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DEDICATED TO YOU:

Good and bad have never been more
relative terms
than when applied to the likes of you.
But I agree with her. To me, you have
always been a hero.
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS
AND PROPER NOUNS

ahstrux nohstrum (n.) Private guard
with license to kill who 1s granted his
or her position by the king.

ahvenge (v.) Act of mortal retribution,
typically carried out 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 exist apart from
civilians, having little contact with
members of the other classes except
when they need to feed. They are the
subjects of legend and the objects of
reverence within the vampire world.
They may be killed by only 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 recently
been outlawed.

chrih (n.) Symbol of honorable death in
the Old Language.

the Chosen (n.) Female vampires who
have been bred to serve the Scribe
Virgin. They are considered members
of the aristocracy, though they are
spiritually rather than temporally
focused. They have little or no
interaction with males other than the
Primale, but can be mated to Brothers
at the Scribe Virgin’s direction to
further propagate their class. Some
have the ability to prognosticate. In the
past, they were used to meet the blood
needs of unmated members of the
Brotherhood, and that practice has



been reinstated by the Brothers.

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

doggen (n.) Member of the servant class
within the vampire world. Doggen
have old, conservative traditions about
service to their superiors and follow 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.

Dhunhd (pr. n.) Hell.

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.) Nontemporal 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.

granhmen (n.) Grandmother.

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

leahdyre (n.) A person of power and



influence.

leelan (adj.) 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 her
dominant.

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 1llusion.

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

needing period (n.) Female vampire’s
time of fertility, generally lasting for
two days and accompanied by intense



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

newling (n.) A virgin.

the Omega (pr. n.) Malevolent,
mystical figure who has targeted the
vampires for extinction out of
resentment directed toward the Scribe
Virgin. Exists in a nontemporal realm
and has extensive powers, though not
the power of creation.

pherarsom (adj.) Term referring to the



potency of a male’s sexual organs.
Literal translation something close to
“worthy of entering a female.”
princeps (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 assuaging
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 is counselor to the king as well as
the keeper of vampire archives and the
dispenser of privileges. Exists in a
nontemporal realm and has extensive
powers. 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 to extinction.

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 /essers.
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,
they must drink the blood of the
opposite sex to survive and are unable
to withstand sunlight. Occurs generally
in the mid-twenties. Some vampires



do not live through 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 1s 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.



All kings are blind.
The good ones see this and use more
than their eyes to lead.



LOVER AVENGED



ONE

The king must die.”

Four single-syllable words. One by
one they were nothing special. Put
together? They called up all kinds of bad
shit: Murder. Betrayal. Treason.

Death.

In the thick moments after they were
spoken to him, Rehvenge kept quiet,
letting the quartet hang in the stuffy air of
the study, four points of a dark, evil
compass he was intimately familiar
with.

“Have you any response?” Montrag,



son of Rehm, said.

“Nope.”

Montrag blinked and fiddled with the
silk cravat at his neck. Like most
members of the g/lymera, he had both
velvet slippers firmly planted in the dry,
rarified sand of his class. Which meant
he was just plain precious, all the way
around. In his smoking jacket and his
natty pin-striped slacks and...shit, were
those actually spats?...he was right out
of the pages of Vanity Fair. Like, a
hundred years ago. And in his myriad
condescensions and his bright frickin’
ideas, he was Kissinger without a
president when it came to politics: all
analysis, no authority.

Which explained this meeting, didn’t



it.

“Don’t stop now,” Rehv said. “You’ve
already jumped off the building. The
landing isn’t getting any softer.”

Montrag frowned. “I fail to view this
with your kind of levity.”

“Who’s laughing.”

A knock on the study’s door brought
Montrag’s head to the side, and he had a
profile like an Irish setter: all nose.
“Come 1n.”

The doggen who followed the
command struggled under the weight of
the silver service she carried. With an
ebony tray the size of a porch in her
hands, she humped the load across the
room.

Until her head came up and she saw



Rehv.

She froze like a snapshot.

“We take our tea here.” Montrag
pointed to the low-slung table between
the two silk sofas they were sitting on.
“Here.”

The doggen didn’t move, just stared at
Rehv’s face.

“What is the matter?” Montrag
demanded as the teacups began to
tremble, a chiming noise rising up from
the tray. “Place our tea here, now.”

The doggen bowed her head, mumbled
something, and came forward slowly,
putting one foot in front of the other like
she was approaching a coiled snake. She
stayed as far away from Rehv as she
could, and after she put the service



down, her shaking hands were barely
able to get the cups into the saucers.

When she went for the pot of tea, it
was clear she was going to spill the shit
all over the place.

“Let me do it,” Rehv said, reaching
out.

As the doggen jerked away from him,
her grip slipped off the pot handle and
the tea went into free fall.

Rehv caught the blistering-hot silver in
his palms.

“What have you done
leaping off of his sofa.

The doggen cringed away, her hands
going to her face. “I am sorry, master.
Verily, [ am—”

“Oh, shut up, and get us some ice—"

'93

Montrag said,



“It’s not her fault.” Rehv calmly
switched his hold to the handle and
poured. “And I’m perfectly fine.”

They both stared at him like they were
waiting for him to hop up and shake his
bumper to the tune of ow-ow-ow.

He put the silver pot down and looked
into Montrag’s pale eyes. “One lump. Or
two?”’

“May I...may I get you something for
that burn?”’

He smiled, flashing his fangs at his
host. “I’m perfectly fine.”

Montrag seemed offended that he
couldn’t do anything, and turned his
dissatisfaction on his servant. “You are
a total disgrace. Leave us.”

Rehv glanced at the doggen. To him,



her emotions were a three-dimensional
grid of fear and shame and panic, the
interlocking weave filling out the space
around her as surely as her bones and
muscles and skin did.

Be of ease, he thought at her. And
know I’ll make this right.

Surprise flared in her face, but the
tension left her shoulders and she turned
away, looking much calmer.

When she was gone, Montrag cleared
his throat and sat back down. “I don’t
think she’s going to work out. She’s
utterly incompetent.”

“Why don’t we start with one lump.”
Rehv dropped a sugar cube into the tea.
“And see if you want another.”

He held the cup out, but not too far out,



so that Montrag was forced to get up
again from his sofa and bend across the
table.

“Thank you.”

Rehv didn’t let go of the saucer as he
pushed a change of thought into his
host’s brain. “I make females nervous. It
wasn’t her fault.”

He released his hold abruptly and
Montrag scrambled to keep hold of the
Royal Doulton.

“Oops. Don’t spill.” Rehv settled back
onto his sofa. “Shame to get a stain on
this fine rug of yours. Aubusson, is it?”

“Ah...yes.” Montrag parked it again
and frowned, like he had no idea why he
felt differently about his maid. “Er...yes,
it is. My father bought it many years ago.



He had exquisite taste, didn’t he? We
built this room for it because it is so
very large, and the color of the walls
was chosen specifically to bring out the
peach tones.”

Montrag looked around the study and
smiled to himself as he sipped, his
pinkie out in the breeze like a flag.

“How’s your tea?”

“Perfect, but won’t you have some?”

“Not a tea drinker.” Rehv waited until
the cup was up to the male’s lips. “So
you were talking about murdering
Wrath?”

Montrag sputtered, Earl Grey dappling
the front of his bloodred smoking jacket
and hitting Daddy’s peachy-keen rug.

As the male batted at the stains with a



limp hand, Rehv held out a napkin.
“Here, use this.”

Montrag took the damask square,
awkwardly patted at his chest, then
swiped the rug with equal lack of effect.
Clearly, he was the kind of male who
made messes, not cleaned them up.

“You were saying,” Rehv murmured.

Montrag ditched the napkin on the tray
and got to his feet, leaving his tea behind
as he paced around. He stopped in front
of a large mountain landscape and
seemed to admire the dramatic scene
with its spotlit colonial soldier praying
to the heavens.

He spoke to the painting. “You are
aware that so many of our blooded
brethren have been taken down in the



raids by the /essers.”

“And here I thought I’d been made
leahdyre of the council just because of
my sparkling personality.”

Montrag glared over his shoulder, his
chin cocked in classic aristocratic
fashion. “I lost my father and my mother
and all of my first cousins. I buried each
one of them. Think you that is a joy?”

“My apologies.” Rehv put his right
palm over his heart and bowed his head,
even though he didn’t give a shit. He
was not going to be manipulated by the
recitation of losses. Especially when the
guy’s emotions were all about greed, not
grief.

Montrag turned his back to the
painting, his head taking the place of the



mountain the colonial soldier was on...
so that it looked like the little man in the
red uniform was trying to climb up his
ear.

“The glymera has sustained
unparalleled losses from the raids. Not
just lives, but property. Houses raided,
antiques and art taken, bank accounts
disappearing. And what has Wrath
done? Nothing. He’s given no response
to repeated inquiries about how those
families’ residences were found...why
the Brotherhood didn’t stop the
attacks...where all those assets went.
There 1s no plan to make sure it never
happens again. No assurance that, if
what few remaining members of the
aristocracy return to Caldwell proper,



we are protected.” Montrag really got on
a roll, his voice rising and bouncing off
the crown molding and gilded ceiling.
“Our race is dying out and we need real
leadership. By law, though, if Wrath’s
heart beats within his chest, he 1s king, Is
the life of one worth the lives of many?
Search your heart.”

Oh, Rehv was looking into it, all right,
black, evil muscle that it was. “And then
what.”

“We take control and do what 1s right.
During his tenure, Wrath has restructured
things.... Look at what has been done to
the Chosen. They are now allowed to
tally on this side—unheard of! And
slavery i1s outlawed, along with
sehclusion for females. Dearest Virgin



Scribe, next thing you know there’ll be
someone wearing a skirt in the
Brotherhood. With us in charge, we can
reverse what he has done and recast the
laws properly to preserve the old ways.
We can organize a new offensive against
the Lessening Society. We can triumph.”

“You’re using a lot of wes here, and
somehow I don’t think that’s exactly
what you are thinking,”

“Well, of course there needs to be an
individual who is first among equals.”
Montrag smoothed the lapels of his
smoking jacket and angled his head and
body as if he were posing for a bronze
statue or maybe a dollar bill. “A chosen
male who 1s of stature and worth.”

“And in what manner is this paragon



going to be picked?”

“We’re going to move to a democracy.
A long-overdue democracy that shall
replace the unjust and unfair convention
of monarchy...”

