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CHAPTER ONE
 Bram
I despise surprises.
And may I add that it is not a common occurrence when I find myself surprised. After “living” century after century and experiencing all the history that I have, it can most assuredly be assumed that situations in which I have been genuinely shocked are few and far between. Truthfully, very little could evoke such a primitive response from me. Indeed, I have always prided myself on remaining one step ahead and planning for any possible outcomes. Yes, surprises are just as rare to me as eating food.
At least, that was true until now.
Most unfortunately for me, surprised I certainly was. As well as astonished. Flabbergasted. Dumbfounded. And stunned at being taken captive in my own home. To add insult to injury, I was taken prisoner by those who were once subservient to me and under my direct command. Most regrettably, however, I was not their only prisoner. My confidante, Dulcie O’Neil, was also subjugated to the undeserved authority of Jax, the same bastard who had, until very recently, served as my right-hand-man.
“Is this necessary?” I asked incredulously. My vision was suddenly darkened when one of Jax’s brutes, a pathetic lad whose name escapes me, blindfolded me. Of course, I knew the reason for the precaution and fully expected it. As a centuries-old vampire, I am powerful. My powers have evolved highly enough that I could bewitch any one of them if they so much as glimpsed my eyes.
“All this time, you’ve been allowed to believe that you were fooling us,” Jax answered, his voice gruff and angry. As a Loki, Jax possessed immense stature and strength. Up until now, I thought him ultimately inane and basically useless, except, of course, for his brawn. Physically, he is as tall as I am, which is well over six feet, but where I possess the sleek, chiseled physique of an Olympian swimmer, Jax is built like a lumbering ox. Large and dumb are usually the attributes of a valuable henchman, but apparently, not so in this case. My initial reaction of disbelief was already fading away and a new emotion emerging. Anger. Mostly with myself. I gravely underestimated Jax after having grown complacent in my own superiority and his obvious inferiority. How much I actually underestimated him, though, still remained to be seen.
As if the blindfold weren’t insulting enough, I was also shackled from head to foot; my hands bound behind me with cuffs. Despite every endeavor, I could not budge them. They were most certainly forged from Netherworld iron. Ordinarily, I could snap through any earthly handcuffs or chains as if they were no more than brittle rubber bands. Not so, however, with the iron manacles crafted from the ore of the Netherworld. Consequently, my super enhanced strength, just like the power inherent in my eyes, was quite rudely confiscated from me. I was now rendered helpless. Not only to myself but also to Dulcie. The odd sensation of vulnerability was not one I was accustomed to and, as such, I felt strangely out of sorts. After all, it has been many lifetimes since I lived as a human and, thus, strangely peculiar for me to now feel anything similar to this.
“What the hell is going on?” Dulcie demanded. She, too, was restrained by the same Netherworldly iron shackles. Likewise, she too was prevented from using the magic inherent to her own species. Such a pity! Dulcie is truly a bewitching sight to behold when she begins summoning her fae magic. Actually, she is quite bewitching and a sight to behold in general: a small yet very curvaceous body with long, blond hair and emerald eyes that have been known to spit fire. And the way she manages to fill out her police-issued trousers with that body of hers is enough to warm any cold-blooded creature …
“You’d be a whole lot better off if you just kept your mouth shut,” Jax fired back at her.
“Don’t you work for Bram?” Dulcie persisted, never one to back down from a challenge. “And doesn’t he work for you?” she repeated, addressing me. Clearly, Dulcie was confused, and judging by the tone of her voice, I would venture to guess she was also annoyed. I could not say I blamed her as the situation was becoming quite perplexing, even to a superior thinker like me.
“The truth is,” Jax started, and his tone swiftly changed from brusque and heated to self-impressed and conversational. “Your vampire friend, here, has been playing all of us for fools. Or so he thought.” I could hear his footsteps coming closer. “But the tables have turned. Maybe now, it’s more fitting to say he’s the only fool in this room.”
I had to admit I bristled at hearing I was playing the part of the uninformed idiot. I did not appreciate being referred to as such in the least. Most of the time, I am not a man who allows himself to be ridiculed. In fact, I fail to recall the last instance when anyone dared to meddle with me, much less behave as Jax was. Admitting I was ashamed was an understatement, to say the least.
“Explain,” Dulcie commanded, still just as fiery and rebellious as ever, even though it was certainly obvious who now held the reins. Dulcie’s courage and fearlessness have always impressed me, and they are two of the characteristics I find most intriguing about her. A plethora of unending spirit contained in such a dainty and petite little nymph …
“You know me,” Jax said with a gruff laugh. “I’m happy to explain anything to you! Just ’cause I like looking at you,” he finished as the other thugs in the room chuckled. My superior hearing alerted me to realize he had taken the few steps that separated him from Dulcie. That meant he was now only five or less inches away from her. Their close proximity bothered me even more than Jax’s self-impressed boasts. As far as Dulcie was concerned, I considered her still under my protection. It was my fault that she was now in this predicament, and I fully intended to orchestrate her exit from it.
“Back off,” Dulcie barked. “I could hear you fine right where you were standing.”
Jax snickered, and I could suddenly sense the heat radiating off his body, suggesting that he was sexually attracted to Dulcie. This did not come as any surprise to me. I believe most, if not all, male creatures, human or otherwise, cannot help wondering and fantasizing over what it would be like to bed the little tempest. I, myself, have imagined that same situation so many times now, I have lost count.
“You know it’s nearly impossible for any man to resist your pheromones,” Jax explained, his tone flirtatious and wrath inspiring. Dulcie is a fairy, which means males are irresistibly and immediately drawn to her sexually. This invariably occurs on the earthly plane but is heightened substantially whilst in the Netherworld. Sadly, I cannot count myself as a resistor of her charms either. It is quite a pity, and I can only imagine that our friendly liaison would be significantly improved and easier for both parties were I not so physically attracted to her.
“I don’t give a shit,” she started. “You better back the fuck away from me now!”
I could hear the hand of Jax rapidly moving through the air, so I closed my eyes to better attune my hearing with more precision. Jax touched her face, but he did not intend to slap her. No, it sounded as though he were gripping her harshly, probably squeezing her cheeks in his brutish attempt to force her to look him in the eyes.
“Seeing as how you are my prisoner, it would behoove you to mind your manners and keep your mouth shut, sweet cheeks!” he warned her as I leaned in more closely. I imagined he must have been whispering in her ear.
“Get back to your story,” she responded, her tone ice cold. Dulcie was the type of woman who never backed down, despite being shackled and clearly under the control of an enemy.
“What’s the magic word?” Jax taunted.
“Please,” Dulcie managed to grind out, but I could hear her jaw tightening. I also heard the rush of blood in her veins as it fed her growing anger.
Jax chuckled again as if he enjoyed watching her play the part of a servile prisoner. “I’ve been working for Bram all this time, at least, that’s the way it appeared,” he started. “But all along, I’ve actually been taking orders from someone else. A different person entirely!” Judging by the sound of his voice, I imagined he must have turned to face me. “We,” he started.
“Who’s we?” Dulcie interrupted.
“We
are all of the street gangs, collected together.”
“So you’ve been in touch with the other factions?” Dulcie inquired, lacing her voice with genuine surprise.
“Of course,” Jax laughed, suggesting she should have already figured it out for herself. “I’ve been the uniting force between all of the potions rings,” he bragged. “Collectively, we like to call ourselves the Rebellion.”
“And does this Rebellion know that you’ve been following the orders of Bram the whole time?” Dulcie asked.
“I’ve never answered to Bram,” Jax responded.
“Well, on the face of it, maybe not …” she corrected herself. “Were the rest of the potions operations also aware that your reporting to Bram was just for show?”
Sighing, because I did not like the words I heard coming from her mouth, I was disappointed. Dulcie had always looked up to me and respected me. Even though we existed on different sides of the tracks, so to speak, there was always an unspoken trust and mutual respect between the two of us. I hesitate to refer to her as
my friend
because a man like me makes it his business to avoid friendships, but if I believed in friends, she would be the closest to one.
“And besides, we wanted Bram to believe we were weak and not worth bothering about when, in fact, we’re anything but,” Jax continued, his bravado growing increasingly boring by the minute.
“So why the horse and pony show all this time?” Dulcie demanded.
“All in the name of deception, sweet cheeks! It helped us give Bram the impression that we were just a bunch of morons who are incapable of doing anything on our own,” Jax snapped at her.
“Why on earth would that help you?” she inquired.
“Enough with the questions!” Jax railed angrily, his patience clearly at an end. He did have a short temper. I had conveniently forgotten this little tidbit up until now. “You’re forgetting your place.”
“Fuck my place!” Dulcie yelled back at him. Stomping her feet, she strained against the shackles that held her immobilized.
The sound of Jax’s palm when it made contact with Dulcie’s cheek grasped my attention. My hands instantly became fists as I fought to control my first impulse. Losing my temper was infrequent at most and would have only further aggravated the situation. Furthermore, Dulcie needed to remember her place. If she lost control of herself, she was no good to either of us.
“Don’t you ever touch me again,” she seethed.
