty-year-old grandmother of two was tough as they came. Nobody got away with nothing at her counter, as she liked to say.

“Another old-fashioned, please.”

“Sure thing, D.”

As a rocks glass was slammed down on the prep pad, Denne looked out through the archway. The fucker with the big-boy attitude was on his phone, his elbows planted on the table like tree trunks, his jacket riding up on his thick biceps and pooching at the shoulders. Across from him, that woman was like the place settings, perfectly arranged and gleaming in all her immobility.

Except for her eyes.

They continued to dart around, even as her head didn’t move and there was no blinking.

Humans are not your business, Denne told herself as she turned back to the bar. Never had been, never will be.

When his lordship’s old-fashioned was ready, she went back to the table. The guy didn’t look up as she swapped the full with the empty. Then again, he was busy screening profiles of other women, the swipe-rights going like the wind—

A stiletto stretched out from under the table, blocking Denne’s way.

Glancing down, the first thing that registered was a pattern of bruising on the thigh. The fan of discoloration was exposed as the short skirt rode up and it was clearly from a hard grip. And then the woman put her hand out in an unusual position with the thumb down on the palm and the other four fingers extended outward.

In a movement too deliberate to miss, those fingers curled in and re-extended. Curled in… and re-extended.

“Where’s the bread,” the guy demanded.

Shit, she thought as she looked at her empty left hand.

With a quick look over her shoulder, she saw the damn basket back on the bar. “I’ll get it right now.”

“Sir.”

“I’m sorry?”

His stare flipped up from his phone, and the cold calculation was like he already had a hand on the front of her throat and was squeezing. “Right away… sir. Put some respect on it, wouldya.”

Denne’s fangs tingled in the roof of her mouth. “I’ll be back with the bread.”

She could feel his aggression follow her as she returned to Julianne’s zip code, and the soundtrack in her head was a pounding beat to the tune of leave-it-leave-it-leave-it.

“I woulda brought it to you,” Julianne said as she hit the blender on a bunch of limes and liquor. More loudly, she tacked on, “But I’m makin’ four daiquiris. Who the hell orders frozen fruity drinks in January.”

“I dunno, I never drink them.”

The bartender hit an even higher gear with a stubby punch. “That’s ’cuz you got taste buds. Might as well suck on fabric softener.”

On the second trip back, the man had turned his chair to face out from the table and he was staring through his eyebrows like he expected Denne to insult his mother’s virtue—and was hoping she did so he could hit her. Also, with his knees spread wide, he was clearly implying he was packing a monster in his pants.

Denne put the bread down and turned away, because sometimes a brush-off was the best way to knee an asshole in the balls. And as a couple of other diners glanced up from their cabernet sauvignon and their carbonara, she was reminded that there were advantages to those rats without tails being everywhere. If she were alone with this guy? God knows what she would do to him.

Public places could save fucking lives, they really could.

“Leave it,” she said under her breath. “Denne, you leave this alone.”

Except maybe it was the fact that the woman’s skin was dark like her own. Or that fragile perch on the chair, like she was about to shatter. Or the fucking poser’s arrogance…

When she got back into the kitchen, she headed down the hall that led to her little office and the rear exit of the restaurant. Just inside her door, her parka was hanging off a hook that had been screwed into the concrete wall, and she grabbed her phone out of a pocket. Even though she had a feeling what the hand signal meant, she looked the thing up online.

“Goddamn it,” she muttered as she clicked her screen off.

She was shoving her cell back into the puffy jacket when the door in from the parking lot opened wide and one of the other servers hustled in along with a lot of cold and a swirl of snowflakes.

“Oh my God, thank you for covering!” The young man stomped his boots on the matting and started unwinding a red scarf from his neck. “Me and Nick are totally scrambling with the wedding coming up. I never knew it would be so exhausting—”

When the fast syllables dried up, she looked properly at her friend. Willie Newley was six feet twelve hundred inches tall, as his fiancé always said, thin as a soda straw, and dressed in the mandatory black server’s uniform. Ichabod Crane meets dopamine: He was always in a good mood, and he carried his optimism and cheerful vibe like a rainbow he intended to share a feel-great head cold.

The smile faded. “Girl. What’s going on.”

“Oh, nothing. S’all good—”

“Nuh-uh. Your face is scrunched up like when you have to close out receipts for the month.” He put his hands on his hips. “You have three hours to tell me. If you haven’t by the end of the shift, I’m calling Nick in on this.”

Denne laughed a little. “Okay, there is no reason to escalate that far this fast.”

“I should have known better than to put you on the floor.” He yanked the scarf off and started peeling his layers. “You don’t do well with people. At least you can stay in your sanctuary for the rest of the night now.”

“I’m keeping sixteen.”

“What are you talkin’ ’bout.” Willie waved away the comment. “Your computer is waiting. Those numbers can’t add up themselves.”

“I’m just going to finish things with that one.” She stepped out into the hall and put her hand up. “That’s it.”

Willie stared at her for a long moment, like he was an internal medicine specialist looking for a disease.

“Okay, you do you.” He put his arm around her shoulders and gave her a hug. “And I owe you. But you’re still going to tell me what’s up.”