As a whole lot of blah-blah-blahing
got its groove on, Rehv eased back,
crossed his legs at the knees, and
steepled his fingers. Sitting on
Montrag’s fluffy sofa, the two halves
him of warred, the vampire and the
symphath clashing.

The only bene was that the internal
shouting match droned out the sound of
all that nasally I-know-everything.

The opportunity was obvious: Get rid
of the king and seize control of the race.

The opportunity was unthinkable: Kill



a fine male and a good leader and...a
friend of sorts.

“...and we would choose who leads
us. Make him accountable to the council.
Ensure that our concerns are responded
to.” Montrag returned to the couch he’d
been on, sitting down and getting
comfortable as if he could hot-air it
about the future for hours. “The
monarchy is not working and democracy
is the only way—"

Rehv cut in, “Democracy typically
means that everyone gets a vote. Just in
case you’re unfamiliar with the
definition.”

“But we would. All of us who serve
on the council would be on the electoral
board. Everyone would be counted.”




“FY1, the term everyone encompasses
a couple more folks over and above
‘everyone like us.””

Montrag shot over a load of ok-
please-do-be-serious. “Would you
honestly trust the race to the lower
classes?”

“Not up to me.”

“It could be.” Montrag brought his
teacup up to his mouth and looked over
the brim with eyes that were sharp. “It
absolutely could be. You are our
leahdyre.”

Staring at the guy, Rehv saw the path
as clearly as if it were paved and lit
with halogen beams: If Wrath were
killed, his royal line would end, because
he had yet to sire young. Societies,



particularly those at war as the vampires
were, abhorred leadership vacuums, so
a radical shift from monarchy to
“democracy” wouldn’t be as unthinkable
as 1t would have in another, saner, safer
time.

The glymera might be out of Caldwell
and hiding in their safe houses
throughout New England, but that bunch
of effete motherfuckers had money and
influence and had wanted to take over
forever. With this particular plan, they
could clothe their ambitions in the
vestments of democracy and make like
they were taking care of the little people.

Rehv’s dark nature seethed, a jailed
criminal impatient for probation: Bad
acts and power plays were a



constitutional compulsion for those of
his father’s blood, and part of him
wanted to create the void...and step into
it.

He cut into Montrag’s self-important
driveling. “Spare me the propaganda.
What exactly are you suggesting.”

The male made elaborate work of
putting down his teacup, as if he wanted
to appear as if he were corralling his
words. Whatever. Rehv was willing to
bet the guy knew exactly what he was
going to say. Something of this nature
wasn’t the kind of thing you just pulled
out of your ass, and there were others in
on it. Had to be.

“As you well know, the council is to
meet in a couple of days in Caldwell



specifically for us to have an audience
with the king. Wrath will arrive and...a
mortal event will occur.”

“He travels with the Brotherhood. Not
exactly the kind of muscle you can easily
work around.”

“Death wears many masks. And has
many different stages on which to
perform.”

“And my role is...?”” Even though he
knew.

Montrag’s pale eyes were like ice,
luminescent and cold. “I know what kind
of male you are. So I know exactly what
you are capable of.”

This was not a surprise. Rehv had
been a drug lord for the past twenty-five
years, and though he hadn’t announced



his avocation to the aristocracy,
vampires did hit his clubs regularly, and
a number of them were in the ranks of
his chemical customers.

No one but the Brothers knew about
his symphath side—and he would have
kept it from them if he’d had the choice.
For the past two decades he’d been
paying his blackmailer well to make
sure the secret was his to keep.

“That 1s why I come to you,” Montrag
said. “You will know how to take care
of this.”

“True enough.”

“As leahdyre of the council, you
would be in a position of enormous
power. Even if you are not elected as
president, the council is going nowhere.



And let me reassure you about the Black
Dagger Brotherhood. I know your sister
is mated to one of them. The Brothers
will not be affected by this.”

“You don’t think it’s going to piss
them off? Wrath is not just their king,
He’s their blood.”

“Protecting our race is their primary
mandate. Whither we go they must
follow. And you have to know that there
are many who feel they have been doing
a poor job of late. Methinks perhaps they
require better leadership.”

“From you. Right. Of course.”

That would be like an interior
decorator trying to command a tank
platoon: a shitload of noisy chirping
until one of the soldiers offed the



lightweight flash in the pan and churned
over the body a couple of times.

Perfect plan there. Yup.

And yet...who said Montrag had to be
the one elected? Accidents happened to
both kings and aristocrats.

“I must say unto you,” Montrag
continued, “as my father always said
unto me, timing is everything. We need
to proceed with haste. May we rely on
you, my friend?”

Rehv got to his feet and towered over
the other male. With a quick tug on his
jacket cuffs, he straightened his Tom
Ford, then reached for his cane. He felt
nothing in his body, not his clothes or the
weight shifting from his ass to his soles
or the handle against the palm he’d



burned. The numbness was a side effect
of the drug he used to keep his bad side
from coming out in mixed company, the
prison in which he jailed his sociopathic
impulses.

All he needed to get back to basics
was one missed dose, though. An hour
later? The evil in him was alive and
kicking and ready to play.

“What say you?”” Montrag prompted.

Wasn’t that the question.

Sometimes in life, from out of the
myriad of prosaic decisions like what to
eat and where to sleep and how to dress,
a true crossroads is revealed. In these
moments, when the fog of relative
irrelevancy lifts and fate rolls out a
demand for free will, there is only left or



right—no option of four-by-fouring into
the underbrush between two paths, no
negotiating with the choice that has been
presented.

You must answer the call and pick
your way. And there 1s no reverse.

Of course, the problem was,
navigating a moral landscape was
something he’d had to teach himself to
do to fit in with the vampires. The
lessons he’d learned had stuck, although
only to a point.

And his drugs only kind of, sort of
worked.

Abruptly, Montrag’s pale face became
cast in variations of pastel pink and the
male’s dark hair went magenta and his
smoking jacket became the color of



ketchup. As a red wash tinted
everything, Rehv’s visual field flattened
out so it was like a movie screen of the
world.

Which perhaps explained why
symphaths found it so easy to use
people. With his dark side taking over,
the universe had all the depth of a
chessboard, and the people in it were
pawns to his omniscient hand. Every one
of them. Enemies...and friends.

“I’11 take care of it,” Rehv announced.
“As you said, I know what to do.”

“Your word.” Montrag put forward his
smooth palm. “Your word that this shall
be carried out in secret and in silence.”

Rehv let that hand hang in the breeze,
but he smiled, once again revealing his



fangs. “Trust me.”



TWO

As Wrath, son of Wrath, pounded down
one of Caldwell’s urban alleys, he was
bleeding in two places. There was a
gash along his left shoulder, made by a
serrated knife, and a hunk out of his
thigh, thanks to the rusty corner of a
Dumpster. The /esser up ahead, the one
he was about to gut like a fish, had been
responsible for neither: The asshole’s
two pale-haired, girlie-smelling buddies
had done the damage.

Right before they’d been reduced to a
matched set of mulch bags three hundred



yards and three minutes ago.

This bastard up ahead was the real
target.

The slayer was hauling ass, but Wrath
was faster—not just because his legs
were longer, and despite the fact that he
was leaking like a corroded cistern.
There was no question the third would
die.

It was an issue of will.

The /esser had chosen the wrong path
tonight—although not in picking this
particular alley. That had been the only
right and just thing the undead had
probably done for decades, because
privacy was important for fighting. Last
thing the Brothers or the Lessening
Society needed was for human police to



get involved in anything so much as a
nose blow in this war.

No, the bastard’s I'm-sorry-that ’s-
not-the-correct-answer had happened
when he’d killed a male civilian about
fifteen minutes ago. With a smile on his
face. In front of Wrath.

The scent of fresh vampire blood had
been how the king had first found the trio
of slayers, catching them in the act as
they tried to abduct one of his civilians.
They’d clearly known he was at least a
member of the Brotherhood, because this
lesser up ahead had killed the male so
he and his squadron could be hands-free
and fully focused for the fight.

The sad part was, Wrath’s arrival had
spared his civilian a long, slow, tortured



death in one of the Society’s persuasion
camps. But it still burned his ass to see a
terrified innocent sliced open and
dropped like an empty lunch box onto
the 1cy, cracked pavement.

So this motherfucker up here was
going down.

Eye-for-an-eye-and-then-some—style.

At the alley’s dead end, the /esser did
a pivot-and-prepare, spinning around,
planting his feet, bringing up his knife.
Wrath didn’t slow. In midstride, he
slipped free one of his hira shuriken
and sent the weapon out with a flick of
his hand, making a show of the throw.

Sometimes you wanted your opponent
to know what was coming at him.

The lesser followed the choreography



perfectly, shifting his balance, losing his
fighting form. As Wrath closed the
distance, he winged another throwing
star and another, driving the /esser into a
crouch.

The Blind King dematerialized right
on the motherfucker, striking from above
with fangs bared to lock into the back of
the slayer’s neck. The stinging sweetness
of the /esser’s blood was the taste of
triumph, and the chorus of victory was
not long in coming either as Wrath
grabbed onto both of the bastard’s upper
arms.

Payback was a snap. Or two, as it
were.

The thing screamed as both bones
popped out of their sockets, but the howl



didn’t travel far after Wrath clapped his
palm over its mouth.

“That’s just a warm-up,” Wrath
hissed. “It’s important to get loose
before you’re worked out.”

The king flipped the slayer over and
stared down at the thing. From behind
Wrath’s wraparounds, his weak eyes
were sharper than usual, the adrenaline
cruising along his highway of veins
giving him a shot at visual acuity. Which
was good. He needed to see what he
killed in a way that had nothing to do
with ensuring the accuracy of a mortal
blow.

As the lesser strained for breath, the
skin of its face sported an unreal, plastic
sheen—as if the bone structure had been



upholstered in the shit you made grain
sacks out of—and the eyes were popping
wide, the sweet stench of the thing like
the sweat of roadkill on a hot night.

Wrath unclipped the steel chain that
hung from the shoulder of his biker
jacket and unwound the shiny links from
under his arm. Holding the heavy weight
in his right hand, he wrapped his fist,
widening the spread of his knuckles,
adding to their hard contours.

“Say ‘cheese.””

Wrath struck the thing in the eye. Once.
Twice. Three times. His fist was a
battering ram, the eye socket below
giving way like it was nothing more than
a pocket door. With every cracking
impact, black blood burst up and out,



hitting Wrath’s face and jacket and
sunglasses. He felt all the spray, even
through the leather he wore, and wanted
more.