“You’re my prisoner,” Jax stated proudly. “And I’ll do whatever the fuck I want to do to you!”
The other men in the room snickered, and I could immediately detect the rushing of their blood into their loins. No doubt, they must have hoped that what Jax insisted upon was also fair game for them.
“Dulcie, you must not act out of turn,” I warned her. She did not respond.
“Listen to the old man over there,” Jax said. “’Cause for once, he’s right.”
“You’re a loud-mouthed braggart, Jax,” Dulcie started, her outwardly calm voice masquerading the tempest inside of her. “I’m betting that the reason you didn’t want to answer my question is because you don’t know what the answer is.”
“You don’t give up,” Jax chuckled. “The answer is that we duped the vampire! We deliberately let Bram think we were disorganized because it kept him away from the truth,” he audaciously admitted. “We intended for him to believe nothing was going on behind closed doors.”
“Why was Bram’s alliance so important to you?” she continued.
“Why?” Jax nearly roared with laughter as if the answer should have been obvious. “Bram controls Crossbones! It’s only one of the largest, if not the largest, of the potions circles.”
“So what?”
“So that was bad news for the Rebellion, because we needed Crossbones. We needed Bram’s numbers as well as his revenue.” I could hear him turning toward me. “At least now, the bastard’s no longer a problem.”
“You discount me so easily,” I said with a laugh, even though I had to admit, at least to myself, that I had no tricks up my sleeves at the moment. Pity.
I heard Jax stepping away from Dulcie and approaching me. I could quite easily envision that ugly sneer on his face, with which he usually greeted us. “We just acted the part of weaklings, letting you take up the role as our benefactor. But by playing things our way, we also enabled you to secure the portals for us.” He turned back to face Dulcie. “Portals that will soon prove very valuable to us in the struggle to come.”
“Bram doesn’t secure the portals,” Dulcie interjected, a slight tinge of humor in her voice. “And if you thought he does, then you really are just as stupid as he originally assessed.”
Jax chuckled and shook his head. The current in the air allowed me to hear as much. “No, Bram doesn’t secure the portals,” he agreed. “But he knows someone who does … you.”
“I don’t secure anything,” Dulcie argued, shaking her head. “You’re banking on the wrong person.”
“No. I’m banking on exactly the right person, the very one I should have,” he argued. “You’re the key. Finding you was the next step in our plan, and it was a huge hurdle! It just so happened that your friend here also wanted to control you, so our timing couldn’t have been better.” He took a deep breath. “And now that we’ve got you exactly where we want you, we can start phase two. That involves securing the other half of all the portals, those which we don’t already have control of.”
“Good luck with that,” Dulcie mumbled, but the fear in her voice was audible.
“Luck?” Jax repeated before shaking his head. “Luck has nothing to do with it.” He inhaled deeply as though we were again trying his patience. “You’re the factor that has all the significance. So tell me, Dulcie, how does it feel to be such a valuable asset to our cause?”
“Valuable asset to your cause?” Dulcie snickered. “Why? Because you think I’ll willingly help you take over all the portals from Earth to the Netherworld? Those which are currently under the authority of the ANC?” Of course, it was a rhetorical question. “Because we both know there’s no way in hell that will ever happen.”
The ANC was the abbreviation for the Association of Netherworld Creatures. It was ultimately a law enforcement agency that regulated the creatures from the Netherworld, both those in the Netherworld as well as those here on Earth. In order to defeat the ANC and take control of the Netherworld, it was imperative that control and ownership of all the portals be established first.
At the time of this writing, a battle was raging between the ANC and the potions rings. Both organizations sought to take control of the Netherworld. Ever since Dulcie killed her father, a man who was once the head of the ANC, a struggle for power had ensued. You see, Dulcie’s father was also very much in cahoots with the illegal potions smugglers.
As for my part, I had my hands in both pies. I was inextricably involved with the potions rings in as much as I commanded one of the largest, but I also supported the ANC’s attempts to enforce control, but only because I believe in the balance of power between all things. If the potions rings were allowed to take over, the result would be complete anarchy. Having lived three centuries, I was no supporter of anarchy. Not to mention that the US government would do everything in their power to ensure all the portals were completely cut off and obliterated. Even though Netherworld creatures were no longer in the closet but out in the open, we were still regarded by some with suspicion and contempt, especially by humans. The potions rings had to be prevented from taking control of the Netherworldly government or it would result in negative relations with humans in general.
These and some of the other finer aspects of the situation had not been taken into consideration by Jax Rochefort and the crew of idiots and fools he enlisted in their quest for ultimate power.
“Whom do you report to?” I asked, even though I did not imagine he would part with the information quite so easily. I had fallen right into a trap; the workings of which I could not help but admire. It was cunning, but on a level that greatly exceeded the mind of the moron standing in front of me. I would discover who the true orchestrator was, even if I had to endure Jax’s insufferable conversation to achieve it.
“You really think I’m going to tell you anything?” he retorted, trying to sound affronted that I would even ask. “All you need to know, you piece of traitor shit, is that I’ve been watching you and reporting all your comings and goings to my boss. You think you’re so slick all this time.”
I heard him pulling away from Dulcie and standing up. Moments later, he was walking toward me. “I must congratulate you on your unparalleled skills when it comes to backhanded activities,” I said with a grin. “I have to confess I did not foresee it, and I am quite intrigued over that unfortunate fact.”
“You can wipe your smug ass smile right off your face,” Jax spat back at me. A moment later, I felt his fist slamming into my cheek. My head was hurled to the side with the power of his thrust, and I instantly saw stars dancing before my eyes. Then, I felt my head bouncing against the hardwood floors of my chateau, where we were currently holed up, in my drawing room, to be precise.
“Striking a bound and defenseless man,” I started, once the delirium in my head subsided. Due to my trussed up hands, I was unable to right myself, so I remained quite lifeless on the floor. The pain was fleeting and very momentary. My body was already busy healing whatever damage he tried to inflict.
“You always acted so high and mighty, like you were better than everyone else. How do you feel now? Now that you realize you’ve been the only fool all along?” Jax ranted.
“I will admit being unaccustomed to the sensations I am currently experiencing,” I responded. “But once I have registered and processed them, I should be delighted to give you a full run-down.”
“You’re a fucking asshole! Even to the last second,” Jax snarled at me. “Well, how about I tell you how I feel? I feel fantastic! I feel fan-fucking-tastic! I’ve been looking forward to this moment seems like forever! The moment I slap that smile right off your fucking smug face.”
“Well, congratulations are in order then, my good man,” I mocked him.
“Don’t think this is it, Bram,” he nearly interrupted me. “’Cause it’s not it. We have other plans for you, plans that’ll bring you right back down to size again,” he finished. I could hear him turning around to face the beautiful fairy again. “And you! My little dragonfly! You’re the catalyst to bring all of our plans to happy fruition,” he finished, making the words sound dirty.
“This is strictly about you and me,” I interrupted. My fondest wish was to emancipate Dulcie from any more of this nonsense. “Dulcie does not need to be involved at all. You know as well as I do that you do not need her.”
“Bullshit,” Jax responded. “I need her more than I need you. In fact, you’re lucky you’re still even sitting there and talking.”
“I know everything she does,” I persisted, using all of my bravado. “There are even agents in the ANC that trust me. They always have.”
Jax laughed again, but the sound was humorless and hollow. “No one trusts you, and you would do well to keep your goddamned mouth shut from now on,” he nearly yelled at me. “Because I’m about five minutes away from cutting your fucking tongue out just so I don’t have to listen to your drivel anymore.”
“There’s one crucial flaw in that plan, Jax,” Dulcie intervened.
“Oh, yeah? And what’s that?”
“The part about me helping you,” she replied.
“I have no doubt that you’ll help us,” Jax fired back at her. “In fact, I’m betting you’ll do everything I tell you to and real soon.”
“Like fucking hell I will.”
“Of course, your indignation doesn’t come as any surprise to me,” he quipped. “I figured you couldn’t be persuaded so easily,” he added, and I could imagine him shaking his head. There was still some humor in his voice. “But unluckily for you, I also am very familiar with your type of character.”
“What the hell does that mean?” Dulcie demanded.
“You, my sexy, little bitch, care more about the welfare of your friends than you do for yourself,” Jax said. “And that’s a fatal mistake that you will learn to regret. Trust no one! You have nobody but yourself, is what I always say,” he finished.
He was so correct. Dulcie would have sacrificed herself for those she cared about. While I failed to understand this side of her personality and considered myself the most important person in my life, I still had to admire her for that unselfish trait. Unfortunately, though, I expected Jax would use her unflagging loyalty against her.
“What’s your point?” Dulcie asked, her voice an octave lower. I had to infer that she was suddenly getting nervous, even anxious.
“You will either do as I tell you,” Jax started before hesitating in what seemed like dramatic effect. The bastard! “Or it will be your friends that suffer, not you.” He was quiet for another few seconds. “And we will start with a certain undead friend of yours, one I’ve harbored a personal vendetta against for far too long to mention.”