“We are totally even, actually.” She leaned into all of his bones as they started walking together. “You didn’t ask me to be in your wedding party. That’s priceless.”

“See, I do love you.”

They separated as he broke away to head for the locker room and she went out into the kitchen to the garde-manger. As she made up the woman’s plate of mesclun, one of the newer hires, Christia, was almost finished with the asshole’s antipasto.

Oh, if only she were in s’Hisbe, Denne thought. As a Shadow, she had a whole lexicon of “spices” she could have added to that plate.

Shadows were great cooks, after all. Particularly if they were preparing their enemies to be the protein source.

With the greens-no-dressing all set, she crossed her arms over her chest and eased back against the counter while Christia finished with the display of cured meats and marinated peppers and olives. All around, the kitchen was ordered chaos, kind of like her mind. Everything had its purpose, and there was a system governing it all, but total disintegration was just one hiccup away, one stalled decision, one misstep.

Like getting involved in that young woman’s three-hundred-pound, misogynistic problem.

“You want me to take them out?” Christia said.

The girl had started about six months ago, and she was a good worker. Always on time, no drama, working her way through SUNY Caldwell. It was hard to say whether she would be here for six months or become another Julianne, who was a lifer.

“No, I’ll do it.” Denne forced a casual smile. Which was a nice trick considering her fangs had fully dropped. “Thanks.”

Before she put everything on a tray, she snagged an empty ramekin and ladled out a serving of the red wine vinaigrette. Tilting the little crock-ware container on the edge of the salad plate, she snagged the antipasto, got the load up on her shoulder, and butt-first’d the flap doors. As she entered the dining room, the chatter of the customers was something she’d been hearing for the past decade, and there was a peacefulness to the white noise. She couldn’t say she loved Sal’s. That was her father, iAm. But she was used to it, and there was something to be said for the predictable.

Especially when she felt like she had no direction at all. Which was kind of a problem for someone with a crown in their future.

Back at the asshole’s table, she kicked out a stand and put the tray down. After serving the antipasto, she took the mesclun with the contraband vinaigrette and went to—

“What’s on that plate.”

Denne assumed a pleasant confusion. “Huh?”

The man picked up a fork and stabbed in her direction. “The dressing. I said no dressing for her.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.” She made a show of picking up the ramekin. “I’ll just take it away—”

You know, the great thing about vinaigrette, unlike, say, Thousand Island, blue cheese, or ranch, was the shit had the viscosity of water. So as she tipped the container, the dressing splashed out. Right into the woman’s lap.

Oops.
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Bathe Nightclub

Market Street, bet. Sixteenth & Seventeenth

Can I be honest with you, Al?”

Over the din of the bass, Allhan looked across the sunken seating area at a fellow vampire he had next to nothing in common with. Shuli, a.k.a. Arcshuli, son of Arcshuliae the Younger, was not wearing jeans and a hoodie, but a set of black silk pajamas with gold swirls and red accents as a pattern. And the male didn’t have a shaggy haircut that was a month or two into growing out, but a style that cast his silken brown hair off to the side like a Nike swoosh. And laundry detergent wasn’t his cologne. He was wearing some luxury brand’s scent, and whatever it was smelled like money.

Oh, and even though it was winter and there was snow falling, his shoes were velvet slippers bearing a monogram executed in gold thread.

Allhan’s ten little piggies, on the other hand, were shoved in a damp, cold pair of Converse high-tops.

“Um… yes?” he replied, in the deep voice he was still trying to get used to.

“You’re big as a fucking house.” Shuli put both manicured hands out. “I mean, not in the slappy, flappy fat boy kind of way. No, you’re just… huge. I mean, I know that’s how the transition works. Been through it myself years ago. But… this shit with you is impressive.”

Allhan glanced down at himself for two reasons. One, he was flushing with embarrassment. And two, he kind of agreed. Ever since he’d been through the change, about a week ago, he’d stared out of a different face, walked with a taller body, picked up things with so much strength that he felt like he could qualify as a backhoe.

Even his hair was different. Thicker. Smoother.

“And also now look at you, you’re hot,” the aristocrat continued, loud enough for the others to hear over the club music. “Of course, I don’t personally go that route, but if I did, you’d be worth the double take.”

When he just stared at the guy all dumbfounded, a brow arched at him and then the aristocrat stood up and hobbled over. With a mental wince, Allhan zipped up his hoodie a little higher and tried to remember how to have a polite conversation with someone.

Any conversation.

Shuli sat down, crossing his legs at the knees and bouncing his velvet slipper to the beat. As he tilted his head, the enormous diamond studs in his earlobes flashed bright enough to create floaters in Allhan’s vision.

“I’m sorry,” the guy said. “I didn’t mean to make it weird. I’m drunk, very stoned, and that tends to get me talking.”

“It’s okay. I kn-know it’s strange. I don’t recognize myself.”

And as he glanced around at the VIP section, he really didn’t recognize all the stares coming his way. Men and women were checking him out, and given that he’d been a scrawny weakling before, he kept wondering if he had an entire head of broccoli in between his front teeth. Or maybe a horn growing out of his head.

Bloody nose he didn’t notice? How about undiagnosed cystic acne.