He was a glutton for this kind of meal.

With a hard smile, he let the chain
uncoil from his fist, and it hit the dirty
asphalt on a seething, metallic laugh, as
if it had enjoyed that as much as he had.
Below him, the /esser wasn’t dead.
Even though the thing was no doubt
developing massive subdural hematomas
on the front and back of its brain, it
would still live, because there were only
two ways to kill a slayer.

One was to stab it in the chest with the
black daggers the Brothers wore
strapped to their chests. This sent the



POS back to its maker, the Omega, but
was only a temporary fix, because the
evil would just use that essence to turn
another human into a killing machine. It
was not death, but delay.

The other way was permanent.

Wrath got out his cell phone and
dialed. When a deep male voice with a
Boston accent answered, he said,
“Eighth and Trade. Three down.”

Butch O’Neal, a.k.a. the Dhestroyer,
descended of Wrath, son of Wrath, was
characteristically phlegmatic in his
response. Real middle-of-the-road.
Easygoing. Leaving so much room for
interpretation in his words:

“Oh, for fuck’s sake. Are you kidding
me? Wrath, you have got to stop this



moonlighting shit. You’re the king now.
You’re not a Brother any—"

Wrath clipped the phone shut.

Yup. The other way to get rid of these
sonsabitches, the permanent way, was
going to be here in about five minutes.
With his mouth riding shotgun.
Unfortunately.

Wrath sat back on his heels, re-coiled
the chain on his shoulder, and looked up
at the squat box of night sky that was
visible above the rooftops. As his
adrenaline ebbed, he could only slightly
differentiate the rising dark torsos of the
buildings against the flat plane of the
galaxy, and he squinted hard.

You're not a Brother anymore.

The hell he wasn’t. He didn’t care



what the law said. His race needed him
to be more than a bureaucrat.

With a curse in the Old Language, he
got back with the program, going through
the slayer’s jacket and pants, looking for
ID. In an ass pocket, he found a thin
wallet with a driver’s license and two
dollars in it—

“You thought...he was one of
yours....”

The slayer’s voice was both reedy and
malicious, and the horror-movie sound
triggered Wrath’s aggression once more.
In a rush, his vision sharpened, bringing
his enemy into semifocus.

“What did you say to me?”

The /esser smiled a little, seeming not
to notice that half its face had the



consistency of a runny omelet. “He was
always...one of ours.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?”

“How...do you think”—the lesser
took a shuddering breath—*“we found...
all those houses this summer—"’

A vehicle’s arrival cut off the words,
and Wrath’s head shot around. Thank
fuck it was the black Escalade he was
hoping for and not some human with a
cell phone cocked and loaded with a
911 call.

Butch O’Neal stepped out from behind
the wheel, his gum-flapping in full
swing. “Have you lost your damn mind?
What are we going to do with you?
You’re gonna give...”

As the cop kept riding the Holy Hell



Trail, Wrath looked back at the slayer.
“How did you find them? The houses?”

The slayer started laughing, the weak
wheeze the kind of thing you heard out of
the deranged. “Because he’d been in
them all...that’s how.”

The bastard passed out, and shaking
him didn’t help bring him back. Neither
did a palm slam or two.

Wrath got to his feet, frustration
triggering the rise. “Do your business,
cop. The other two are back behind the
Dumpster on the next block.”

The cop just stared at him. ““You’re not
supposed to fight.”

“I’m the king. I can do whatever the
fuck I want.”

Wrath started to walk away, but Butch



grabbed onto his arm. “Does Beth know
where you are? What you’re doing? You
tell her? Or is it only me you’re asking
to keep this secret?”

“Worry about that.” Wrath pointed to
the slayer. “Not me and my shellan.”

As he pulled free, Butch barked,
“Where are you going?”

Wrath marched up into the cop’s
grille. “I thought I would pick up a
civilian’s dead body and carry it to the
Escalade. You got a problem with that,
son?”

Butch held his ground. Just one more
way their shared blood showed. “We
lose you as king and the whole race is
fucked.”

“And we got four Brothers left in the



field. You like that math? I don’t.”

“But—"

“Do your business, Butch. And stay
out of mine.”

Wrath stalked the three hundred yards
back to where the fighting had started.
The beaten slayers were right where
he’d left them: moaning on the ground,
their limbs at wrong angles, their black
blood seeping out into filthy slush
puddles beneath their bodies. They were
no longer his concern, though. Going
around behind the Dumpster he looked at
his dead civilian and found it hard to
breathe.

The king knelt down and carefully
brushed the hair back from the male’s
beaten-to-shit face. Clearly, the guy had



fought back, taking a number of hits
before getting stabbed through the heart.
Brave kid.

Wrath cupped the nape of the male’s
neck, slid his other arm under the knees,
and slowly rose. The weight of the dead
was heavier than the pounds of the body.
As he stepped away from the Dumpster
and started for the Escalade, Wrath felt
as though he held his whole race aloft in
his arms, and he was glad he had to
wear sunglasses to protect his weak
eyes.

His wraparounds hid the sheen of
tears.

He passed Butch as the cop jogged off
toward the broken slayers to do his
thing. After the guy’s footfalls halted,



Wrath heard a long, deep inhale that
sounded like the hiss of a balloon slowly
deflating. The retching that followed
was much louder.

As the suck and gag was repeated,
Wrath laid the dead out in the back of the
Escalade and went through the pockets.
There was nothing...no wallet, no
phone, not even a gum wrapper.

“Fuck.” Wrath pivoted around and sat
on the SUV’s back bumper. One of the
lessers had cleaned him out already in
the course of the fighting...and that
meant that as all the slayers had just
been inhaled, the civilian’s ID was
ashed.

As Butch came weaving down the
alley toward the Escalade, he was like



an alkie on a bender and the cop didn’t
smell like Acqua di Parma anymore. He
stank of /esser, as 1f he’d lined his
clothes in Downy dryer sheets, taped a
pair of fake-vanilla car fresheners under
his armpits, and done a dog roll in some
dead fish.

Wrath got up and shut the Escalade’s
back.

“You sure you can drive?” he asked as
Butch carefully eased himself behind the
wheel, looking like he was about to
throw up.

“Yeah. Good to go.”

Wrath shook his head at the hoarse
voice and glanced around the alley.
There were no windows going up the
buildings, and having Vishous come



right away to heal the cop wouldn’t take
a lot of time, but between the fights and
the cleanup there had been a lot going on
here for the last half hour. They needed
to get out of the area.

Originally, Wrath’s plan had been to
take a picture of the slayer’s ID with his
camera phone, enlarge it enough so he
could read the address, and go after the
jar of that fucker. He couldn’t leave
Butch on his own, though.

The cop seemed surprised when Wrath
got into the Escalade’s shotgun seat.
“What are you—"

“We’ll take the body to the clinic. V
can meet you there and take care of you.”

“Wrath—"

“Let’s fight on the way, shall we,



cousin mine?”

Butch put the SUV in gear, reversed
out of the alley, and turned around at the
first cross street they came to. When he
hit Trade, he took a left and headed for
the bridges that stretched over the
Hudson River. As he drove, he white-
knuckled the steering wheel—not
because he was scared, but because he
was no doubt trying to hold down the
bile in his gut.

“I can’t keep lying like this,” Butch
mumbled as they got to the other side of
Caldwell. A little gag was followed by
a cough.

“Yeah, you can.”

The cop looked over. “It’s killing me.
Beth needs to know.”



“I don’t want her to worry.”

“I get that—"" Butch made a choking
sound. “Hold on.”

The cop pulled over onto the iced-up
shoulder, popped open the door, and
dry-heaved like his liver had received
evacuation orders from his colon.

Wrath let his head fall back, an ache
setting up shop behind both his eyes. The
pain was so not a surprise. Lately he had
migraines the way allergy sufferers had
sneezes.

Butch reached back and patted around
the center console, his upper body still
arched out of the Escalade.

“You want the water?” Wrath asked.

“Ye—" Retching cut off the rest of the
word.



Wrath picked up a Poland Spring
bottle, cracked it open, and put the thing
in Butch’s hand.

When there was a break in the
throwing up, the cop glugged some
water, but the shit didn’t stay down.

Wrath took out his phone. “I’m calling
V now.”

“Just give me a minute.”

It took more like ten, but eventually the
cop got himself back in the car and put
them on the road again. They both were
silent for a couple miles, Wrath’s brain
racing while his headache got worse.

You 're not a Brother anymore.

You're not a Brother anymore.

But he had to be. His race needed him.

He cleared his throat. “When V shows



up at the morgue, you’re going to say you
found the civilian’s body and did the
nasty with the lessers.”

“He’ll want to know why you’re
there.”

“We’ll tell him that I was on the next
block meeting with Rehvenge at
ZeroSum and I sensed that you needed
help.” Wrath leaned across the front seat
and locked a hand on the guy’s forearm.
“No one 1s going to find out,
understand?”

“This is not a good idea. This is so not
a good idea.”

“The fuck 1t isn’t.”

As they fell silent, the lights from cars
on the other side of the highway made
Wrath wince, even though his lids were



down and his wraparounds in place. To
cut the glare, he turned his face to the
side, making like he was staring out his
window.

“V knows something is up,” Butch
muttered after a while.

“And he can keep wondering. I need to
be out in the field.”

“What if you get hurt?”

Wrath put his forearm over his face in
hopes of blocking out those goddamn
headlights. Man, now he was getting
nauseated.

“I won’t get hurt. Don’t worry.”



THREE

You ready for your juice, Father?”
When there was no response, Ehlena,
blooded daughter of Alyne, paused in the
process of buttoning her uniform.

“Father?”

From down the hall, she heard over
the dulcet strings of Chopin a pair of
slippers moving across bare floorboards
and a soft waterfall of tumbling words,
like a deck of cards being shuffled
together.

This was good. He was up on his own.

Ehlena pulled her hair back, twisted it,



and put a white scrunchie on to hold the
knot in place. Halfway through her shift,
she was going to have to redo the bun.
Havers, the race’s physician, required
his nurses to be as pressed and starched
and well-ordered as everything in his
clinic.

Standards, he always said, were
critical.

On the way out of her bedroom, she
picked up a black shoulder bag she’d
gotten from Target. Nineteen bucks. A
steal. In it was the shortish skirt and the
knockoftf Polo sweater she was going to
change into about two hours before
dawn.