Since I recognized the subject to whom Jax was referring, I was not certain how well I might fare after all. I had no false illusions that Dulcie was very fond of me …



 
 
CHAPTER TWO
 Dulcie
I paced the perimeter of the room for the nth time. My hands, like Bram’s, were bound by Netherworld iron handcuffs, but unlike Bram, whose feet were also chained, mine were not. I wasn’t sure if that were an oversight by Jax, or maybe he wanted to allow me the use of my feet. Maybe he just didn’t consider me as serious a threat as Bram? If so, big mistake for him …
Each time I passed the door, I could not pry my eyes from the handle. On my fifth pass, I turned around and grasped the handle between my bound hands. I had to give it a half-hearted pull, just to prove to myself that it really was locked. Of course, I never expected it to be open. Yes, a small part of me hoped Jax might have overlooked locking it, but my expectations weren’t too realistic. Based on my original assessment of Jax, that is, a loud-mouthed simpleton, it made perfect sense to suspect he might actually have forgotten to lock the door. But apparently, in light of the latest events leading up to our imprisonment, my original assessment of Jax couldn’t have been more wrong! The Jax I thought I knew was an act, a deliberate fabrication to lull Bram and me into a false sense of security. Turns out, the real Jax was something far more sinister and, unfortunately, far more intelligent. I cursed myself and my own short-sightedness in falling for his act. The only thing that gave me comfort, if that’s what you could call it, was learning that Bram also swallowed Jax’s façade, hook, line, and sinker. A lot of good that actually did for us now.
“Before you inquire, there are no hidden doors in the walls, nor any trapdoors in the floor that might assist our cause,” Bram suddenly piped up. His voice came from where he was sitting in the corner of the furniture-free room. His bound legs were pointing straight out in front of him, and he was leaning against the wall. I’d already managed to remove his blindfold despite having my hands tied behind my back, a small feat but a feat, nonetheless!
“Well, that was stupid of you,” I replied as I turned to face him. “Why build a castle with no means of escape from it?”
Bram chuckled and shook his head like he thought my question was cute. That only further irritated me. “My dear,” he began in his patronizing, signature way, “allow me to remind you that I did not erect this structure. If I had, I must assure you I would have stipulated that every room be equipped with a
means of escape,
as you refer to it. Furthermore, I would hardly call this a castle,
but rather, a chateau.”
“Castle, chateau, estate, or big ol’ useless house! Whatever you call it, that’s not the point. The problem right now is that we’re stuck with no way out, and it totally sucks.”
Bram nodded briefly before beaming and offering me that unconcerned smile of his that, I had to admit, was infuriatingly handsome. That was Bram’s dichotomy and my biggest gripe with him—he could be so exasperating but look so good doing it.
“Yes, little bumblebee, you are quite right. We are stuck and, yes, it does suck.” Then he smiled smugly, like he was impressed with himself. “Did you notice my small rhyme?”
I frowned at him. “Yes, I did notice it, but it wasn’t your small rhyme, by the way. It was mine.” Bram arched his eyebrows, indicating he wished for me to explain, so I did. “I said it first.”
“You must excuse my feeble attempt at levity, my dear.”
“I don’t have to excuse you for anything!” I railed back impatiently.
He frowned. “You are quite out of sorts, and it is affecting your attitude in negative ways.”
“Well, maybe that’s because I don’t particularly enjoy being held captive, especially by someone who, as it turns out, totally bamboozled you!” I shouted before frowning at him in disapproval and pacing again. “Jax? Really, Bram? You got outwitted by the biggest dumbass dickhead in the universe.”
“Bamboozled?” Bram repeated while bringing his long index finger to his lower lip, and tapping it as if he were deep in thought. He looked ridiculous with his wrists manacled together. “I quite like that word, actually.”
“Bram!” I yelled at him in exasperation. My vexation with the obstinate vampire could no longer be subdued. “How could you let this happen? How could Jax pull one over on you? You! Of all people! You who always claim to be one step ahead of everyone else!”
“Well, apparently I am not, as this case has no doubt proven,” he answered with a shrug like it was no skin off his fangs. “Although I do appreciate your enduring vote of confidence.”
“How did you fail to realize that the cults were coalescing?” I inquired, feeling as baffled as I probably looked. Upon reaching the wall, I turned around and started pacing in the other direction. “I mean, they were openly merging right underneath your nose!”
Bram frowned. “Yes, of that I am now well aware. There is no use in rubbing it in.”
“I’m not
rubbing it in,”
I argued before turning to face him. “I’m just trying to understand how you managed to miss it.”
“History will give us the answer, I trust, but for now, let us attribute my deception to the excellent performance everyone demonstrated in their respective roles. It was very effective,” Bram replied in a stoic, matter-of-fact tone. “And I do wish you would cease that pacing. You are beginning to make me uncomfortable.”
“Whom do you mean by everyone?” I demanded. Since he was talking, I needed to collect as much information as I could. It didn’t matter that Bram had failed to see what was happening right in front of him, that didn’t preclude him from having useful information that would benefit the ANC, if not now, possibly at some point in the future. Well, that’s assuming that I would make it out of this alive!
“The leaders of each cult,” Bram answered
tersely. “Clearly, they were all in cahoots.”
“Do you know who the leaders of each cult are? And how many cults there are altogether?”
“There are five potions organizations altogether,” Bram started. “I commanded the largest, Crossbones.”
I remembered Jax telling me something about Crossbones that I still needed to cross-reference. (No pun intended). “Are there really three hundred people in your employ, Bram, or was that just bullshit? Do three hundred people actually work in Crossbones?”
“That number or thereabouts,” Bram answered with a dismissive shrug. Even now, while we were both being held captive, Bram showed little concern or worry. Maybe it came with his advanced age or wisdom, I didn’t know. But it was more than just annoying, to say the least.
“And Mayhem? Was that the second largest of the potions organizations?” I asked, trying to remember all the information spilled by Jax. I wasn’t sure when, but I’d stopped pacing and now stood directly in front of Bram.
“Rochefort does have a big mouth, does he not?” Bram replied, looking perturbed as he shook his head. “Yes, Mayhem is the second largest in the potions rings and has roughly the same number of members as Crossbones does.”
“Who is the leader of Mayhem?”
“Shade,” Bram instantly replied before raising his brows to convey his disapproval.
“Shade?” I repeated, sounding dumbfounded.
“Yes, that is correct. One-word name. Shade. He, along with Cher, the late Prince, and Madonna, prefer no surname in their identities.”
“Moving on,” I interrupted before pacing back and forth again. Somehow, and I had no idea why, I always seemed to think better on my feet while I was moving. I abruptly came to a halt and turned to face Bram when something unexpectedly occurred to me. “Could this Shade person be the one who’s ultimately in charge now? I mean, it’s obviously not Jax! He already admitted that he took orders from someone above him.”
“Of course Jax is not in charge!” Bram laughed at me with scorn, like I was stupid. “That behemoth could not determine his left foot from his right …”
“Oh, really? And yet look what he managed, to pull one over on you!” I would have gone on, but I chose to swallow the rest of my words after Bram’s unhappy expression conveyed his lack of appreciation for my sarcasm.
“Shade could not be in charge,” Bram announced, his jaw firmly set.
“Okay, then who do you think it could be?”
“You surprise me, my dear,” Bram said as he turned to face me with a frown.
“I do?”
“You failed to do your homework this time,” he responded. “You should already have discovered and known all of this information.”
“Well, I hate to break it to you, Bram,” I replied, my aggravation snaking up my spine and tainting my tone of voice. “But no one in the ANC knows anything about the commerce of the potions organizations or their inner hierarchy. Do you know why that is? It’s because they are basically a secret society that survives totally underground.”
Bram frowned again at me like he wasn’t impressed with my analysis. “Anarchy is another ring, and it’s basically run by a thug called Jimmy Brant.”
“How many people are there in Anarchy?”
“Perhaps two hundred.”
“Okay, go on.”
“Credo is the smallest of the rings. They only have perhaps one hundred members. It is operated by someone named Dirty Shelly.”
“A woman?”
“Perhaps you could call her that. However, she is the roughest fragment of any woman I have ever had the distinct misfortune of having any contact with.” He sighed. “Yes, sweet, she is much worse than ugly.”
“Anyway …” I said as I rolled my eyes. It figured that any woman who wasn’t at least somewhat attractive could not be classified a woman in Bram’s eyes.
“232 is the final ring, and that contains perhaps two hundred fifty members. It is run by The Overlord.”
“The Overlord?” I repeated, shaking my head with curiosity. “Where do they come up with these corny names?”
“Yes, The Overlord. He is an ogre, and I hesitate to warn you, quite territorial. I imagine the Rebellion probably had the most difficult time in their attempts to persuade him to join their cause.”
“And his organization is named 232 after the potion, right?” I asked. Bram simply nodded. 232 was a dangerously illegal street potion that was highly addictive. It affected the users by flooding them with feelings of euphoria that would last for days on end. “So, in your opinion, would any of the leaders of any of those organizations possibly be the one giving orders to Jax?”
“Possibly, yes, but I find that highly improbable.”
“Why?” I demanded. “Clearly Jax has to be taking his orders from someone.”