“Well, Al, if you decide to upgrade from the jeans-and-hoodie bull-shit, let me know. Happy to help.” Shuli brushed Allhan’s knee gently, like the guy knew that everything still ached. “Anyway, I gotta go. But the boys’ll take care of you—”

There was an instant uproar from the group, all kinds of versions of Shuli making a protest for their leader to continue to hang. Even the human women who’d been briefly welcomed into the circle of black light hopped on board with the hoopla, although for them, they were just going with the flow in the hopes of being seen as second-date prospects.

Which was not going to happen.

Shuli got back to his feet and patted the air like a rock star trying to get a crowd to settle. “Hey, you fuckers don’t have jobs like Al and I do. We’re working stiffs.”

“We are gainfully engaged, too,” someone retorted.

“Wanking off to your investment portfolios is paraphilia, not employment.”

A couple of cocktail napkins went flying, and their impotent paths made Allhan think of birds shot out of the sky, that which should have soared nothing but deadweight in the air. Meanwhile, Shuli tried to get to the emergency exit next to their seating area. It took the male a good ten minutes to disentangle himself, and it was always like this. He was everybody’s social superior, richer, more charismatic, smarter—and, because he fought in the war, a hero.

He was also ahstrux nohtrum to the heir to the throne.

And that was some real clout right there.

“Tell L.W. we said hey,” somebody else piped up. “He should come out more.”

“Would you want him here?” Shuli peeked at his sleek gold watch. “Although it’s not like he’s got anything better to do.”

Okay, that was a lie, but Allhan kept his mouth shut. The only reason he knew what Shuli and L.W. were up to in the field was because of the things he himself had been doing behind the scenes. Two wrongs didn’t make a right, but they sure as hell locked you into place with any inside information you might have stumbled onto.

Meanwhile, the illicit fighting was taking a toll on Shuli. Underneath the swagger, there was real tension in those shoulders, and you had to wonder whether any of the others noticed or cared that the male was in obvious pain. Probably a no on both fronts. Members of the glymera, particularly slick partyers sowing their oats before they had to settle down in arranged matings, were not known for empathy and this was good news for Shuli. The male had plenty of reasons not to draw attention to whatever wounds he’d sustained, and just as he was no doubt glad nobody was asking questions, there was going to be no medical attention for him. Not unless there was a serious infection or something that refused to heal on its own.

Which again was the way it had to be when you’d been taken off the official fighting schedule, but were still going out into the field.

“See you, Allhan.”

Coming back to attention, he looked over his shoulder. The aristocrat gave him a nod, and then the hail-fellow-well-met stuff washed out of that strikingly handsome face. As Shuli turned away to the emergency fire door, his expression became grim as death itself.

After the steel panel clapped shut and the cold draft was eaten by all the body heat in the space, there was a tangible deflation in the energy of everyone who’d been left behind, the Perrier losing its proverbial fizz.

Allhan checked his phone and wondered why he’d bothered to come early. Except he knew the why. He just thought it was fucking pathetic.

“How about we go to Smokes?” somebody said.

God, he still didn’t know their names. Then again, he’d been adopted like a stray and he was way below their league socially. Not a lot of cause for proper introductions. They also all looked alike to him, the trim-cut suits, the open-collared shirts, the various shades of dark hair. He’d taken to IDing them to himself by the human women they hit on. One was into blondes, another redheads. Two of them liked to take women back together, as if they were critique partners for the sex and committed to real-time feedback.

He’d only paid attention to Shuli because of the L.W. connection.

And the grape-sized diamonds in those lobes.

As the six got to their feet and finished their drinks with a volley of chatter, the rush for the cigar place struck him as ungrounded enthusiasm. They were looking to change the vibe by a shift in location, but the trouble was, they were the luggage they carried, and without Shuli to set an example, they were a little lost. Still, it went without saying that he was invited to come along even though he was nothing more than a cushion warmer: Once Shuli had marked him as okay, he always had a seat at the table.

So he had to give them credit for that.

He glanced at his phone again. He had seventeen minutes.

Why the hell had he thought Lyric might come? Then again, a fool and his delusions were rarely parted when it came to infatuation.

The female had found her proper mate, so she wasn’t going out anymore, yet he’d managed to convince himself that maybe she’d swing by here to see her twin. Yeah, except Rhamp also wasn’t anywhere in sight, and besides, if she wanted that fighter’s company, he was her damn brother. She could just look at him across the table at First Meal. Or call him. Text.

IM, DM… Holiday Inn.

As the ancient hip-hop lyric came to him, he felt a wave of nausea crest and eyed the table that was scattered with empty cocktail glasses. What he needed was some ginger ale. He’d been living on the stuff since the change, and he was becoming quite convinced that he was never eating proper food again.

“Shall we, gentlemales?” one of the aristocrats announced over at the fire exit. “Al? You coming?”

“No, thanks. B-but… thank you.”

“You know where we’ll be if you change your mind.”

Shuli’s boys started funneling out of the sunken couches, and when the human women went to follow, the brush-offs were charming but firm. Phone numbers were exchanged, but no dialing was going to occur. A quick trip to a club’s private bathroom stall was one thing. Dating, relationships—mating? Or marriage, which was what the humans called it? Hard pass.

Members of the glymera did not settle down with the other species.