A date. She was actually going on a
date.



The trip upstairs to the kitchen
involved only one flight of stairs, and the
first thing she did when she emerged
from the basement was head over to the
old-fashioned Frigidaire. Inside, there
were eighteen small bottles of Ocean
Spray CranRaspberry in three rows of
siX. She took one from the front, then
carefully moved the others forward so
that they were all lined up.

The pills were located behind the
dusty stack of cookbooks. She took out
one trifluoperazine and two loxapine and
put them in a white mug. The stainless-
steel spoon she used to crush them up
was bent at a slight angle, and so were
all the others.

She’d been crushing pills like this for



close to two years now.

The CranRas hit the fine white powder
and swirled it away, and to make sure
the taste was adequately hidden, she put
two ice cubes in the mug. The colder the
better.

“Father, your juice is ready.” She put
the mug down on the small table, right on
top of a circle of tape that delineated
where it needed to be placed.

The six cupboards across the way
were as orderly and relatively empty as
the fridge, and out of one she grabbed a
box of Wheaties, and from another she
got a bowl. After pouring herself some
flakes she grabbed the milk carton, and
as soon as she was finished using it, she
put the thing right back where it went:



next to two more of its kind, the Hood
labels facing out.

She glanced at her watch and switched
into the Old Language. “Father? I must
take my leave.”

The sun had set, and that meant her
shift, which started fifteen minutes after
dark, was about to kick off.

She glanced at the window over the
kitchen sink, although it wasn’t as if she
could measure how dark it was. The
panes were covered with sheets of
overlapping aluminum foil that were
duct-taped to the molding.

Even if she and her father hadn’t been
vampires and unable to handle daylight,
those Reynolds Wrap blinds would have
had to be in place over each window in



the house: They were lids on the rest of
the world, sealing it out, containing it so
that this crappy little rented house was
protected and insulated...from threats
only her father could sense.

When she was finished with the
Breakfast of Champions, she washed and
dried her bowl with paper towels,
because sponges and dishcloths weren’t
allowed, and put it and the spoon she’d
used back where they belonged.

“Father mine?”

She propped her hip against the
chipped Formica counter and waited,
trying not to look too closely at the faded
wallpaper or the linoleum floor with its
worn tracks.

The house was barely more than a



dingy shed, but it was all she could
afford. Between her father’s doctor
visits and his meds and his visiting nurse
there just wasn’t much left over from her
salary, and she’d long ago used up what
little was left of the family money,
silver, antiques, and jewelry.

They were barely staying afloat.

And yet, as her father appeared in the
cellar’s doorway, she had to smile. His
fine gray hair radiated out of his head, a
halo of fluff making him look like
Beethoven, and his overly observant,
slightly frantic eyes also gave him the
look of a mad genius. Still, he seemed
better than he had in a long while. For
one thing, he had his fraying satin robe
and silk pajamas on right—everything



facing forward, with the top and bottom
matching and the sash done up. He was
clean, too, freshly bathed and smelling
like bay rum aftershave.

It was such a contradiction: He needed
his environment spotless and precisely
ordered, but his personal hygiene and
what he wore were not an issue at all.
Although perhaps it made sense. Caught
up in his tangled thoughts, he got too
distracted by his delusions to be self-
aware.

The meds were helping, though, and it
showed as he met her eye and actually
saw her.

“Daughter mine,” he said in the Old
Language, “how fare thee this night?”

She responded as he preferred, in the



mother tongue. “Well, my father. And
you?”

He bowed with the grace of the
aristocrat he was by blood and had been
by station. “As always I am charmed by
your greeting. Ah, yes, the doggen has
put out my juice. How good of her.”

Her father sat with a swish of his
robes, and he picked up the ceramic mug
as if it were fine English china.
“Whither thou goest?”

“To work. I am going to work.”

Her father frowned as he sipped. “You
are well aware I do not approve of your
industry outside of the home. A lady of
your breeding should not be tendering
her hours as such.”

“I know, father mine. But it makes me



happy.”
His face softened. “Well, that is

different. Alas, I do not understand the
younger generation. Your mother
managed the household and the
servants and the gardens, and that was
plenty to engage her nightly impulses.”

Ehlena looked down, thinking that her
mother would weep to see where they
had ended up. “I know.”

“You shall do as you will, though,
and I shall love you e’ermore.”

She smiled at the words she’d heard
all of her life. And on that
note... “Father?”

He lowered the mug. “Yes?”

“I shall be a bit late in getting home
this evening.”



“Indeed? Why for?”

“I am going to have coffee with a
male—"

“What is that?”

The change in his tone brought her
head up, and she looked around to see
what—Oh, no...

“Nothing, Father, verily, it is
nothing.” She quickly went over to the
spoon she’d used to crush the pills and
picked it up, rushing for the sink like she
had a burn that needed cold water stat.

Her father’s voice quavered. “What...
what was it doing? I—"

Ehlena quickly dried the spoon and
slipped it in the drawer. “See? All gone.
See?” She pointed to where it had been.
“The counter is clean. There’s nothing



)

there.’

“It was there...I saw it. Metal objects
are not to be left...It’s not safe to...
Who left it... Who left it out...Who left
the spoon—"

“The maid did.”

“The maid! Again! She must be fired.
I have told her—nothing metal is left
out nothing metal is left out nothing
metal is left out-they-are-watching-
andtheywillpunishthosewhodisobeythey.

In the beginning, when her father’s
attacks had first occurred, Ehlena had
reached out to him as he got agitated,
thinking a pat on the shoulder or a
comforting hand in his own would help.
Now she knew better. The less sensory



input into his brain, the faster the rolling
hysteria slowed: On the advice of his
nurse, Ehlena pointed out the reality to
him once and then didn’t move or speak.
It was hard, though, to watch him
suffer and be unable to do anything to
help. Especially when it was her fault.
Her father’s head shook back and
forth, the agitation frothing his hair up
into a fright wig of crazy frizz, while in
his wobbling grip, CranRas jumped out
of the mug, splashing on his veined hand
and the sleeve of the robe and the pitted
Formica tabletop. From his trembling
lips, the staccato beats of syllables
increased, his internal record getting
played at an ever-higher speed, the flush
of madness riding up the column of his



throat and flaring in his cheeks.

Ehlena prayed this wasn’t going to be
a bad one. The attacks, when they came,
varied in intensity and duration, and the
drugs helped shrink both metrics. But
sometimes the illness bested the
chemical management.

As her father’s words became too
crowded to comprehend and he dropped
the mug on the floor, all Ehlena could do
was wait and pray to the Scribe Virgin
that this would pass soon. Forcing her
feet to stay glued to the crappy linoleum,
she closed her eyes and wrapped her
arms around her rib cage.

If she had just remembered to put the
spoon away. If she had just—

When her father’s chair scraped back



and crashed to the floor, she knew she
was going to be late for work. Again.

Humans really were cattle, Xhex thought
as she looked over all the heads and
shoulders packed in tight around
ZeroSum’s general-population bar.

It was like some farmer had just
grained up a trough and the milking stock
was jockeying for muzzle space.

Not that the bovine characteristics of
Homo sapiens were a bad thing, The
herd mentality was easier to manage
from a security point of view, and in a
way, like cows, one could feed off of
them: That crush around those bottles
was all about wallet purge, with the tide
flowing only one way—into the coffers.



Liquor sales were good. But the drugs
and sex had even higher profit margins.

Xhex walked by the bar’s outer rim
slowly, dousing the hot speculation of
heterosexual men and homosexual
women with hard looks. Man, she didn’t
get it. Never had. For a female who
wore nothing but muscle shirts and
leathers and had hair cut short as a
infantryman’s, she caught attention as
much as the half-dressed prostitutes up
in VIP area did.

Then again, rough sex was in fashion
these days, and volunteers for autoerotic
asphyxiation and ass-crack whippings
and three ways with handcuffs were like
the rats in Caldwell’s sewer system:
everywhere and out at night. Which



resulted in over a third of the club’s
profits every month.

Thank you very much.

Unlike the working girls, however, she
never took money for sex. Didn’t really
do the sex thing at all. Except for Butch
O’Neal, that cop. Well, that cop and...

Xhex came up to the VIP section’s
velvet rope and took a glance inside the
exclusive part of the club.

Shit. He was here.

Just what she needed tonight.

Her libido’s favorite eye candy was
sitting in the far back at the
Brotherhood’s table, his two buddies
flanking him and thus buffering him from
the three girls who were also crowded
into the banquette. Damn, he was big in



that booth, all decked out in an Affliction
T-shirt and a black leather jacket that
was built half biker, half flak.

There were weapons under it. Guns.
Knives.

How things had changed. The first
time he’d made an appearance, he’d
been the size of a bar stool, packing
barely enough muscle to bench-press a
swizzle stick. But that was not the case
anymore.

As she nodded to her bouncer and
went up the three graduated steps, John
Matthew lifted his stare from his
Corona. Even through the dimness, his
deep blue eyes glowed when he saw her,
flashing like a set of sapphires.

Man, she could pick ’em. The son of a



bitch was just out of his transition. The
king was his whard. He lived with the
Brotherhood. And he was a damned
mute.

Christ. And she’d thought Murhder had
been a bad idea? You’d have figured
she’d learned her lesson over two
decades ago with that Brother. But
N0000000000000...

Thing was, as she looked at the kid, all
she could picture was him spread out
naked on a bed, thick cock in his hand,
palm going up and down...until her
name left his lips on a soundless groan
and he came all over his tight six-pack.

The tragedy was that what she saw
wasn’t a fantasy. Those fist pneumatics
actually happened. Often. And how did



she know? Because, like an asshole,
she’d read his mind and caught the
Memorex, good-as-live version.

Sick to shit of herself, Xhex went
deeper into the VIP section and stayed
away from him, checking in with the
floor manager of the working girls.
Marie-Terese was a brunette with great
legs and an expensive look. One of the
big earners, she was a strict professional
and therefore exactly the kind of HBIC
you wanted: She never fell into catty
crap, always showed up for her shifts on
time, and never brought whatever was
wrong in her personal life to work. She
was a fine woman in a horrible job,
making money hand over fist for a damn
good reason.



“How we doing?” Xhex asked. “You
need anything from me and my boys?”

Marie-Terese glanced around at the
other working women, her high
cheekbones catching the dim light,
making her look not just sexually
alluring, but downright beautiful. “We’re
good for now. Two in the back at the
moment. It’s been business as usual,
except for the fact that our girl is not
here.”