“Yes, of course he does,” Bram agreed, before he resumed shaking his head. “But not from any of those inept creatures.”
“Well, who then?”
“That, my dear, is the million-dollar question, and I must apologize that I do not currently have an answer for you.” All of a sudden, Bram began to leisurely inspect his fingernails, as if he had all the time in the world. “I, for one, remain suspicious of that one. I cannot say I believe anything Jax has told us.”
“What?” I exclaimed as I faced him in annoyance. “How could it not be true?”
“I have no reason to believe it is true.”
“You mean, besides the fact that you and I are stuck in here while he’s out there! What part are you missing? Because clearly you’re missing something.”
Bram shrugged and shook his head before he glanced up at me. “Rochefort is a pretentious blowhard. He could not possibly rank as highly as he professes to, at least not in this lifetime.”
“He said he was taking direct orders from someone he obviously feared and respected. And it looked to me like he was in charge back there. Those thugs took all their orders from him,” I argued.
“So Jax is the commander of a couple of thugs,” Bram responded with a pssshing sound, inferring he wasn’t impressed. “That means absolutely nothing.”
“Okay, well, whoever is in charge of the Rebellion trusted Jax enough to let him procure you, so what do you have to say to that?”
“Nothing whatsoever. All I am saying,” Bram started in a low tone as he glared at me, “is that I do not believe the Rebellion is what Jax would like us to imagine it is.”
“Explain.”
“Rochefort wants us to think he has all the backing of the gang units, because he thinks it will intimidate us. But I doubt seriously if such is truly the case.”
“And why don’t you believe that?”
“Primarily, because Jimmy Brant and The Overlord are sworn archenemies.”
“Why?”
“The Overlord murdered Brant’s entire family. In his attempt at revenge, Brant tried to assassinate The Overlord, but it was not successful. All he managed to remove from office were The Overlord’s eyes, which he now has permanently mounted on his den wall. Needless to say, my dear, naïve fairy, I strongly suspect those two would never play in the same sandbox willingly.”
I had to consider it. “Maybe they buried the hatchet and figured bygones were bygones if only in order to face the bigger threat of the ANC?”
“Perhaps, but not very likely,” Bram disagreed. “There is more,” he continued as he glanced up at me. “Dirty Shelly has a sordid history of fornication with both Shade and Brant. Consequently, neither one likes the other. According to rumor, Shelly told Brant that Shade’s todger was exceptionally smaller than Brant’s. Naturally, Brant went directly to Shade, touting that fascinating information. Not much later, there was a hit out on Shelly for a while.” Bram shrugged with a long sigh. “I find it utterly incomprehensible how or why either of them would ever consent to lie with that smelly, old goat …”
“Oh, my God, Bram, enough!” I snapped wearily. Shutting my eyes tightly, I shook my head. “Your gossip is giving me a splitting headache.”
“You, on the other hand, my fair damsel,” he started, and I eyed him with daggers. “Now that would be a romp between the sheets that I would most certainly show up for.”
“Next subject,” I answered with a yawn. I was growing very tired of pacing the small room. I decided to sit down across from Bram while I examined the predicament we were currently in. Unfortunately, no answers came to my mind, and I was also fresh out of pertinent questions that might have shed some light on the subject. For lack of anything better to do, I closed my eyes and tried to reach out to Knight, my boyfriend. He also happened to rank very high up in the ANC.
“I fear it will do no good,” Bram interrupted me. “There are wards in place; they will prevent you from reaching him.”
“Was I that obvious?” I asked with a sad, disappointed smile.
“It would appear that way.”
Without any chance to respond, the door suddenly swung open, nearly nailing me behind it as it did so. In my effort to launch myself out of the way, I rammed my face directly into the floor. Moments later, I felt a strong pair of hands wrapping around my arms that lifted me up and placed me back on my feet. I glanced up and saw the face of one of Jax’s thugs. He smiled down at me, revealing a gap-toothed mouth and eyebrows that met in the middle to form a unibrow. He was definitely a goblin. Even though I’d never laid eyes on him before, I knew that was true. As a fairy, my abilities allow me to detect the genus and other traits of the Netherworld creatures just by setting my eyes on them.
I watched helplessly as Jax’s other two men entered the room, both of them eyeing Bram. They were on him in less than a blink of an eye. One of them lifted Bram up and held him while the other began pummeling his massive fists into Bram’s stomach relentlessly.
“Stop it!” I screamed at them, and the goblin behind me chuckled. I pulled my attention from him and looked back at Bram, only to find him hunched over. The thug holding Bram as a target raised him up again, and the other thug resumed his attack. I thrashed violently against the goblin who was restraining me and tried repeatedly to kick him with my foot, but he simply slammed my legs together, clasping them between his before pawing both of my breasts.
“Unless you want me ta feel sum more o’ that pretty, little body o’ yers, you better behave,” he warned me, although his breath was a much more offensive assault than his roving hands.
“I’ll behave,” I grumbled, throwing my shoulder into him sharply when he didn’t drop his hands right away. He laughed and squeezed each of my breasts before gripping my arms roughly again.
“I’ve received new orders from the powers that be,” Jax announced as he entered the room. He offered me a smile before honing his attention in on Bram. “And the use of reasonable force has been duly authorized.”
The two thugs who were beating up Bram chuckled before punching him in the face and head mercilessly. Bram was helpless with his hands and feet bound and could do nothing but grunt and take it.
“Jax!” I yelled at the bastard, finding it unbearable to witness anymore.
“Ah, my little troublemaker,” Jax replied as he turned around to face me. He was still wearing that puerile, boyish smile, and it suddenly made me sick to my stomach.
“Tell them to stop hurting Bram!” I screamed at Jax. “Right now!”
Jax merely shook his head and tsked me. “As you may or may not recall, I don’t take my orders from you! That should be painfully obvious by now,” he shouted. “And I have been formally authorized to use force. Extreme force, even.”
“You’ve made your point!” I yelled at him, but the two men continued to beat Bram until he was a bloody, bruised mess. “He can’t even defend himself!” I glared at Jax as I shook my head for emphasis. “And what does that say about you? What kind of a man would allow that? Only a cowardly worm would let someone be beaten while they’re chained up and totally defenseless!”
“What does that say about me?” Jax repeated. “It’s says that I’m the kind of man that you shouldn’t try to fuck over,” Jax replied, his sinister smile fading right off his face. He scowled at me for a few seconds before facing Bram again. “That’s enough,” he said to the two brutes with little interest. “Pick him up and carry him out of here.”
“What?” I exclaimed as my heart dropped. “What do you mean by out of here? Where are you taking him?”
Jax approached me, pulling his arm back before smacking me with his open palm. My head jerked to the right, and my cheek stung like a son of a bitch. I immediately aimed my eyes toward his and glowered at him, defying him to try and hit me again. “Third time’s a charm,” I said, spitting a mouthful of blood at his feet.
“You ask too many questions. Let that be a lesson to you, and from now on, you may only speak when you’re spoken to,” he announced. Then he turned on his heels and started for the door. The two thugs were already carrying Bram out of the room. From what I could tell, Bram didn’t appear conscious. The goblin that was holding me finally released me, but he did it with a shove and I went careening against the far wall, eventually collapsing onto the floor like a pile of bricks. He laughed before closing and locking the door behind him, leaving me to my precious solitude.



 
 
CHAPTER THREE
 Bram
Ache. Pain.
Those were the only two words I could think of. A dull, throbbing pulse that began in my head and eventually penetrated my entire body was sending currents of agony that reached all the way down to my fingers and toes. Those two words were all I could comprehend. The darkness surrounded me. When I realized it was owing to my closed eyelids, I attempted to open them. But my eyelids seemed extra heavy, as if lead weights were attached to my eyelashes.
A balmy wave of exhaustion suddenly overcame me. I seemed to be filling up to the brim with a hypnotic pounding and fatigue. I rode the crest of the wave, but eventually had to allow myself to become fully submerged. The pain barely began to subside as the wave took me inside it, tossing me carelessly every direction, this way and that.
But suddenly, it seemed that I was being lifted up, and when I glanced down, I found the wave growing larger, mushrooming in power and height with every passing second. It still pinned me in its wet and icy embrace, but it was an embrace that was fleeting. I knew it was merely a matter of moments before it became a tsunami and would come crashing down on me again, thrusting me into the depths of the dark abyss of watery nothingness.
I rose up with the wave, clinging to its crest before the inevitable happened. The wave broke and plunged me downward, sucking me into the raging current and dragging me deeper, to a place beneath that was ruled entirely by darkness.
Opening my eyes, I immediately wished I had not. The sunlight was so piercing, it felt as if the sun’s rays were impaling me. I blinked a few times before I could finally concentrate on my whereabouts.
A cobbled lane, betwixt tall and dark buildings made of knotty timber and crumbling bricks. Heavy, pendulous shop signs projecting from storefronts on large, iron bars, whipped to and fro in the cold wind. The sun continually obstructed by dark and billowing clouds. The sun …
It took me a moment or two to realize the billowing clouds were not clouds at all but a thick, belching plume of black soot coming from the tenements, shops, and residences on either side of me. Coal, of course.