“Later, my guy—”

“—bye, Al—”

“—care, my man.”

All the males checked in on their way to the fire door, and he noted the new respect in their eyes. His transition really had changed things, hadn’t it.

Oh, look. He made a joke.

Honestly touched, he offered them waves as they took off. And in their wake, the left-behind women looked him over with a greedy interest he was wholly unfamiliar—and totally uncomfortable—with. God, he didn’t like the smells coming off their bodies. Their arousals made him breathe through his mouth, not because he was excited, but because he was trying to dull the scents.

“So, what was your name?” the brunette asked him in a drawl.

As she leaned down to him, her breasts were as pointed as traffic cones and the long, fake tracks she’d put in her hair swept forward and showed peeks of her scalp. Wow. Up close, her makeup was thick as spackle and those lashes had to be plastic.

Otherwise, two woolly caterpillars had given their lives to make her eyebrows look like they were double jointed.

“No,” he said with a shake of his head. “Thank you, no.”

As she seemed disappointed, he supposed the opening salvo might have been seen as a kind of compliment. By someone else. But he was beyond virginal, and besides, with everything he had going on, he was not any kind of relationship material.

“Your loss,” the blond one drawled.

On that disdainful note, the bunch of them laser-sighted the other seating areas, and he passed some time watching them size up their options in the VIP section like they were trying to get a good break on a car lease at a dealership. Lot of competition for them on the other sunken sofas, but he guessed they were beautiful enough with their long hair and low-cut dresses. They would find another lap or two.

Maybe even some phone numbers that might pick up.

As they wandered off, Allhan rechecked his phone. Then went back to watching the crowd.

Each of the dozen or so areas was bathed in a different shade of blue light, and there was no mistaking why Shuli had chosen to stake out the couches he had. The illumination here was the dimmest, and the proximity to the emergency exit and the alley beyond was unbeatable.

Time to go.

Just like Shuli, he was careful getting up on his feet, and when he went to walk, holy shit. Everything hurt. His knees and hips. His spine. His feet. Doc Jane had told him the post-transition aches would get better, but he wasn’t sure if she was right. It had been how many nights now since his body had quadrupled in size?

Since he’d taken Lyric’s blood?

God, there was a special cruelty that he’d had to take her vein when the change had hit. Nothing like getting a taste of paradise and then never, ever having a chance to go there again.

Limping over to the steel door, he took one last look across the space. Not even Mharta had come tonight. Good thing, actually. He could only imagine himself trying to strike up a conversation with that female just so he could bring things over to the subject of Lyric.

Mharta scared the shit out of him.

Punching the bar to open the way out, his skin prickled as the winter wind rushed in to scrimmage against the interior’s warmth like it intended to turn the entire club into a meat locker. As the door slammed shut behind him, he shoved his hands into the pockets of his jeans and looked up at all the snowflakes. The storm was finally slowing down. When he’d come here on his forced night off, it had been a positive blizzard—

Righting his head, he flared his nostrils and took in a deep breath.

Blood. In the alley.

Vampire blood.

Shit.
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Oh, I’m so sorry!”

Yeah, the fuck Denne was sorry for spilling the vinaigrette.

Standing over the two-top, she made a show out of the golly-gee-willikers fake-ass apology, spitting all kinds of mea culpas as she bent down and picked up the ramekin from the floor. As she straightened, she looked the young woman right in the eye.

“I’ve gotten it all over your dress.” She pointed across the dining room to the back. “Let me show you to the bathroom and—”

“Are you fucking kidding me!” The man slammed his phone down on the table, his antipasto plate coughing out a couple of olives in surprise. “Where’s the goddamn manager—”

“I didn’t mean to spill the dressing.” The hell she didn’t. “Let me just help—”

“Eddie, it’s okay.” The young woman rose from her chair, putting her trembling hands out. “I’ll just go fix it—”

“Manager,” he snapped. “Now. And you don’t go nowhere. Sit the fuck down.”

“Y-y-you’re not gonna want to be seen with me like this, Eddie.”

She indicated the spill on her dress, the blue silk having sucked up the vinaigrette like a dream, the stain ruining the short skirt.

Narrowed eyes raked down the woman like she was a Porsche with a scratch on the door. “You find the fucking manager after you clean her up.”

“Yup,” Denne said. “That’s the plan—”

“Sir,” he snapped as he drummed the table impatiently. “Get it right. And I’m waiting.”

Hold your breath on that, bitch, she thought.

Leading the way, Denne stayed silent. So did the woman. To keep the optics right, she took them both down the hall where the public bathrooms were, just in case the guy had been to the restaurant before. When they were in the shadows, she told the woman to hold tight, and then went back to check. The man was deep in his phone, swiping like he was poking eyes out.

Returning in a rush, she whispered, “I’m going to lead you through the kitchen. Follow me—”

The woman grabbed on to Denne’s hands. “Wait. Wait—I don’t think I should…”

“Just come with me now. That’s all you need to do.”

It would be so easy to get into that brain and pull some levers to help expedite the situation. Humans were easy to manipulate like that. She was already over-involved, though.

“I don’t know what to do.”

Denne shook her head. “Yes, you do—or we wouldn’t be standing here right now with salad dressing on your skirt.”