Xhex snapped her brows down.
“Chrissy again?”’

Marie-Terese inclined her head of
long, black, and lovely. “Something
needs to be done about that gentleman
caller of hers.”

“Something was, but it didn’t go far



enough. And if he’s a gentleman, ’'m
Estée fucking Lauder.” Xhex fisted both
hands. “That son of a bitch—"

“Boss?”

Xhex looked over her shoulder. Past
the mountain of bouncer who was trying
to get her attention, she caught another
full-on of John Matthew. Who was still
staring at her.

“Boss?”

Xhex refocused. “What.”

“There’s a cop here to see you.”

She didn’t move her eyes from her
bouncer. “Marie-Terese, tell the girls to
relax for ten.”

“monit.”

The head bitch in charge moved fast
while seeming to just saunter in her



stillies, going to each of the girls and
tapping them on the left shoulder, then
knocking once on each of the private
bathroom doors down the dark hall to
the right.

As the place emptied of prostitutes,
Xhex said, “Who and why.”

“Homicide detective.” The bouncer
handed over a card. “José de la Cruz, he
said his name was.”

Xhex took the thing and knew exactly
why the guy was here. And Chrissy was
not. “Park him in my office. I’ll be there
in two.”

“Roger that.”

Xhex brought her wristwatch up to her
lips. “Trez? 1Am? We’ve got heat in the
house. Tell the bookies to chill and



Rally to stop the scales.”

When confirmation came through her
earpiece, she did a quick double check
that all the girls were off the floor; then
she headed back to the open part of the
club.

As she left the VIP section, she could
feel John Matthew’s eyes on her and
tried not to think about what she had
done two dawns ago when she got
home...and what she was likely going to
do when she was by herself at the end of
tonight as well.

Fucking John Matthew. Ever since
she’d barged into his brain and saw
what he’d been doing to himself
whenever he thought about her...she’d
been doing likewise.



Fucking. John Matthew.

Like she needed this shit?

Now, as she went through the human
herd, she was rough, not caring when she
hard-elbowed a couple of dancers. She
almost hoped one complained so she
could toss them out on their ass.

Her office was up on the mezzanine
floor in the back, as far away as you
could get from where the sex-for-hire
happened and from where the beat-
downs and the deals rolled out in
Rehvenge’s private space. As head of
security, she was the primary interface
with the police, and there was no reason
to bring the blue unis closer to the action
than they had to be.

Scrubbing the minds of humans was a



handy tool, but it had its complications.

Her door was open and she sized up
the detective from behind. He wasn’t too
tall, but he had a thick build she
approved of. His sports coat was Men’s
Wearhouse, his shoes were Florsheim.
Watch peeking out of his cuff was Seiko.

As he turned to look at her, his dark
brown eyes were Sherlock-smart. He
might not be making a lot of paper, but
he was no dummy.

“Detective,” she said, shutting the
door and going past him to take a seat
behind her desk.

Her office was all but naked. No
pictures. No plants. Not even a phone or
a computer. The records in the three
locked fireproof filing cabinets



pertained only to the legitimate side of
the business, and the wastepaper basket
was a shredder.

Which meant Detective de la Cruz had
learned absolutely nothing about
anything during the 120 seconds he’d
spent alone in the room.

De la Cruz took his badge out and
flashed it. “I’m here about one of your
employees.”

Xhex pretended to lean across and
look at the shield, but she didn’t need the
ID. Her symphath side told her all she
had to know: The detective’s emotions
were the correct mix of suspicion,
concern, resolve, and pissed off. He
took his job seriously, and he was here
on business.



“Which employee?” she asked.

“Chrissy Andrews.”

Xhex eased sat back in her chair.
“When was she killed?”

“How do you know she’s dead?”

“Don’t play games, Detective. Why
else would someone from Homicide be
asking about her?”

“Sorry, I’m in interrogation mode.” He
slipped his shield back into his inside
breast pocket and sat in the hard-backed
chair across from her. “Tenant below
her apartment woke up to a bloodstain
on his ceiling and the guy called the
police. No one in the apartment building
will admit to knowing Ms. Andrews,
and she has no next of kin that we can
locate. While we were going through her



place, though, we found tax returns
listing this club as her employer. Bottom
line, we need someone to identify the
body and—"

Xhex stood up, the word motherfucker
banging around her skull. “T’11 do it. Let
me get my men organized so I can
leave.”

De la Cruz blinked, like he was
surprised she was so quick. “You...ah,
you want a ride down to the morgue?”

“St. Francis?”

“Yup.”

“I know the way. I’ll meet you there in
twenty.”

De la Cruz got to his feet slowly, his
eyes sharp on her face, as i1f he were
searching for signs of trepidation. “I



guess it’s a date.”

“Don’t worry, Detective. ’'m not going
to faint at the sight of a dead body.”

He looked her up and down. “You
know...somehow that doesn’t concern

2

me.



FOUR

As Rehvenge drove into the Caldwell
city limits, he wished like hell he were
going directly to ZeroSum. He knew
better, though. He was in trouble.

Since leaving Montrag’s Connecticut
safe house, he’d pulled his Bentley over
to the side of the road and shot himself
up with dopamine twice. His miracle
drug, however, was failing him again. If
he’d had more of the shit in the car, he’d
have fired up another syringe, but he was
out.

The irony of a drug dealer having to go



to his dealer at a dead run was not lost,
and it was a damn shame there wasn’t
more of a demand for the
neurotransmitter on the black market. As
it stood now, Rehv’s only supply was
through legitimate means, but he was
going to have to fix that. If he was smart
enough to funnel X, coke, weed, meth,
OxyC, and heroin through his two clubs,
surely he could figure out how the hell to
get his own vials of dopamine.

“Ah, come on, move your ass. It’s just
a goddamned exit ramp. You’ve seen
one before.”

He’d made good time on the highway,
but now that he was in town, traffic
slowed his progress, and not just
because of congestion. With his lack of



depth perception, judging bumper
distances was tricky, so he had to go far
more carefully than he liked.

And then there was this fidiot in his
twelve-hundred-year-old beater and his
overactive braking habits.

“No...no...by all that is holy don’t
change lanes. You can’t even see out
your rearview mirror as it is—"

Rehv punched on the brakes because
Mr. Timid was actually thinking he
belonged over in the fast lane and
seemed to think the way to get into it
was to come to a dead stop.

Usually, Rehv loved to drive. He even
preferred it to dematerializing because it
was the only time when he was
medicated that he felt like he was



himself: fast, nimble, powerful. He
drove a Bentley not just because it was
chic and he could afford one, but for the
six hundred horses under the hood.
Being numb and relying on a cane for
balance made him feel like an old,
crippled male a lot of the time, and it
was good to be...normal.

Of course, the no-feeling thing had its
benes. For example, when he banged his
forehead into the steering wheel in
another couple minutes, he was just
going to see stars. The headache? No
prob.

The vampire race’s stopgap clinic was
about fifteen minutes past the bridge he
was just getting on, and the facility was
not sufficient for the needs of its



patients, being little more than a safe
house converted into a field hospital.
Still, the Hail Mary solution was all the
race had at the moment, a bench player
brought in because the quarterback’s leg
was snapped in half.

Following the raids over the summer,
Wrath was working with the race’s
physician to get a new permanent
location, but like everything it was
taking time. With so many places sacked
by the Lessening Society, no one thought
it was a good idea to use real estate
currently owned by the race, because
God only knew how many other locales
had been leaked. The king was looking
to buy another place, but it had to be
secluded and...



Rehv thought of Montrag.

Had the war really come down to
murdering Wrath?

The rhetorical, initiated by his
mother’s vampire side, rippled through
his mind, but triggered no emotion
whatsoever. Calculation carried his
thoughts. Calculation unencumbered by
morality. The conclusion he’d reached
as he’d left Montrag’s did not waver, his
resolution only growing stronger.

“Thank you, dearest Virgin Scribe,” he
muttered as the beater slid out of his way
and his exit presented itself like a gift,
the reflective green sign a tag with his
name on it.

Green...?

Rehv looked around. The red wash



had started to drain out of his vision, the
other colors of the world reappearing
through the two-dimensional haze, and
he took a deep breath of relief. He didn’t
want to go juiced to the clinic.

As 1f on schedule, he started to feel
cold, even though the Bentley was no
doubt a balmy seventy degrees, and he
reached forward and cranked the heat.
The chills were another good, if
inconvenient sign the medication was
starting to work.

For as long as he had been alive, he’d
had to keep secret what he was. Sin-
eaters like him had two choices: They
either passed as normals or they got sent
upstate to the colony, deported from
society like the toxic waste they were.



That he was a half-breed didn’t matter.
If you had any symphath in you, you
were considered one of them, and with
good reason. The thing about symphaths
was, they liked the evil in themselves
too much to be trusted.

For fuck’s sake, look at tonight. Look
at what he was prepared to do. One
conversation and he was pulling the
trigger—not even because he had to, just
because he wanted to. Needed to, was
more like it. Power plays were oxygen
for his bad side, both undeniable and
sustaining. And the whys behind his
choice were typically symphath: They
served him and no one else, not even the
king who was a friend of sorts.

This was why, if an everyday, average



vampire knew of a sin-eater who was
out and about in the gen pop, by law they
had to report the individual for
deportation or face criminal action:
Regulating the whereabouts of
sociopaths and keeping them away from
the moral and the law-abiding was a
healthy survival instinct for any society.
Twenty minutes later, Rehv pulled up
to an iron gate that was downright
industrial in its function over form. The
thing was without any grace whatsoever,
nothing but solid shafts bolted together
and topped with a curly wig of barbed-
wire coil. To the left there was an
intercom, and as he put down his
window to hit the call button, security
cameras focused on the grille of his car



and the front windshield and the
driver’s-side door.

So he was not surprised at the tense
tone of the female voice that answered.
“Sire...I was not aware that you had an
appointment?”

“Idon’t.”

Pause. “As a nonemergency walk-in,
the wait time could be rather long.
Perhaps you would like to schedule—"

He glared into the closest camera eye.
“Let me in. Now. I have to see Havers.
And this 1s an emergency.”

He had to get back to the club and
check in. The four hours he’d blown
already this evening were a lifetime
when it came to managing the likes of
ZeroSum and the Iron Mask. Shit didn’t



just happen in places like those, it was
SOP, and his fist was the one with Buck
Stops Here tatted on the knuckles.