I shook my head and tried to make sense of my surroundings. How could I be standing in the street in the … daylight? I glanced around when I caught the smell of wet horses and human excrement. To my right was an open drain of raw sewage that ran the entire length of the street. As soon as the hideous stench hit my nostrils, I recoiled in disgust. As if on cue, the sky suddenly opened and huge drops of rain began to fall. The torrent of rain flooded the cobblestones, mixing with the animal manure and human waste until myriad cesspools of putrescence puddled everywhere. I stumbled forward, nearly tripping over a dog that was long dead and left to decompose in the street. Half of its carcass was being consumed by maggots. Meanwhile, a horse-drawn carriage with heavy, metal wheels careened down the narrow passageway, splashing through the filthy puddles, and nearly slopping the street’s muck all over me.
I looked up at the second story of a building just as the maidservant opened the window and emptied a chamber pot into the street below. A few pedestrians stepped aside, and one glanced up and cursed the young woman, after presumably being struck by the reeking excrement.
“Ah, the poor sot got some shit on him!”
Hearing the voice, I glanced to my left and saw a smiling face that I recognized but had not seen in what felt like centuries. At the sound of another laugh, I looked to my right, nearly suffering from an apoplexy when I recognized myself. Only I was not myself. I was wearing a full-skirted, knee-length coat, knee breeches, and a waistcoat atop a linen shirt, with ruffles and frills. My lower legs were clad in silk stockings, and I wore leather shoes with stacked heels on my feet. As if that were not strange enough, I also wore a shoulder-length, full-bottomed wig and a tricorne hat with an upturned brim on my head.
“What do ye say to a dram of gin, old man?” my acquaintance asked, elbowing me encouragingly in the arm.
“I thought you would never ask!” the me with the ridiculous getup responded.
Somehow, and I was uncertain as to how, I was caught in a time that had long since passed. I felt like a ghost, watching and witnessing my own life. Like Ebenezer Scrooge in A Christmas Carol when he begins reliving snippets of his life in full detail. That particular snippet existed in my memory bank and was somehow replaying itself with unbelievable clarity and freshness. It was a time in my youth—I could not have been more than nineteen years of age. If that were the case, I was witnessing a memory that must have taken place during the eighteenth century in London. And my friend, what was his name? Ah, yes! Graham Fielding! Yes, Fielding. The two of us were inseparable.
Fielding sidled up to a gin vendor who had just set up shop on the street corner.
“Aye, ye nearly got covered in that stinkin’ mess,” the man said in greeting. Fielding motioned for two cups of gin. Apparently, the man was referring to the vile contents of the chamber pot that nearly landed on top of us. “The night soil men can’t come soon enough, eh?”
I remembered the night soil men, too. They had the unenviable task of clearing out the accumulated raw sewage that stagnated in the cesspools all day long.
“Aye,” Fielding responded with a quick nod. He paid the man and handed me my cup of gin. I watched myself accept it with a large grin. “Ye missed the ruckus yesterday,” Fielding said, his wide, brown eyes twinkling as his lips parted into a smile, revealing his yellow, crooked teeth. “The water main burst an’ started ah spring. Ye ought ta have seen the likes o’ it, shootin’ up into the street. All the water mixed together with the foul sewage an’ it seemed like ah bloody fetid soup everyone had to slosh through to get to their destinations.”
“I’ll wager the smell was enough to kill ye!” I responded with a hearty chuckle.
Fielding nodded before downing his gin in three gulps. He wiped his mouth on his sleeve. “Aye, but not as bad as the stench of Fleet Street or the ‘poors’ holes.’”
“Poors’ holes” was a term that referred to the communal graves where the poorest dead were buried. They had to be constructed deep enough to contain multiple tiers of coffins. The pits were left uncovered until they were completely filled with bodies of the dead. That sometimes went on for weeks or months, and the resulting odor was repulsively pungent. Between the continuous smoke from burning coal, the garbage, the raw sewage, the decaying bodies, and the stench emanating from the Thames River, people often joked that London could be smelled from several miles away.
“What trouble should we find for ourselves this day?” I asked.
The mischievous twinkle in Fielding’s eyes returned just as a dirty child approached us, hawking milk and fruit. Fielding sent him away with a little smack on the child’s head, and the child responded by calling him a name.
“It seems we may have already found it,” he replied. We ventured upon a crowd that was collecting around a dwarf who was performing with his acrobatic monkey. After he finished a few unimpressive stunts, the crowd booed and hissed, visibly becoming quite irate.
“Ye moost improve yer show, little man!” someone from the crowd yelled out in a Scottish accent. “Jist oop the way there’s ah conjurer castin’ spells an’ oop ah bit further, t’is ah learned pig that can perform arithmetic, play cards an’ read ye yer fortune!”
“Aye,” Fielding concurred with a nod. “Mrs. Salmon’s wax exhibition on Fleet Street rivals this silly fool’s.” His eyes grew wider. “Or we could always pay a visit to Bedlam?”
Bedlam was otherwise known as the Bethlehem Royal Hospital. It was a palatial asylum for lunatics located in Finsbury Square and open to the public, as if it were a human zoo. Visitors could pay a few pence to enter and gawk at the inmates. Many of the onlookers engaged in poor behavior in order to incite the residents into reacting to them.
“I was thinking of something a bit more … carnal,” I responded with an insidious smile. I pulled a pamphlet from my breast pocket and handed it to Fielding. It was Harris’s “List of Covent Garden Ladies,” a guidebook to London’s prostitutes in the Covent Garden area. The entries detailed each woman’s age, her physical appearance, including the size of her breasts, her sexual specialties, and sometimes, even a description of her genitals. Additional information included the women’s addresses and prices.
“Well done, sir, well done,” Fielding said with a genuine smile as he accepted the book from my hand and eagerly pored through the pages. “Mmm, Kitty Fisher,” Fielding started.
“You can ill afford,” I said with a laugh.
“Says here ‘the symmetry of its parts, its borders enriched with wavering tendrils, its ruby portals, and the tufted grove that crowns the summit of the mount, all join to invite the guest to enter.” He glanced up with a boyish grin that spanned from ear to ear. “Number Six Hind Court,” he added as he closed the book, handing it back.
After a few seconds, we were on our way.
By the time we reached Kitty Fisher’s home, the sun had already disappeared from the sky and night was well upon us. Fielding took the last steps to the front door, rapped on it, and then waited.
“I suppose I will be paying the bill?” I asked, although I already knew the answer. Fielding responded with a quick smile, and I shook my head. “Perhaps I should demand to go first then?” His smile fell at the same moment that the door opened. We were pleased to see an attractive woman with breasts that overflowed her bodice.
Fielding immediately took a few steps closer to her and, at the same moment, a well-appointed carriage drew up. As I was closest to the street, I approached the carriage first, curious as to who might be interrupting. The two pitch-black horses pulling the carriage clattered on the cobblestones with their hooves, seemingly impatient to be on their way.
“Excuse me, sir,” a stunning woman said as she opened the carriage window and leaned out before she eyed me boldly.
“Madam,” I responded, unable to hide my surprise. “How may I be of service to you?”
Beautiful was too innocent a word for this stunning creature. With her jet black hair piled high atop her head, her almond-shaped, green eyes, red, rosebud mouth and high cheekbones, she was easily the most tantalizing woman I had ever seen. Cooling herself with an alabaster Chinese fan, I assumed it was also to keep the odors outside from penetrating her nostrils.
“You were about to enter that … very humble abode, I daresay?” she asked, regarding the lavish building with obvious distaste. Kitty Fisher was one of the more renowned, popular prostitutes, which also made her one of the most expensive, so it went without saying that her home would be just as expensive as she was.
“I was,” I answered. I could not stop myself from studying this beautiful yet strange woman.
“That would be quite a mistake,” she started.
I immediately shook my head and replied, “If you have come to enlighten me as to the moral depravity of one of my favorite pastimes, I am afraid you are wasting your time.”
The woman laughed. “I have no intention of doing anything of the sort. On the contrary, I was about to extend an invitation to spend the evening with me and thereby avoid making a grand mistake,” she finished. With a wave of her hand, she motioned to Kitty Fisher who was now glaring at her.
“Is that so?” I asked with unrestrained amusement.
“It is.”
“A grand mistake?” I repeated as I shook my head. “Madame Fisher is certainly a member of the upper echelon …”
The woman laughed in a patronizing way. “She cannot compete on a stage where there is but one actor, sir.”
“Fielding, I bid you a restless evening,” I said as I waved to my bewildered friend. I opened the carriage door and seated myself inside the extravagant vehicle. When I faced the lovely woman sitting in front of me, I noticed her body was just as appealing as her face. Her lush, round breasts were practically spilling out of her silk gown. “Your name, madam?”
“The Dowager Countess of Loamshire,” she answered with confidence. “But you may call me Lady Meg.”
“Lady Meg,” I repeated, reaching for her gloved hand and bringing it to my lips. “It is my fondest pleasure to make your acquaintance.”