The nod of resignation took a moment, and there was no wasting it. Denne took the woman’s hand and drew her quickly to the flap door.

The difference between front and back of the house was measured in noise, smells, and heat, and she wanted to move fast in case that resolve wavered as the rush of the people and all the sizzling pans and the flames licking up from the grill registered.

“Marco,” she barked over the din. “I need a manager on sixteen.”

“You got it. Stu, take the range.”

As Chef wiped his hands and untied his white apron, Denne strode for her office, pulling the woman along like something that was on wheels. When she got to the open doorway, she stood to the side and indicated the way in. There was another pause, and then the stilettos clip-clip’d past.

That stain on the blue skirt looked like dried blood.

Closing the pair of them in, Denne sat back against the door as the woman wrapped her arms around herself and walked in a little circle, that blond hair falling forward in a curtain of silk. The extensions gleamed even under the wan fluorescent lighting, and you had to wonder if the bastard had paid for them. They looked expensive. Just like the breast implants.

D cups didn’t come on bodies that thin, generally.

“Is this really happening?” The woman shook her head. “I can’t believe I’m doing this.”

“Who can I call for you? Someone to pick you up—”

“Nobody. There’s nobody.” She looked to the door, her eyes going frantic again. “What am I doing. I need to go back out there. This is—”

“Who am I calling. And if it’s an Uber, you don’t have to tell me where it’s really going. I’ll still pay for it.”

“Why are you doing this?”

“I don’t know, honestly. I don’t get involved with things.”

God, how true was that. Whether it was here at the restaurant or in the s’Hisbe, she was just floating through life, really.

“What’s your name?” she asked.

“I don’t want to tell you.”

“Okay, fair enough. So who are we calling—”

“He knows where my mother lives.” The woman put her face in her hands. “And my son is there. I have to go back to that table. You have no idea what he’s capable of.”

“All the reason to get the fuck out when you can.”

Abruptly, the woman straightened and took a deep breath. “I’m going back out there. I’ll hide the mess as best I can. It’s fine. I’ll be… fine.”

Goddamn it.

Stepping in front of her, Denne blocked the exit and did exactly what she shouldn’t have, what she didn’t have permission to do. She penetrated the consciousness of this stranger, her mind entering the human’s with a push of cognition—

A car interior. Illuminated with an orange-red glow.

Driving along a city road, the streetlamps flaring into the interior… hitting the fleshy face of that man. Thunderous rage as he looked over from behind the wheel. His mouth was moving fast and nasty, spit fanning out, his flat front teeth on display as his upper lip curled in a sneer—

A hand slammed on the woman’s thigh, gripping and torquing the flesh through the short blue skirt.

I’m sorry, Eddie. I won’t do it again—

You’re fucking right you won’t.

I didn’t mean to be late—

What I tell you. Another shaft of light passed over the fury in the man’s face. What did I fucking tell you! I don’t wait for no woman.

Frail hands covered the bear claw locked on her leg. Eddie, you’re hurting me—

And so it went, the same thing over and over.

Before Denne pulled out of the woman’s mind, she inserted one powerful instinct: Leave.

The woman winced and rubbed her forehead. When she dropped her hand, tears trembled on her false lashes.

“I can help you.” Denne stretched an arm over her desk and offered a Kleenex box. “I can take care of this. Do you understand what I’m saying.”

Shit, she was already way over her skis, except maybe the woman would solve this problem by refusing, even with that little cognitive adjustment. She’d be getting herself killed, of course. Maybe not tonight, maybe not next week, but eventually good ol’ Eddie with the grabby hands and the temper was going to put her on life support.

“How,” came the whisper.

“I’ll make sure he can’t hurt you anymore. That’s all you need to know.”

“Who are you.”

The demand was presented in a flat tone, as if there had been a lot of out-of-the-frying-pan-into-the-fire’s for her.

“Just a friend,” Denne lied.

Those frightened eyes went up and down, clearly measuring her savior, and Denne considered herself from an outsider’s POV. She was on the tall side, with skin the same tone as the woman’s own. As always, she was dressed in black slacks and a black button-down, with black Nikes. She’d never given a crap about clothes, and the midnight wardrobe was so she could easily step in and waitress if things got too busy or they needed a sub. Her hair was in thirty-four braids back from her face, following the tradition of one per year of life, and the length was left to flow down her back in a profusion of waves that she straightened every couple of months.

No makeup because who had time for slopping chemicals on the face. No jewelry even though there was a vault of the shit back in the palace. Nothing special. Nothing unusual. And the lie had worked for the last ten years, ever since she’d started coming to Sal’s right after her transition. None of the people here knew what she was. And those who thought they knew the “who” of her were elderly humans remembering her dad when he took over the place from the original Sal’s descendants some thirty-five years ago: She was the daughter taking over the running of the joint.

At least that was the truth, not deception.

Not because she particularly cared about the restaurant, though. She’d just had to do it. After all, how could a man not age, at all, in three and a half decades? iAm had to take a break for a generation, and in another twenty-five years, he could come back and pretend to be her son.

Humans had such short lives.

“He’s very strong.” The woman cleared her throat. “Eddie… is so strong.”