After a moment, those ugly-ass, rock-
solid gates slid free, and he didn’t waste
time on the mile-long driveway.

As he came around the last turn, the
farmhouse up ahead didn’t warrant the
kind of security it had, at least not if you
took it at face value. The two-story
clapboard was barely a colonial, and it
was totally pared-down. No porches. No
shutters. No chimneys. No plantings.

Compared to Havers’s old crib and
clinic setup it was the poor relation to a
garden shed.

He parked opposite the detached bank
of garages where the ambulances were



kept and got out. The fact that the cold
December night made him shiver was
another good sign, and he reached into
the Bentley’s backseat to take out his
cane and one of his many sable dusters.
Along with numbness, the downside of
his chemical mask was a drop in core
temperature that turned his veins into
air-conditioning coils. Living out his
nights and days in a body he couldn’t
feel or warm was not a party, but it
wasn’t as if he had a choice.

Maybe if his mother and his sister
hadn’t been normals, he might have
Darth Vadered himself and embraced the
dark side, living out his days fucking
with the minds of his comrades-in-harm.
But he’d put himself in the position of



being head of his household, and that
kept him in this stretch of neither here
nor there.

Rehv walked around the side of the
colonial, pulling the sable in close to his
throat. When he came up to a nothing-
looking door, he rang the button that was
tacked onto the aluminum siding and
stared into an electronic eye. A moment
later, an air lock popped with a hiss, and
he pushed his way into a white room the
size of a walk-in closet. After he stared
into a camera’s face, another seal
popped free, a hidden panel shifted
back, and he descended a set of stairs.
Another check-in. Another door. And
then he was 1n.

The reception area was every clinic’s



patient-and-family parking lot, with
rows of chairs and magazines on little
tables and a TV and some plants. It was
smaller than the one at the old clinic, but
it was clean and well-ordered. The two
females sitting in it both stiffened as they
saw him.

“Right this way, sire.”

Rehv smiled at the nurse who came
around the reception desk. For him, a
“long wait” was always one in an exam
room. The nurses didn’t like him
spooking the folks in those rows of
chairs, and they didn’t like him around
themselves, either.

Worked for him. He wasn’t the
socializing kind.

The exam room he was led down to



was located on the nonemergency side of
the clinic, and it was one he’d been in
before. He’d been in all of them before.

“The doctor is in surgery and the rest
of the staff are with other patients, but
I’ll have a colleague come take your
vitals as soon as I can.” The nurse left
him like somebody had just coded down
the hall and she was the only one with
paddles.

Rehv got up on the table, keeping his
coat on and his cane in his palm. To pass
the time, he closed his eyes and let the
emotions in the place seep into him like
a panoramic vista: The walls of the
basement dissolved away and the
emotional grids of each individual
emerged from out of the darkness, a host



of different vulnerabilities and anxieties
and weaknesses exposed to his
symphath side.

He held the remote to all of them,
instinctually knowing what buttons to
push on the female nurse next door who
was worried that her hellren wasn’t
attracted to her anymore...but who had
still had too much to eat at First Meal.
And the male she was treating who had
fallen down the stairs and cut his arm...
because he’d been into the booze. And
the pharmacist across the hall who up
until recently had been lifting Xanax for
his personal use...until he’d found the
hidden cameras put in place to catch
him.

Self-destruction in others was a



symphath’s favorite reality show to
watch, and it was especially good when
you were the producer. And even though
his vision was now back to “normal”
and his body was numb and cold, what
he was at his core was just banked, not
spent.

For the kind of shows he could put on,
there was an endless source of
inspiration and funding.

“Shit.”

As Butch parked the Escalade in front
of the clinic’s garages, Wrath’s mouth
did some more pull-ups on the curse bar.
In the headlights of the SUV, Vishous
was spotlit like some frickin’ calendar
girl, all sprawled out on the hood of a



very familiar Bentley.

Wrath unclipped his seat belt and
opened his door.

“Surprise, surprise, my lord,” V said
as he straightened and knocked on the
sedan’s hood. “Musta been a short
meeting downtown with our buddy
Rehvenge, huh. Unless that guy’s figured
out how to be in two places at once. In
which case, I need to know his secret,
true?”

Mother. Fucker.

Wrath got out of the SUV and decided
the best course was to ignore the
Brother. Other options included trying to
reason his way out of the lie, which
would suck because of all V’s failings,
none were intellectual; or in the



alternative, instigating a fistfight, which
would be only a temporary diversion
and would waste time when they both
had to get their Humpty Dumptys put
back together.

Going around, Wrath opened the rear
door of the Escalade. “Heal your boy.
I’11 deal with the body.”

As he lifted the civilian’s lifeless
weight up and turned, V’s stare locked
on a face that was beaten beyond
recognition.

“Goddamn it,” V breathed.

At that moment, Butch stumbled out
from behind the wheel looking like a hot
mess. As the smell of baby powder
wafted over, his knees went loose and
he barely caught the door for support in



time.

Vishous flashed over and took the cop
into his arms, holding him close. “Shit,
man, how you doing?”

“Ready...for anything.” Butch clung to
his best friend. “Just need to be under
the heat lamp for a bit.”

“Heal him,” Wrath said as he started
for the clinic. “I’m going in.”

As he walked off, the doors of the
Escalade shut one after the other, and
then there was a glow like clouds had
broken free of the moon. He knew what
the two were doing inside the SUV,
because he’d seen the routine once or
twice: They were wrapped around each
other, the white light of V’s hand
suffusing them both, the evil that Butch



had inhaled leaching out into V.

Thank God there was a way to cleanse
that shit out of the cop. And being a
healer was good for V, too.

Wrath came up to the first door of the
clinic and just stared up into the security
camera. He was buzzed in immediately,
and the instant the air lock had resealed,
the hidden panel to the stairs popped
open. It took no time at all to get down
into the clinic.

The king of the race with a dead male
in his arms wasn’t stopped for a
nanosecond.

He paused at the landing as the last
door lock was sprung. Looking into the
camera, he said, “Get a gurney and a
sheet first.”



“We’re coming right now, my lord,”
said a tinny voice.

No more than a second later, two
nurses opened the door, one turning a
sheet into a privacy curtain while the
other rolled a gurney right up to the
bottom of the stairs. With strong and
gentle arms, Wrath laid out the civilian
as carefully as if the male had been alive
and had every bone in his body
fractured; then the nurse who’d handled
the gurney flapped another sheet out of
its folded square. Wrath stopped her
before she draped the body.

“I do that,” he said, taking it from her.

She gave the thing over to him with a
bow.

Speaking sacred words in the Old



Language, Wrath turned the humble
cotton sheath into a proper death shroud.
After he was done praying for the male’s
soul and wishing it a free and easy carry
unto the Fade, he and the nurses had a
moment of silence before the body was
draped.

“We don’t have ID on him,” Wrath
said quietly as he smoothed out the edge
of the sheet. “Do either of you recognize
his clothes? The watch? Anything?”

Both nurses shook their heads, and one
murmured, “We’ll put him in the morgue
and wait. It’s all we can do. His family
will come looking for him.”

Wrath hung back and watched as the
body was rolled away. For no particular
reason, he noticed the wheel on the front



right wiggled as it went along, like it
was new on the job and worried about
its performance. ..although this was not
because he saw the thing clearly, but
rather from the soft whistle of'its
miscalibration.

Out of whack. Not pulling its weight.

Wrath could so relate.

This fucking war with the Lessening
Society had gone on too long, and even
with all the power he had and all the
resolve in his heart, his race wasn’t
winning: Holding steady against your
enemy was just a case of losing by
increments, because innocents kept
dying.

He turned around toward the stairs and
smelled the fear and awe of the two



females sitting in the plastic chairs of the
waiting area. With a mad shuffle, they
got to their feet and bowed to him, the
deference resounding in his gut like a
kick in the balls. Here he was delivering
the latest, but far from the last, casualty
in the fight, and these two still paid him
respect.

He bowed back to them, but couldn’t
marshal any words. The only vocabulary
he had at the moment was full of George
Carlin’s best, and all of it was directed
at himself.

The nurse who’d been on shield duty
finished folding up the sheet she’d used.
“My lord, perhaps you would have a
moment to see Havers. He should be out
of surgery in about fifteen minutes? It



appears you are wounded.”

“I have to get back to the—"" He
stopped himself before the word field
slipped out. “T’ve got to get going.
Please let me know about that male’s
family, okay? I want to meet with them.’

She bowed at the waist and waited,
because she wanted to kiss the massive
black diamond that rested on the middle
finger of his right hand.

Wrath squeezed his weak eyes shut
and held out what she was seeking to
pay homage to.

Her fingers were cool and light on his
flesh, her breath and her lips the barest
of brushes. And yet he felt flayed.

As she righted herself, she said with
reverence, “Fare thee well this night,

bl
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my lord.

“And you with your hours as well,
loyal subject.”

He wheeled around and jogged up the
stairs, needing more oxygen than there
was in the clinic. Just as he hit the final
door, he ran into a nurse who was
coming in as fast as he was busting out.
The impact knocked her black shoulder
bag off, and he barely caught her before
she hit the ground along with it.

“Oh, fuck,” he barked, dropping to his
knees to get her stuff. “Sorry.”

“My lord!” She bowed deeply to him
and then obviously realized he was
picking up her things. “You mustn’t do
that. Please, let me—"

“No, it’s my fault.”



He shoved what seemed to be a skirt
and a sweater back into the bag and then
nearly cracked her with a head butt as he
shot to his feet.

He grabbed onto her arm once more.
“Shit, sorry. Again—"

“I’m fine—honest.”

Her bag changed hands in a messy
scramble, going from someone who was
in a rush to someone who was flustered.

“You got it?” he said, ready to start
begging the Scribe Virgin to get outside.

“Ah, yes, but...” Her tone shifted from
reverent to medical. “You’re bleeding,
my lord.”

He ignored the comment and took his
hand away from her experimentally.
Relieved that she stood steady on her



feet, he bade her good night and farewell
in the Old Language.

“My lord, shouldn’t you see—"

“Sorry I plowed into you,” he called
out over his shoulder.

He punched open the last door and
sagged as the fresh air seeped into him.
Deep breaths cleared his head, and he
allowed himself to lean back against the
aluminum siding of the clinic.

As the headache started up behind his
eyes again, he popped his wraparounds
up off his face and rubbed the bridge of
his nose. Right. Next stop...the addy that
had been listed on the /esser’s fake ID.