 
 
CHAPTER FOUR
 Bram
 1726 London
I found it perplexing, to say the least, that the Countess of Loamshire should approach me, a stranger, with an invitation to spend the evening with her. While she was certainly coy with regard to her intentions, I thought it quite apparent that she wished to indulge my baser and more carnal desires.
“I must admit,” I began as soon as the carriage started its bumpy journey over the cobbled road. “I am quite surprised by the change in this evening’s course of events.”
“I daresay this evening will alter the course of your life’s events for good,” she said with a languid smile. Her smile intrigued me because I could not read it. And that surprised me. Ordinarily, I found most women to be trifling, predictable, petty, and silly creatures whose sole existence remained exclusively to soothe and nurture my … let us say, ignoble needs. I had never found myself enraptured with one in particular, which is not to insinuate that the Lady Meg was any exception; however ...
“What business should a high-born dowager have in the mean streets of London at this hour, madam?” I continued as I eyed her narrowly. “It is fortunate that your path crossed mine and not the path of some scallywag who might wish to do you harm.”
At hearing this, she threw her head back and laughed heartily, revealing a full set of teeth that were pearly white. As to the lady’s age, I must admit, I was uncertain. The sheen of her hair, the sparkle in her eyes and the rosy hue of her cheeks would all combine to suggest she was not quite twenty years of age, and yet, the air in which she carried herself made me wonder if she were far older.
“I believe it is you who are the lucky one,” she remarked as her cat eyes rested on mine and she smiled mischievously. “Otherwise, you could have spent your evening lying with a woman whom I imagine was probably infested with lice.”
I chuckled heartily. “Lice would be the least of my concerns.”
Although it was a sensitive topic of discussion and not one I was accustomed to discoursing with a lady, there was something about the dowager that struck me as ultimately masculine. As a dowager, she was also a widow, a title I imagined ultimately responsible for her maturity in understanding and situation. I also believed it must have been the reason for why she was now combing the streets of London in the wee hours, when most of the elite were tucked safely away in their beds, dreaming of the finer things in life. Having most probably lost her husband to disease, she could no longer afford the lavish lifestyle to which she had become accustomed. Thus, she had no choice but to earn a shilling by selling her body.
As the creaky carriage began slowing, I glanced outside only to find we were now arrived in front of a palatial estate. I was surprised at the hastiness of our trip and would have guessed it could not have been any longer than thirty minutes. Regardless, the front of the monstrous edifice boasted eighteen windows, evenly distributed among the three stories. In the low light provided by the burning lamps that hugged the entryway, I perceived the verdant, lush grounds, which were meticulously manicured. The dowager’s home certainly did not look in disrepair, although I daresay such was not the case with her pocketbook.
“I will have Ernest draw you a bath,” she said before the carriage door opened. The driver assisted her to the ground below.
“Whatever for?” I asked, feeling as dumbfounded as I must have sounded.
“To wash the day’s dirt and grime from your body,” she responded coolly. She started walking toward the entrance of her grand estate, an elegant sway to her hips. Naturally, I followed as I pictured the carnal activities in which I would soon find myself.
“I prefer not to partake in bathing as a rule,” I started as soon as I caught up to her. I watched her doorman open the colossal, dark wooden door before she entered with a solemn nod in his direction. I followed her, jumping only slightly when I heard the sound of the heavy door closing behind me. “There are rumors that bathing is very harmful to one’s body.”
She turned around to face me and frowned. “Yes, so I am aware. I imagine such rumors were started by those same imbeciles who are so gravely afraid of fresh air, they insist that it causes consumption, and thus, they seal all of their windows tightly shut.”
“I see … Then you do not believe that bathing is harmful to one’s health?” I asked, feeling rather confounded. She led me to the base of an extremely wide and long staircase. Grasping the banister with her tiny, pale hand, she turned around and laughed at me.
“Of course I do not believe it! I am a civilized and cultured person!” The laugh faded as she studied me. “As are you, my dear guest, and yet you choose to frolic with people so far beneath you.” She started up the stairs, and I followed directly behind her. I was more than surprised by her acerbic candor.
“Fielding?” I asked rhetorically. As we reached the top of the stairs, she instructed another of her servants, whom I supposed was Ernest, to draw a bath. I found his mode of attire quite unusual—he was dressed as an Ottoman Turk, in a long, flowing tunic that appeared to be constructed from some kind of exotic Eastern silk. On his head, he wore a turban, even though I was fairly certain he was by birth an Englishman.
I was not allowed more time to further ponder Ernest’s bizarre attire when the lady started to traverse the long, narrow hallway until she reached a door. Turning the key in the lock, she opened it and entered before holding the door wider for me. I studied her, but felt unexpectedly taken off guard. She had mesmerizing eyes that seemed to look right through me.
“Yes, Fielding is a good example,” she answered with a brief nod. Bringing her index finger to her lips, she examined me with undeniable intrigue. “You are a gentleman and yet you do not associate with those of your own ilk, never mind your own class. Why is that, pray tell?”
Ernest entered the dark room with a very large pitcher of water, which he summarily poured into a copper bathtub that was lined with linen and sitting right in the center of the room. He was followed by a second manservant carrying another large jug of water. Like Ernest, this servant was dressed in the same outmoded costume. I had no notion what possessed the men to wear such fashions, so I could only hypothesize that their peculiar apparel was owing to the lady’s eccentric inclinations.
I watched the second man empty his jug into the bathtub, which was so immense, I believe it could have easily accommodated two grown men. Lady Meg strolled the entire perimeter of the room, lighting the torches that hung from the wall. The yellow flickering of the firelight imbued the room with a jaundiced warmth. As I glanced around the capacious chamber, I noticed the only other objects were an oversized bed, generously adorned with numerous pillows and exotic silks of many colors, and a small table at the side of the bed.
The lady cleared her throat. Caught daydreaming, I instantly realized I had not answered her question as to why I preferred the company of Fielding to that of the men in my own class. “There is not a single day that goes by when I do not find myself confronted with some form of trouble whilst I am cavorting with Fielding,” I answered. “Sadly, I have found the companionship of my peers sorely lacking in that department.”
“You fancy yourself a mischief-maker then?” she asked with renewed interest. Ernest and the second manservant left the room, only to return a few minutes later with two more large jugs of water which they promptly emptied into the copper bathtub.
“I enjoy many amusements and diversions, certainly,” I answered with a quick nod.
“Speaking of diversions, I presume you attended the entertainment earlier this afternoon at Tyburn Tree?” she asked. Her left eyebrow rose and the expression on her face resembled what a mother might show to her naughty child.
“I must admit I have grown very tired of hangings,” I answered. Shaking my head, I silently wondered when we could turn our conversation to something more … pleasurable and gratifying.
“Is not the public punishment of criminals everyone’s favorite distraction?” she inquired. “Whippings, floggings, the pillory,” she listed on her fingers with a long sigh, and an undeniable expression of ennui. “Is there nothing better than witnessing the last words of a doomed man? Whether they be a dramatic declaration of innocence, a request for a reprieve, or even a courageous farewell? Do they not bring a tear to the eye of even those with the coldest of hearts?” she replied with a slight laugh.
“I do not care for such events. I find the distractions of the flesh and other carnal delights much more intriguing,” I answered before dropping my gaze onto her ample breasts.
“All in good time, monsieur,” she said with a seductive smile. “I find myself growing more curious about you …”
“And I fear I only grow bored when the subject of discussion is myself,” I replied succinctly. When her servants vacated the room again, I approached her. She remained standing beside the bathtub, so I hesitantly dipped my fingers into the water and was pleasantly surprised by the comfortably warm temperature.
“What subjects in particular do you find most interesting,” she started to say, but I interrupted her.
“I realize I have not properly introduced myself,” I interjected before she instantly took a step forward while bringing her index finger to my lips, thus silencing me.
“I do not care to know your name,” she explained. “Names are useless labels. They do nothing to portray the character or personality of anyone, and hence, are impersonal and, in my mind, obsolete.”
I chuckled at her peculiar view of the world. She was quite amusing, to say the least, but also intoxicating. “Very well, my anonymity is assured and you will have no inkling of my identity. Besides, I would rather learn more about you anyway.”
“What would you like to know about me?” she asked with an enchanting smile. The second manservant reentered the room and poured another pitcher of water into the hot bath. When he started to leave, she stopped him.
“Antoine,” she began while motioning to her gown, “assist me with my garment, please.”
The Frenchman, which I naturally assumed from his name, nodded briefly but said nothing in reply. Carefully setting his empty jug on the floor beside her, he silently walked behind her and slowly began untying the bodice of her gown. She watched me like a spider observes a fly and smiled at my unmasked astonishment.
“Does it surprise you to see my manservant undressing me?” she asked with a cruel smile that conveyed her enjoyment in perplexing me.
I shrugged. “Yes, I believe most ladies employ a maidservant to do such tasks.”
She shook her head. “As a rule, I do not employ female servants,” she tersely replied. Antoine gently removed the bodice of her gown, revealing a linen and whale-bone corset, which she wore beneath. He methodically started untying the taut ribbons of the corset as I cleared my throat, clearly becoming uncomfortable. “May I inquire if Antoine makes you ill at ease?” she asked with a strange smile that I could only describe as coquettish.