Denne lowered her chin and stared out from under her brows. “So am I.”
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In the alley outside of Bathe, the scent of vampire blood was so thick, it cut through the blizzard’s swirling wind and Allhan tasted it down the back of his throat. As he cranked his head in the direction the copper rush was coming from, he told himself to get walking. To call and get help. To do… something.

Except he just stood there, the snowflakes falling on him like he was some statue in a park, the gusts tearing around his motionless body, his hearing receding until all he had was the echo of his own heartbeat. Which was uneven as hell.

Batting the snow away from his face, he expected to find the lane littered with bodies and dismembered limbs, the still-warm corpses scattered all battlefield-carnage and then some. But there was nothing in the glow of the security lights that were mounted on the roofs. Just dirty snow dusted with a heavy layer of fresh, restless powder.

No red stains, no scramble of footprints. No fresh corpses.

Was he imagining this?

He had to be. There was just no way that collection of high-flying aristocrats had been killed out here, in the alley off the fucking club, wearing the stylish clothes and pricey colognes they’d put on in their glymera mansions. Males like that just didn’t… end… as casualties of the war.

Off in the distance, a siren started wailing. So the help that was coming wasn’t the Black Dagger Brotherhood’s. They rode silent.

As an ambulance tore down Market and kept right on going, he shoved his hand into his jeans pocket and took out his cell phone. He didn’t want to look at the screen, but goddamn it, he had to.

No texts from his contact.

He exhaled in relief. So this wasn’t his fault—wait, wrong phone. He was holding his Samsung. Cursing, he had to pat around to find the cheap-ass piece-of-shit burner he’d bought at a CVS from a display of all kinds of let’s-be-shadys. He’d paid cash for the thing because of course he had.

No texts on his burner.

“Hello,” he called out as he tucked it away. “Anybody there? Y-you okay?”

When there was no reply, he trudged through the snow, heading down the club’s flank toward the rear of the building and the parking lot behind. In the back of his mind, he was aware that he was trying to talk himself out of everything he was smelling. It was like he could manipulate reality if he just ignored his nose.

If he just didn’t call for help.

He was still arguing with his senses when he came up to an unlit passageway that cut between the buildings on the alley’s other side. Half the size of the lane proper, the thing bisected the restaurant that fronted onto Market and the real estate agency that faced Jefferson.

The scent of blood wafted out of the pitch-black shoot, like a warning in a Stephen King novel.

Squinting his eyes, he strained to see what was—

“Allhan. Help… me…”

The strangled male voice was gut-punch familiar, and he threw himself into the darkness, slipping and sliding over the ice, penetrating the walkthrough like he knew CPR. Or how to tourniquet shit.

Oh… God.

As his keen eyesight adjusted, he saw the bodies. They were facedown. All of them. Shuli’s entire crew, in those suits, with those colognes, bleeding in the snow, their arms and legs bent at bad angles.

As a hand reached for him, he stumbled over and dropped to his knees to grab on to it. Going only by the back of the head, he wasn’t sure who it was, but he didn’t know their real names, anyway.

Holding the palm, he fumbled with his Samsung. “Y-you’re okay.” The fuck the male was okay. “I’m c-calling for help—I’m calling—” Except he dropped the damn thing, the cell skipping out of his grip like a fish. “I’mgoingtogethelp. Helpweneedhelp…”

Stretching to get the phone back, he shoved it in his own face, and wondered if his horrified expression might not get him in. Not the problem. There wasn’t enough light. With a sloppy thumb he entered his six-digit code and—

“Lessers… smelled lessers… heard a clicking… they tasered us… took them…” The male coughed blood into the snow, and the gurgle was horrible. “They were… taken…”

Allhan stopped the SOS he was typing out. “Who?” He looked around frantically, and tried to remember how to count. “You’re saying the slayers abducted someone? Who?”

Six had left the club… four were here. There were only four.

“A pair of slayers… looked alike… Tasers and then the knives… took them…”

The dying male’s words were lost to babbling, the syllables running together until they were unintelligible.

“It’s okay, it’s all r-right.” After he sent the alarm out, he shuffled himself even closer. “Help is coming. Th-they’re going to take care of you, and we’ll f-find the others.”

With strength he was still unused to wielding, he pulled the male into his lap, rolling him over—

Allhan caught the curse before it came out of his mouth. The handsome face was the color of the snow, and the pale blue eyes were unfocused, as if the male had no clue he’d been turned over and moved—oh… God. The knife wound on the side of the aristocrat’s throat was right across the jugular, and the blood loss was tremendous, staining the collar and front of the button-down, and the entire left side of the jacket.

“Y-you’re okay,” Allhan croaked as tears flooded his eyes. “H-help is coming. Stay with me—”

The male coughed violently, and blood exploded upward, the spray hitting Allhan’s face, hot as boiling water. As he gasped, the aristocrat went into a seizure, the body flopping all around.

“I’ve g-got you.” He gathered the male closer and tried to stay calm. “I’ve…”

Wiping his face off on the crook of his arm, he looked in desperation out of the passageway as minutes became hours. The male’s last breaths were loud as a chainsaw revving right next to his head, and that gurgling, the fucking gurgling. He wanted to scream for the guy to just die already. For godsakes, stop fighting the losing battle—

As if the aristocrat followed his unspoken command, everything suddenly stopped: the wheezing breath, the jerking limbs, the pulsing leak at the side of the neck.