He had a jar to collect.

Dropping the glasses back into place,
he straightened and—



“Not so fast, my lord,” V said,
materializing smack in front of him.
“We’ve got to talk, you and me.”

Wrath bared his fangs. “Not in a
conversating kind of mood, V.”

“Tough. Shit.”



FIVE

Eniena watched the king of the species
turn away and nearly break the door in
half on his way out.

Man, he was big and scary-looking.
And nearly getting mowed down by him
put the final frazzle candle on the drama
cake.

Smoothing her hair and dragging her
shoulder bag up into place, she started
down the stairs after passing the interior
checkpoint. She was only an hour late to
work because—miracle of miracles—
her father’s nurse had been free and able



to come early. Thank the Virgin Scribe
for Lusie.

As bad attacks went, her father’s
hadn’t been as horrible as it could have
been, and she had a feeling it was
because he’d downed the meds right
before it hit. Before the pills, the worst
of his spells had lasted all night long, so
in one sense, tonight had been a sign of
progress.

Still broke her damn heart, though.

As she came up to the final camera,
Ehlena felt the weight of her bag grow
heavier. She’d been prepared to cancel
her date and leave the change of clothes
at home, but Lusie had talked her out of
it. The question the other nurse had
asked struck deep: When was the last



time you were out of this house for
anything except work?

Ehlena hadn’t answered because she
was private by nature...and drawing a
complete blank.

Which was Lusie’s point, wasn’t it.
Caregivers had to take care of
themselves, and part of that meant having
a life beyond whatever illness had put
them in their role. God knew Ehlena told
this to the family members of her
chronically sick patients all the time, and
the advice was both sound and practical.

At least when she gave it to others.
Turned on herself, it felt selfish.

So...she was waffling on the date.
With her shift ending close to dawn, it
wasn’t as if she had time to go home and



check on her father first. As it was, she
and the male who’d asked her out would
be lucky to get even an hour of chatting
at the all-night diner before encroaching
sunlight put an end to things.

And yet she had been looking forward
to going out with a desperation that made
her feel guilty as hell.

God...how typical. Conscience
pulling her one way, loneliness another.

In the reception area, she beelined for
the nursing supervisor, who was at the
front desk computer. “I’m so sorry I’'m

Catya stopped what she was doing and
reached out a hand. “How 1is he?”

For a split second, Ehlena could only
blink. She hated that everyone at work



knew about her father’s problems and
that a few had even seen him at his
worst.

Though the illness had stripped him of
his pride, she still had some on his
behalf.

She did a quick pat on her boss’s hand
and stepped out of range. “Thanks for
asking. He’s calmed down and his nurse
i1s with him now. Fortunately, I’d just
given him his meds.”

“Do you need a minute?”’

“Nope. Where are we?”

Catya’s smile was more grimace than
grin, as if she were biting her tongue.
Again. “You don’t have to be this
strong.”

“Yes. [ do.” Ehlena looked around and



kept her wince to herself. More of the
staff were coming at her from down the
hallway, a ten-strong posse riding
shotgun on a truckload of concerned
purpose. “Where do you need me?”

She had to get free of—No luck.

Soon all but the OR nurses who were
busy with Havers had formed a circle
around her, and Ehlena’s throat closed
up as her colleagues threw out a chorus
of how-are-yous. God, she was as
claustrophobic as a pregnant female
stuck in a hot elevator.

“I’m fine, everyone, thanks—"

The last of the staff came over. After
expressing her sympathy, the female
shook her head. “I don’t mean to bring
up work....”



“Please do,” Ehlena blurted.

The nurse smiled with respect, like
she was impressed by Ehlena’s
fortitude. “Well...he’s back in an exam
room. Should I get out a quarter?”

Everybody groaned. There was only
one /e out of the legions of male patients
they treated, and coin bingo was
typically how the staff decided who had
to deal with him. Farthest from the date
lost.

Generally speaking, all of the nurses
kept a professional distance from their
patients, because you had to, or you’d
burn out. With /im, though, the staff
stayed separate for reasons other than
job-related ones. Most of the females got
nervous around him—even the toughest



ones.

Ehlena? Not so much. Yes, the guy had
some Godfather in him, those black pin-
striped suits and his cropped mohawk
and his amethyst eyes throwing off a
don’t-f-with-me-if-you-want-to-keep-
breathing vibe. And it was true, when
you were shut into an exam room with
him, there was the impulse to keep your
eye on the exit in case you needed to use
it. And there were those tattoos on his
chest...and the fact that he kept his cane
with him as if it were not just an aid for
walking, but a weapon. And...

Okay, so the guy made Ehlena nervous,
too.

And yet she cut through an argument
over who got to have the year 1977. “T’ll



do it. It’ll make up for my being late.”

“Are you sure?” someone asked.
“Seems like you’ve already paid your
dues tonight.”

“Just let me get some coffee. What
room?”

“I parked him in three,” the nurse said.

Amid a cheer of, “Attagirl,” Ehlena
went to the staff room, put her things in
her locker, and poured herself a mug of
hot, steaming perk-your-ass-up. The
coffee was strong enough to be
considered an accelerant and did the job
nicely, wiping her mental slate clean.

Well, mostly clean.

As she sipped, she stared at the banks
of buff-colored lockers and the pairs of
street shoes tucked here and there and



the winter coats hanging on pegs. In the
luncheon area, folks had their favorite
mugs on the counter and the snacks they
liked on the shelves, and sitting on the
round table there was a bowl full of...
what was it tonight? Little packs of
Skittles. Above the table was a bulletin
board covered with flyers for events and
coupons and stupid comic-strip jokes
and pictures of hot guys. The shift roster
was next to 1t, the whiteboard marked
with a grid of the next two weeks that
was filled in with names in different
colors.

It was the detritus of normal life, none
of which seemed significant in the
slightest until you thought about all those
people on the planet who couldn’t keep



jobs or enjoy an independent existence
or spare the mental energy on little
distractions—Ilike, say, the fact that
Cottonelle toilet paper was fifty cents
off if you bought the twelve-pack of the
double rolls.

Taking it all in, she was reminded yet
again that going out into the real world
was a luck-of-the-draw privilege, not a
right, and 1t bothered her to think of her
father holed up in that awful little house,
wrestling with demons that existed only
in his head.

He’d once had a life, a big life. He’d
been a member of the aristocracy and
had served on the council and been a
scholar of note. He’d had a shellan he
adored and a daughter he’d been proud



of and a mansion renowned for its
celebrations. Now all he had were
delusions that tortured him, and though
they were only perception, never reality,
the voices were a jail no less ironclad
for the fact that no one else could see the
bars or hear the warden.

As Ehlena rinsed out her mug, she
couldn’t help thinking of the unfairness
of it all. Which was good, she supposed.
Even with all she saw on her job, she
hadn’t gotten used to suffering, and she
prayed she never did.

Before she left the locker room, she
did a quick check in the full-length
mirror next to the door. Her white
uniform was perfectly pressed and clean
as sterile gauze. Her stockings were



without runs. Her crepe-soled shoes
were smudge-and scuft-free.

Her hair was as frazzled as she felt.

She did a quick pull-free, retwist, and
scrunchie-up, then headed out for exam
room three.

The patient’s chart was in the clear
plastic holder mounted on the wall by
the door, and she took a deep breath as
she picked it out and opened it up. The
thing was thin, considering how often
they saw the male, and there was almost
no information listed on the front, just
his name, a cell phone, and a next of kin
who was a female.

After she knocked, she walked into the
room with confidence she didn’t feel,
her head up, her spine straight, her



unease camo’d by a combo of posture
and professional focus.

“How are you this evening?” she said,
as she looked the patient right in the eye.

The instant his amethyst stare met hers,
she couldn’t have told a soul what had
just come out of her mouth or whether he
replied. Rehvenge, son of Rempoon,
sucked the thought right out of her head,
sure as if he’d drained the tank of her
brain’s generator and left her with
nothing to catch a mental spark off of.

And then he smiled.

He was a cobra, this male; he truly
was...mesmerizing because he was
deadly and because he was beautiful.
With that mohawk and his hard, smart
face and his big body, he was sex and



power and unpredictability all wrapped
up in...well, a black pin-striped suit that
clearly had been made for him.

“I’m good, thank you,” he said, solving
the mystery as to what she’d asked him.
“And you?”

As she paused, he smiled a little, no
doubt because he was fully aware that
none of the nurses liked being in the
same enclosed space with him, and
evidently he enjoyed this fact. At least,
that was how she read his controlled,
hooded expression.

“I asked how you were doing?” he
drawled.

Ehlena put his chart down on the desk
and took her stethoscope out of her
pocket. “I’'m very well.”



“You sure about that.”

“Absolutely positive.” Turning to him,
she said, “I’m just going to take your
blood pressure and your heart rate.”

“My temperature, t00.”

“Yes.”

“Do you want me to open my mouth
for you now?”

Ehlena’s skin flushed, and she told
herself it was not because that deep
voice of his made the question seem as
sexual as a lazy stroke over a naked
breast. “Er...no.”

“Pity.”

“Please take off your jacket.”

“What a great idea. I totally take back
the ‘pity.””

Good plan, she thought, or she was



liable to feed the word back to him with
the thermometer.

Rehvenge’s shoulders rolled as he did
what she’d asked him to, and with a
casual flick of the hand, he tossed what
was clearly a piece of menswear art
onto the sable coat he’d carefully draped
over a chair. It was odd: No matter what
the season was, he always had one of
those furs on.

Things were worth more than the
house Ehlena rented.

As his long fingers went to the
diamond cuff link on his right wrist, she
stopped him.

“Could you please roll up the one on
the other side?” She nodded toward the
wall beside him. “More space for me on



your left.”

He hesitated, then went to work on his
opposite sleeve. Taking the black silk up
past his elbow and onto his thick biceps,
he kept his arm turned into his torso.

Ehlena took the blood pressure
equipment from a drawer and ripped it
open as she approached him. Touching
him was always an experience, and she
rubbed her hand on her hip to get ready.
Didn’t help. When she came in contact
with his wrist, as usual the current that
licked up her arm landed in her heart,
James Browning the damn thing until the
shimmy-shimmies had her sucking back
a gasp.

With a prayer that this wouldn’t take
long, she moved his arm into position for



the cuff and—*“Good...Lord.”

The veins running up through the crook
of his elbow were decimated from
overuse, swollen, black-and-blue, as
ragged as if he’d been using nails, not
needles on himself.