“I must confess that it does. I cannot deny it.”
She shook her head as if it were an inevitable pity. “I am so sorry to hear that. I was hoping he could join us?”
“Certainly not!” I snapped, affronted by the very thought.
She held her hand up ostensibly to silence me and calm my unveiled anger. “I jest,” she said with a snicker. Antoine removed the corset and freed her voluptuous breasts, which dropped into a most comely teardrop shape. Her rosy nipples stood out proudly beneath her white chemise.
“I fear we have not yet discussed your compensation,” I suddenly remembered. Clearing my throat, I glared at Antoine, hoping to convey unambiguously that I did not appreciate his presence in the room any longer. “Shall I assume your fee exceeds that of Kitty Fischer?”
“The bedroom is no place to negotiate financial intricacies,” she responded in a clipped tone. I worried that I might have annoyed her with such materialistic concerns.
“I understand, madam, but I do not wish for our engagement to become a source of ill will if I am too poor to afford your fee,” I started with a slow smile, for my pockets were deep.
“I am not interested in your money,” she replied tersely. Her eyes settled on the crotch of my trousers, and I felt myself stiffening involuntarily. “Tell me this, do you consider a woman who lies with a man merely for sport a prostitute?”
My eyes widened with wonder. “No,” I answered as soon as I considered it.
“Then, must a prostitute, by definition, always accept a fee for her services?”
I nodded. “Yes, I believe that is so.”
“And do you imagine that a prostitute could also be a proper lady?” she inquired as Antoine continued his task of undressing her. He was busily untying the pannier from around her waist, and pulled the wretched device, which I can only compare to a cage, down her legs before she gracefully stepped out of the apparatus. She was now wearing nothing more than her gossamer chemise, which fell to her waist, and a pair of pantalets that ended at her shins. My eyes nearly popped out of my skull when I realized the pantalets she wore were absent a crotch, and the dark strands of her lady hair were fully displayed.
“She most certainly cannot,” I answered defiantly. My jaw was growing tighter as I forced my gaze back to her eyes.
“It is such a fascinating subject, do you not agree? Prostitutes have stimulated the economical well-being of the cities in which they work, and many have become leaders of London fashion,” she announced authoritatively. Meanwhile, Antoine bent down in front of her and began to unlace the ties of her shoes. I could not argue with her statement, although I had never considered the subject before.
“I contend that a prostitute is the closest a woman can come to adopting the habits, urges and nature of a man. Would you agree with that?” she persisted.
“That sounds utterly absurd,” I replied, my breathing coming in spurts. I was very much distracted and little of my attention was still focused on the conversation. Instead, I found I could not tear my gaze from the shiny darkness of the hair between her legs.
She allowed Antoine to remove one shoe and then the other before she replied, “A prostitute must assume the very masculine position of self-ownership in order to market herself, am I not correct?” She daintily approached the table beside the bed and made me very much aware that the back of her pantalets were also absent, revealing two milky, round buttocks.
I nodded before shaking my head, and finding it well beyond difficult to unfasten my eyes from the glorious vision of her backside. “No woman can be forced into selling her body. There are plenty of other ways for a female to sustain herself. She could, perhaps, find a lucrative career in sewing, for example.”
“Sewing?” she repeated incredulously. She turned to face me and laughed indelicately as she shook her head in disagreement.
“I fail to understand the reason why we are discussing prostitutes when you have quite clearly proven you are not one,” I replied impatiently. She was beginning to leave me with a frustrated sensation, because the conversation she chose was less than enthralling.
She reached for a decanter that was placed on a tray upon the side table along with two crystal glasses. Lifting one of them, she filled the glass with a rosy liquid and turned around, handing the libation to me.
“What is it?”
“Vermouth,” she replied, and I wondered if there was anything about her that would not astound me.
“I know not of it,” I remarked as I swirled the unfamiliar beverage around the sides of the glass before bringing it to my nostrils and sniffing it. It certainly smelled of alcohol, though sweet.
“The Italians produce it,” she informed me as she motioned for me to sample it. “I do not believe it has yet found much popularity in Great Britain.”
Lifting the strange drink to my lips, I opened them only slightly before tipping the glass upward, lest my senses determine the fluid to be offensive. While mildly bitter, the Italian concoction was also remarkably sweet, and I quite liked it.
“Well?” she asked, barely concealing an expectant smile.
“It is rather appealing; and I approve without compromise,” I answered quickly. Swallowing the remainder of the lovely libation, I remembered that Antoine still remained in the room. “However, I must object and do not approve of manservants eavesdropping,” I added icily, while frowning in the general direction of Antoine. It certainly did not help things that he was also French …
The lady tittered, although it was not a feminine sound at all, but a sultry plea for my undivided attention. She turned to face her manservant and nodded dismissively. “Please leave us now, Antoine; your services are no longer required or desired this evening.”
The Frenchman said nothing, although he nodded rather sullenly as he walked to the door. His padded feet made no sound whatsoever. He opened and closed the door behind him, as silent as a spook.
“We find ourselves alone at last,” I said as I approached her. My only intention now should have been quite obvious to her; I was veritably itching to bury myself deeply inside her.
“Yes,” she said as a mischievous smile contorted her mouth. “Now begins our game of cat and mouse.”



 
 
CHAPTER FIVE
 Bram
 1726 London
I reached for her, but she immediately pulled away, and I could only frown in frustration. I was growing increasingly impatient at her coyness, which I determined was no more than a flimsy façade intended to drive me to carnal madness. She could sense my need for her was all-encompassing, yet she showed me no mercy. Indeed, I could not remember a moment when I desired a single woman more than I lusted for this one.
“You must bathe first,” she instructed while taking a step backwards and pointing to the bathtub with a wide smile.
I grumbled my reply, briefly explaining my disaffection for the bathtub; however, I concluded it was ultimately better not to argue with her. I could tell she was not the type of woman who was accustomed to losing. Hers would be a Pyrrhic victory, however. I fully intended to take all I could from her, and satiate my basest urges with her before taking my leave, never to look back again.
“Do not make haste when removing your wardrobe,” she commanded me. She was leaning against one of the four bedposts of her canopy bed and wrapping herself around it as if she were a cat. “I wish to savor the anticipation of your nudity.”
“Very well,” I said with a dramatic sigh. Shrugging off my velvet coat, I carefully laid it across her bed. Then I removed my shoes, which I tossed effortlessly onto the hardwood floor. The wooden stacked heels and brass buckles clanked, creating something of a racket. The cacophony could have been a metaphor for my own internal upset due to my anxiousness and eagerness to just get on with it. Next, I began unbuttoning the myriad buttons on my waistcoat before gently placing it on top of my coat.
“Your wig next, please,” Lady Meg demanded. She eyed the object with visible disdain and contempt. “I must confess to you how much I detest the uncomely things.”
I reached up and dislodged the white, powdery and “uncomely thing,” freeing my own hair and allowing it to fall around my face in unruly locks.
“Your hair is black,” she exclaimed with approval. Her eyes appeared to be smoldering as she gazed at me. “Yes, of course it is,” she prattled on, addressing herself more than me. She nodded before saying, “The thick, black tresses you were endowed with at birth suit you much more than those effeminate, silly curls that comprise your wig.”
“You act as if you have never seen one before,” I said with a nervous laugh.
“Of course I have!” she replied with a dismissive wave, as if to say my comment was ludicrous. “I am quite familiar with London’s incompetent attempt at timeless trends.”
“I am certain of that,” I answered honestly. “But why do you turn your nose up at the modern styles, which others consider the latest fashion?”
“When you travel to exotic regions of the world, such as I have, you are inevitably exposed to the truly finer things in life.” She paused to study me, and I could only wonder what “exotic regions of the world” she was referring to. Traversing the English countryside by horse and carriage was not an easy, much less enjoyable, enterprise. Perhaps she was merely fabricating a story in her efforts to impress me? Regardless, I lacked any interest in continuing the conversation and failed to suggest that she clarify the dubious nature of her assertions.
“Fascinating,” she began again as she eyed me in that alluring way of hers. “You are a rogue, and black is the color the rogue prefers to wear; thus, your black hair, your crowning glory, suits you precisely.”
I smiled at her analogy, but assigned very little importance to whatever end she was determined to pursue. The sooner I could remove my clothing, bathe myself and then bury myself inside her feminine folds of pink flesh, the happier I would be. Not to mention the story I would have for Fielding!
I stripped off my shirt, pulling it over my head as I watched her eyeing my chest with an expression that strangely resembled hunger. Cautiously, I reached down and removed my stockings before I began unbuttoning my breeches. Dropping them to the ground, I was completely naked. I stepped out of them as she approached me, with that same eerie, predator look in her eyes.
“Turn around,” she demanded, and I shook my head, smiling at the absurdity of it all. I was the man and should have, by the rights of my sex, been calling the orders. However, I graciously allowed her that moment without comment or offense; I would be dominating her soon enough. I obeyed her command and turned my backside toward her.