“N-no, no, no, I didn’t mean it, you g-gotta stay with me—oh, God, oh… fuck…”

Determined to do something, anything, he pushed the male flat on the ground, got up onto his knees, and tilted that head back. Pinching the nose, he took a great inhale and sealed their mouths. As he blew hard and tasted blood, he had a moment of purpose and hope.

The air escaped out the side of the neck on a whistle.

As Allhan’s stomach flipped over with dread, he tried again, his tears falling onto the face of the male he was not going to be able to bring around, no matter how many times he tried to force air in, no matter if he started pounding on that sternum. The pale blue eyes were still open, though, and for a split second, it felt like they were focused on him.

Like they were accusing him of everything he was doing in secret.

“W-what’s your name.” He swiped his sleeve across his cheeks. “I need to know your name.”

With sloppy hands, he went through the fine suit jacket. When there was no wallet in any of the interior pockets, he moved down to the pants. He had to let the parents know. He had to be ready for when the Brothers came to tell them the names.

Nothing. No ID, no phone.

“S-stay here.” Like the guy was going anywhere? “I-I’ll be…”

Paddling on the ice to another black-haired male—the one who’d only liked redheads—he turned that body over. The frozen face and wide, empty eyes were the stuff of nightmares, and his hands shook as he started rifling through pockets. The throat had also been slit, so deeply he could see flashes of the white vertebrae of the spine. And when once again there was nothing in any of the pockets, he did a quick search of the other two. As he turned them over, it was clear they’d died from stabs in the belly, the wounds long and gaping as if the knife blade had been dragged up for the gutting, intestines and internal organs slopping out.

As he started to hyperventilate, he had to sit back on his heels and slow his respiration. He prayed that the real addresses hadn’t been on those fake driver’s licenses—

Allhan pitched to the side and threw up his First Meal. All of it.

Bracing a hand on the snowy ground, he waited to see if his stomach wanted to evacuate itself, and he checked his phone. There were so many texts from the Brotherhood, confirmation that they were on their way, he tried to feel relief at all the responses he got. Except then he frowned. No location. He hadn’t given his location and there was no tracking where he was because he’d canned his ping.

On account of the real reason he was down here.

It was nearly impossible to type out: side alley bathe

“S-stay with me, j-just… stay with me…”

Who the hell was he talking to? They were already dead. All of them—and the poor souls who’d been abducted were the focus now.

Allhan’s eyes bounced from wound to wound, neck, neck, stomach, stomach. He was no expert in forensics, but it didn’t take an Einstein to guess there had been two slayers on the slaughter.

And they’d each taken a vampire to interrogate.

Letting his head fall back, he felt the snow dapple his hot cheeks and swollen lids. This was not about him, thank God.

The lesser he’d been dealing with worked alone.
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Denne stepped out of Sal’s main entrance while pulling on her hooded black parka. The shallow steps and walkway down to the curb were covered in an all-weather, royal-red felt runner, and overhead, a matching red awning with gold trim paralleled the landing strip. The Old Hollywood, Oscars-arrival vibe was intentional, and the uniformed valet in a kiosk off to the side was part of that.

“Hey, Emilio,” she said as she went down to the kid in the box. “I need a favor.”

Marco’s nephew swung open the half door and hid his cigarette behind his back with a flush. “Whatever you want, Denne.”

As smoke came out with the words he spoke, she batted a dismissive hand. “I don’t care about that as long as it’s not weed.”

Their customers were of that generation. Getting drunk on Manhattans was fine. A joint, even though legal in New York state, was not.

“I put it away for the people. Jus’ so you knows.” With a flourish, he demonstrated how he ducked the coffin nail behind the vertical board full of keys, and then he stepped out of the heated interior. “What can I do you for?”

“Guy’s gonna come out here steaming. You’ll know who he is. I want you to send him back to get his own car from the parking lot.”

The kid went still. “Yeah, sure. You want me to go with him?”

For a split second, she eyed their resident asphalt jockey. Marco’s nephew was six two and played offensive tackle on SUNY Caldwell’s DII football team. More than that, as he unzipped that parka, it was clear he was prepared to handle things in ways she shouldn’t have been surprised about. There were also going to be no questions asked.

No wonder she and her father always felt so at home here. These humans were their kind of people.

“It’s cold out here, Denne.” He nodded back at the restaurant’s entrance. “Go inside and lemme take care of this.”

“You’re the best. But I got it.” She pivoted away. Then looked at him over her shoulder. “And listen, if things are too sideways, just let it go. Bring the car to him if you have to.”

The kid frowned and reached back behind the keys. He took a deep draw on the cigarette, and exhaled off to the side like he didn’t want Denne breathing in any of the smoke.

“Nah, that ain’t how this gonna go. You want him in the parking lot on his own two feet, he’s going back to the parking lot that way.”

“When was the last raise you were given?”

“About a month ago. You take good care of the people here. I don’t need no more.”