Her eyes shot to his. “You must be in
such pain.”

He rolled his wrist out of her grasp.
“Nope. Doesn’t bother me.”

Tough guy. Like she was surprised?
“Well, I can understand why you wanted
to come in to see Havers.”

Pointedly, she reached out and rotated
his arm back around, gently prodding at
a red line that was traveling up his
biceps, heading in the direction of his
heart.



“There are signs of infection.”

“I’ll be fine.”

All she could do was raise her
eyebrows. “You ever hear of sepsis?”

“The indie band? Sure, but I wouldn’t
think you’d have.”

She shot him a look. “Sepsis as in an
infection of the blood?”

“Hmm, you want to lean over the desk
a little and draw me a picture?”” His eyes
drifted down her legs. “I think I’d find
that...very educational.”

If any other male had pulled that kind
of line, she’d have slapped them down
until they saw stars. Unfortunately, when
it was that heavenly bass voice doing the
talking and that amethyst stare doing the
walking, she didn’t really feel leched



upon.

She felt caressed by a lover.

Ehlena resisted the urge to V8 her
forehead. What the hell was she doing?
She had a date tonight. With a nice,
reasonable, civilian male who’d been
nothing but nice, reasonable, and very
civil.

“I don’t have to draw you a picture.”
She nodded down at his arm. “You can
see for yourself right there. If you don’t
treat this, it’s going to go systemic.”

And even though he wore fine clothes
like every tailor’s dream mannequin,
death’s cold gray cloak would not look
good on him.

He held his arm against his tight abs.
“I’1l take that under advisement.”



Ehlena shook her head and reminded
herself that she couldn’t save people
from their own stupidity just because she
had a white coat hanging from her
shoulders and the letters RN at the end
of her name. Besides, Havers was going
to see that in all its gory glory when the
doctor examined him.

“Fine, but let’s take your reading on
the other arm. And I’m going to have to
ask you to take your shirt off. The
doctor’s going to want to see how far up
that infection goes.”

Rehvenge’s mouth lifted in a smile as
he reached for his top button. “You keep
this up and I’1l be naked.”

Ehlena looked away fast and wished
like hell she found him sleazy. She could



sure use an injection of righteous
indignation to help fend him off.

“You know, I’m not shy,” he said in
that low voice of his. “You can watch if
you like.”

“No, thank you.”

“Pity.” In a darker tone, he added, “I
wouldn’t mind you watching me.”

As the sound of silk moving against
flesh rose up from the exam table,
Ehlena made busywork going through his
chart, double-checking things that were
absolutely correct.

It was weird. From what the other
nurses had said, he didn’t pull this
lothario stuff with them. In fact, he
barely talked to her colleagues, and that
was part of the reason they were anxious



around him. With a male this big, silence
read as menacing. Fact of life. And that
was before you added the tat/mohawk
chaser.

“Imready,” he said.

Ehlena pivoted around and kept her
eyes pinned on the wall next to his head.
Her peripheral vision, however, worked
just fine, and it was hard not to be
grateful. Rehvenge’s chest was
magnificent, the skin a warm golden
brown, with muscles that were defined
even though his body was relaxed. On
each of his pecs he had a five-pointed
red star tattooed on the upper part, and
she knew he had more ink.

On his stomach.

Not that she’d looked.



Right, because actually, she’d been
gawking.

“Are you gong to examine my arm?”
he said softly.

“No, that’s for the doctor.” She waited
for him to say, “Pity,” again.

“I think I’ve used that word enough
around you.”

Now her eyes shifted to his. It was the
rare vampire who could read his own
species’ minds, but somehow it didn’t
surprise her that this male was among
that small, rarified group.

“Don’t be rude,” she said. “And I do
not want you to do that again.”

“IPmsorry.”

Ehlena slipped the cuff around his
biceps, plugged her stethoscope into her



ears, and took his blood pressure. With
the little piff-piff-piff of the balloon
inflating the sleeve until it was tight, she
felt the edge in him, the tense power, and
her heart tripped over itself. He was
particularly sharp tonight, and she
wondered why.

Except that was not her business, was
it.

As she released the valve and the cuff
let out a long, slow hiss of relief, she
took a step back from him. He was
just...too much, all the way around.
Especially right now.

“Don’t be frightened of me,” he
whispered.

“I'mnot.”

“Are you sure?”



“Absolutely positive,” she lied.



SIX

She was lying, Rehv thought. She was
definitely frightened of him. And talk
about a pity.

This was the nurse Rehv hoped he
would get each time he came in. This
was the one who made these visits even
partially bearable. This was his Ehlena.

Okay, so she wasn’t his in the
slightest. He knew her name only
because it was on the blue-and-white pin
on her coat. He saw her only when he
came to be treated. And she didn’t like
him at all.



But he still thought of her as his, and
that was just the way of it. The thing
was, they had something in common,
something that crossed species lines and
eclipsed social stratifications and
bonded them together even though she
would have denied it.

She was lonely, too, and in the same
way he was.

Her emotional grid had the same
footprint his did, Xhex’s did, and Trez’s
and 1Am’s did: Her feelings were
surrounded by the disconnected void of
someone separated from her tribe.
Living among others, but essentially
apart from it all. A shutout, a castaway,
one who had been expelled.

He didn’t know the whys, but he sure



as fuck knew what life was like for her,
and that was what had first gotten his
attention when he met her. Her eyes and
her voice and her scent had been next.
Her intelligence and quick mouth had
sealed the deal.

“One sixty-eight over ninety-five.
That’s high.” She ripped the cuff’s lip
free with a quick jerk, no doubt wishing
it were a strip of his skin. “I think your
body’s trying to fight off the infection in
your arm.”

Oh, his body was fighting something
off, all right, but it had fuck-all to do
with whatever was cooking in his needle
sites. With his symphath side battling
the dopamine, the impotent state he
usually existed in when fully medicated



had yet to report in for work.

Result?

His cock was stiff as a bat in his
slacks. Which, contrary to popular
opinion, was actually not a good sign—
especially tonight. Coming off that convo
with Montrag, he was feeling hungry,
driven...a little crazy from the inner
burn.

And Ehlena was just so...beautiful.
Although not in the way his working
girls were, not in that obvious, over-the-

top, injected, implanted, sculpted way.
Ehlena was naturally lovely, with fine
small features and that strawberry blond
hair and those long, lean limbs. Her lips
were pink because they were pink—not
from some eighteen-hour, glossy, frosted



grease coat. And her toffee-colored eyes
were luminescent because they were
yellow and red and gold all mixed
together—not from a whole lot of paint-
by-numbers shimmery shadow and
slathered-on mascara. And her cheeks
were flushed because he was getting
under her skin.

Which, even though he sensed she’d
had a hard night, didn’t bother him at all.

But that was a symphath for you,
wasn’t it, he thought with derision.

Funny, most of the time he didn’t care
that he was what he was. His life as he’d
always known it had been a constantly
shifting mirage of lies and deceptions
and that was that. Around her, though?
He wished he were normal.



“Let’s see what your temperature is,”
she said, bringing an electronic
thermometer over from the desk.

“It’s higher than usual.”

Her amber stare flipped up to his.
“Your arm.”

“No, your eyes.”

She blinked, then seemed to shake
herself. “I seriously doubt that.”

“Then you underestimate your appeal.”

As she shook her head and clicked one
of the plastic covers onto the silver
wand, he caught a whiff of her scent.

His fangs elongated.

“Open.” She brought the thermometer
up and waited. “Well?”

Rehv stared into those amazing
tricolored eyes of hers and dropped his



jaw. She leaned in, all business as usual,
only to freeze. As she looked at his
canines, her scent surged with something
dark and erotic.

Triumph singed in his veins as he
growled, “Do me.”

There was a long moment, during
which the two of them were bound
together by invisible strings of heat and
longing. Then her mouth flattened out.

“Never, but [ will take your
temperature, because I have to.”

She jabbed the thermometer in
between his lips, and he had to clamp
his teeth together to keep the thing from
deflating one of his tonsils.

S’all good, though. Even if he couldn’t
have her, he turned her on. And that was



more than he deserved.

There was a beep, an interval, and
another beep.

“One oh nine,” she said as she stepped
back and released the plastic cover into
the biohazard bin. “Havers will be with
you as soon as he’s able.”

The door clapped shut behind her with
the hard syllabic smack of the f-word.

Man, she was hot.

Rehv frowned, the whole sexual
attraction thing reminding him of
something he didn’t like to think about.

Someone, rather.

What erection he had instantly limped
out as he realized it was Monday night.
Which meant tomorrow was Tuesday.
The first Tuesday of the last month of the



year.

The symphath in him tingled even as
every inch of skin he had tightened like
his pockets were full of spiders.

He and his blackmailer had another
one of their dates tomorrow night.
Christ, how was it possible another
month had gone by? It seemed like every
time he turned around it was the first
Tuesday again and he was making the
drive upstate to that godforsaken cabin
for another command performance.

The pimp becoming the whore.

Power plays and hard edges and base
fucking were the currency of the
meetings with his blackmailer, the basis
of his “love” life for the past twenty-five
years. It was everything dirty and wrong



and evil and degrading, and he did it
over and over again to keep his secret
safe.

And also because his dark side got off
on it. It was Love, Symphath Style, the
only time he could be how he was with
no holds barred, his one slice of horrible
freedom. After all, much as he
medicated himself and tried to fit in, he
was trapped by his dead father’s legacy,
by the evil blood in his veins. You
couldn’t negotiate with your DNA, and
though he was a half-breed, the sin-cater
in him was dominant.

So when it came to a female of worth
like Ehlena, he was always going to be
on the far side of the glass, nose pressed
up hard, palms spread with need, never



getting close enough to touch. It was only
fair to her. Unlike his blackmailer, she
didn’t deserve what he brought to the
table.

The morals he’d taught himself told
him at least that much was true.

Yay. Rah. Go, him.

Next tat he got was going to be of the
frickin’ halo over his head.

As he looked down at the mess running
up his left arm, he saw what festered
there with total clarity. It wasn’t just a
bacterial infection from him deliberately
using needles that weren’t sterile on skin
that hadn’t been hit with an alcohol rub.
It was a slow suicide, and that was why
he was damned if he was showing it to
the doctor. He knew exactly what would



happen if that poison got deep into his
bloodstream, and he wished it would get
off its ass and take over.

The door swung open and he glanced
up, read