Denne nodded with a little smile and headed back up the runner to the double glass doors. The old school gallantry was nice, and no




















































































e9781668070642/fonts/EBGaramond-BoldItalic.ttf


e9781668070642/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


e9781668070642/fonts/CrimsonText-Regular.ttf


e9781668070642/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


e9781668070642/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Glossary of Terms and Proper Nouns


		Prologue


		Chapter One


		Chapter Two


		Chapter Three


		Chapter Four


		Chapter Five


		Chapter Six


		Chapter Seven


		Chapter Eight


		Chapter Nine


		Chapter Ten


		Chapter Eleven


		Chapter Twelve


		Chapter Thirteen


		Chapter Fourteen


		Chapter Fifteen


		Chapter Sixteen


		Chapter Seventeen


		Chapter Eighteen


		Chapter Nineteen


		Chapter Twenty


		Chapter Twenty-One


		Chapter Twenty-Two


		Chapter Twenty-Three


		Chapter Twenty-Four


		Chapter Twenty-Five


		Chapter Twenty-Six


		Chapter Twenty-Seven


		Chapter Twenty-Eight


		Chapter Twenty-Nine


		Chapter Thirty


		Chapter Thirty-One


		Chapter Thirty-Two


		Chapter Thirty-Three


		Chapter Thirty-Four


		Chapter Thirty-Five


		Chapter Thirty-Six


		Chapter Thirty-Seven


		Chapter Thirty-Eight


		Chapter Thirty-Nine


		Chapter Forty


		Chapter Forty-One


		Chapter Forty-Two


		Chapter Forty-Three


		Chapter Forty-Four


		Chapter Forty-Five


		Chapter Forty-Six


		Chapter Forty-Seven


		Chapter Forty-Eight


		Chapter Forty-Nine


		Chapter Fifty


		Chapter Fifty-One


		Chapter Fifty-Two


		Chapter Fifty-Three


		Chapter Fifty-Four


		Chapter Fifty-Five


		Chapter Fifty-Six


		Chapter Fifty-Seven


		Epilogue


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Glossary of Terms and Proper Nouns


		Prologue


		Chapter One


		Chapter Two


		Chapter Three


		Chapter Four


		Chapter Five


		Chapter Six


		Chapter Seven


		Chapter Eight


		Chapter Nine


		Chapter Ten


		Chapter Eleven


		Chapter Twelve


		Chapter Thirteen


		Chapter Fourteen


		Chapter Fifteen


		Chapter Sixteen


		Chapter Seventeen


		Chapter Eighteen


		Chapter Nineteen


		Chapter Twenty


		Chapter Twenty-One


		Chapter Twenty-Two


		Chapter Twenty-Three


		Chapter Twenty-Four


		Chapter Twenty-Five


		Chapter Twenty-Six


		Chapter Twenty-Seven


		Chapter Twenty-Eight


		Chapter Twenty-Nine


		Chapter Thirty


		Chapter Thirty-One


		Chapter Thirty-Two


		Chapter Thirty-Three


		Chapter Thirty-Four


		Chapter Thirty-Five


		Chapter Thirty-Six


		Chapter Thirty-Seven


		Chapter Thirty-Eight


		Chapter Thirty-Nine


		Chapter Forty


		Chapter Forty-One


		Chapter Forty-Two


		Chapter Forty-Three


		Chapter Forty-Four


		Chapter Forty-Five


		Chapter Forty-Six


		Chapter Forty-Seven


		Chapter Forty-Eight


		Chapter Forty-Nine


		Chapter Fifty


		Chapter Fifty-One


		Chapter Fifty-Two


		Chapter Fifty-Three


		Chapter Fifty-Four


		Chapter Fifty-Five


		Chapter Fifty-Six


		Chapter Fifty-Seven


		Epilogue


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright








		III


		V


		VI


		VII


		VIII


		IX


		X


		XI


		XII


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		351


		352


		353


		354


		355


		356


		357


		358


		359


		360


		361


		362


		363


		364


		365


		366


		367


		368


		369


		370


		371


		372


		373


		374


		375


		376


		377


		378


		379


		380


		381


		382


		383


		384


		385


		386


		387


		388


		389


		390


		391


		392


		393


		394


		395


		396


		397


		398


		399


		400


		401


		402


		403


		404


		I


		II


		IV








e9781668070642/images/endpaper01.jpg
B pLLDLY M THAE
RNER 20T 2P Ms-
tMULE LLZE TN
PEZLMEP LT Z2HP
XEALED LI »
¥ vafznélzﬁ
TMET M7 HIT N EA
FILIATED ZUA MIN
BH FLLDLKI A DHALE
AR LM AP M
tMULE LLZE IO
PEZLMED £ 2P
YHALEDP L1 a4
g vménéfy;@
TMAT M BT NEA
ETLATED ZAA MIN






e9781668070642/fonts/CrimsonText-Italic.ttf


e9781668070642/fonts/Roboto-Light.ttf


e9781668070642/images/common01.jpg





e9781668070642/images/common02.jpg





e9781668070642/images/9781668070642.jpg





e9781668070642/images/title.jpg
J.R.
WARD

LOVER
ENTHRONED

THE BLACK DAGGER BROTHERHOOD SERIES

G

GALLERY BOOKS
New York ~Amsterdam/Antwerp London
Toronto  Sydney/Melbourne New Delhi





e9781668070642/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