“Are your eyes sated from feasting on my arse at last?” I asked with a hesitant chuckle.
“Yours is very shapely and finely toned,” she responded. “And, yes, my eyes are replete. I would like to divert them now from observing your back end. I would like to view your front again.”
I faced her, but suddenly felt disconcertingly uncomfortable. Somewhat uncertain as to whether I should pose while she admired me, I concluded that striking a pose constituted the action of a dandy, which I am not. Hence, I stood there in my bare nudity, unable to ignore the comparison between myself and a horse at auction.
“I insist that your cock be hard,” she announced before sitting back upon the bed. A devilish, enigmatic smile appeared on her mouth. Glancing down at my favorite appendage, I was slightly dismayed to discover it was hanging in pseudo alertness, quite visibly uninterested. I had to agree with her, because she was correct. My manhood was less than impressive in its somewhat flaccid, unengorged state. When I looked back toward her, she gradually spread her legs. Even though she was still wearing her scanty pantaloons, the purposeful hole cut down the middle allowed me a wondrous view of her most intimate part. I instantly began swelling, as any healthy man.
“Very good,” she purred. Sitting up, she closed her thighs, never mind my unmasked disappointment. I started to take a step toward her, but she firmly ordered me back into the bathtub, as if I were no more to her than a lowly mongrel, in need of punishment. “As comely as your exterior might be, your smell is not so,” she explained.
“Bloody hell,” I grumbled. Facing the bathtub with a sigh, I stepped into it and sat down. I watched the tepid water cover my waist as I lay back and rested my head against the copper lip. I was startled to discover she was directly behind me. She reached down beside the tub and produced a small bowl, which she filled with water. Then, without any warning, she simply upturned the vessel and emptied it directly over my head! Launching myself forward, I could only splutter and splash in near shock before I turned around to face her.
“I was simply playing the role of your chambermaid,” she offered with a girlish smile that did not suit her; it was far too innocent. Then she shrugged as if my near choking episode was of no great consequence to her. In fact, it did not seem to bother her in the least.
“You are entirely too uppity. It would take much more humility for you to be convincing in the role of a maidservant,” I rebutted, rather grumpily. “Perhaps you missed your calling as a constable.”
She laughed heartily at that before producing a bar of soap. I did not respond when she began lathering my head; not even when she unceremoniously and without warning poured another bowl of water over my head. As if to add insult to my injury, she dared to repeat her ministrations.
“That scent,” I mused, unable to recall the strange fragrance of the soap.
“It is coconut oil,” she answered simply. “Imported from Asia.”
“It smells rather exotic,” I commented as she began scrubbing my neck, my arms and my chest. I lifted her wrist and held it, while fully intending to steal a kiss from her sumptuous, inviting lips, but I instantly recoiled at the coldness of her skin. “You feel as if you are frozen,” I said.
“Yes, it gets quite drafty in this old house,” she replied, as if that were the most logical reason. She continued to wash my body, this time focusing on my back. “Stand up,” she ordered.
I obeyed once again and was again startled by the coldness of her skin. Holding me in place with one hand, she systematically scrubbed me with the other. I felt almost as if I were a street urchin that she happened upon in one of the alleys. Standing up, she walked around me until we were facing one another. Then she dropped to her knees before lathering my anxious cock, which was now fully alert and eager to report for duty.
“Much better,” she said, calmly, running her hand down the length of my shaft, up and down, slowly and seductively. My breathing nearly ceased as I closed my eyes and enjoyed the soft skin of her hand. Seconds later, an unexpected shower of water rained down on my manhood, and I opened my eyes with slight alarm.
“Am I sanitary now?” I asked rhetorically. My expression indicated she had better respond in the affirmative.
She simply replied with a nod, which was all the encouragement I needed. I stepped out of the copper tub, without bothering to dry off my dripping body. Without another moment of hesitation, I reached out and lifted her into my arms, immediately carrying her over to deposit her on the bed. I discarded her pantaloons in a fraction of a second and gripped the top of her chemise with both of my hands before ripping it in two.
Now the tables were turned! Now she would meet the commander of this ship! Every one of her bold comments would receive a deep, hard thrust until she accepted and realized her true place. She was about to learn what it meant to be a real woman. I had every intention of making this an evening she would never forget.
“Take me inside your mouth,” I ordered before I climbed on top of her, positioning myself accordingly.
The lustful wench did not object, which confounded me, after hearing some of her headstrong notions. Saying nothing, she dutifully opened her mouth wide, which was all the encouragement I required. Impaling her beautiful mouth, I closed my eyes and rammed my weapon down her throat. I was slightly repelled by the icy coldness of her lips as well as the interior of her mouth and tongue, but I did not lose sight of my mission. Pumping my sword deep inside her mouth, I barely allowed her to breathe as I thrust deeper with each successive stroke. Her hands grasped onto my thighs, and I opened my eyes to watch her swallowing my relentless cock. Smiling up at me, I briefly thought I could see two small fangs protruding from either side of her lips.
“Your teeth,” I began to remark, but she only responded by smiling even more broadly, and revealing her eyeteeth, which were rapidly lengthening right before my gaze! Suddenly under a wave of revulsion, I attempted to pull away from her, but the viselike grip which she maintained on my thighs prevented me from any sort of movement. I pulled against her again, but it was impossible to release myself! She was too strong, superhumanly so. And those teeth …
“You are a demon!” I screamed in an abrupt frightened rage. I suddenly recalled the whispers and rumors that were recently circulating regarding reanimated corpses that fed on the living. Having discounted all of them as myths and folklore perpetuated by the idiotic and the poor, here I was! A victim of the undead at this very moment!
“I am not a demon,” she replied coolly with a patronizing laugh.
“I know what you are, foul temptress!” I railed back at her as I attempted to make the sign of the cross using my fingers. I could not banish the sense of dread preoccupying my thoughts as I feared this night could be my last. “You must have been very sinful in your previous life, before you died. Or else you were buried in unconsecrated ground, which precludes your soul from entering heaven!” I stopped to take a breath because I was growing increasingly dizzy. “The Heavenly Father forbids you! You have been castigated and doomed to walk the earth forever, without rest or respite, gaining your sustenance exclusively by feeding off the living!”
She laughed as she watched me struggle, trying to free myself from her manacle hold, but I was miserably unsuccessful. Condemned to sit on her upper chest with my cock still buried deep inside her mouth, I watched her lick me from the base to the head. I did not fail to notice her pearly fangs that glistened in the low light.
“Do you intend to kill me?” I asked, my voice shaking with trepidation.
She temporarily stopped licking my shaft and those green, demonic eyes of hers studied me intently. Her face was contrastingly too beautiful to belong to a corpse. “That depends on you,” she replied, which only further puzzled me.
“I … I do not understand,” I admitted, ashamed and downright stunned to see that my rigid cock was still fully erect. The disloyal traitor!
“If you continue to whine and fret like a child, I will dispatch you as soon as I finish draining all the blood from you,” she announced. Any former sense of compassion or warmth was now absent in her tone. She started licking my cock again with exaggerated interest as I struggled to restrain my tears.
“And if I do not carry on as a child?” I inquired, suddenly a bit more hopeful. “What are my options then?”
“Why, you become as I am, of course!”
“I become dead!” I exclaimed as I shook my head in disbelief. “I become a rotting corpse! A thief of life? A roaming specter that only brings death and misfortune to the living?” Tears overflowed from my eyelids whilst I bemoaned the bad luck I suddenly found at my door. Oh, why had I failed to heed the whispers and rumors that warned me of the undead gathering victims from the streets of London? Why had I foolishly accepted this demon’s offer to join her for a ride in her carriage? If only I had chosen to remain at my home this evening, I would have been safe! Why had I insisted upon meeting Fielding? Fielding … Damn that Fielding to hell! This was all his fault! I should never have begun keeping company with someone of such ignoble heritage!
“You will not die,” the sinister creature corrected me. “You simply become vampire.”
“Vampire!” I repeated, sounding nowhere near as pitiful as I felt.
“I grow tired of these histrionics,” the demon stated as she wrapped her ice cold, iron grip around my cock again. I immediately stopped my puerile sniffling and gasped as she opened her mouth to swallow it again.
“Please! Please! I beg you, do not bite it off!” I pled in distress.
Glaring at me, she began stroking my erection which grew just as hard as it was seconds earlier. I was convinced that my eagerness for more carnal stimulation was owing entirely to the demon’s witchcraft and black magic. Shifting her mouth suddenly to the inside of my thigh, she held me immobile before sinking her pair of fangs into my flesh as I screamed out in pain and protest. She began to suck from me, extracting my life force from the wound with great pressure. Watching my blood as it filled her mouth, I noticed the stain it left on her lips. The burning pain I initially felt began to subside, leaving in its wake a total lack of sensation. Without realizing what was happening, I found my pelvis rocking back and forth as she stroked my erection.
“You have a decision to make,” she breathed against me. “Will you live or do you die?”
I did not know if I were still under her spell, or if this delirium of pleasure was brought on by my own need. I wondered if she had simply ensnared me with her web of deceit and treachery and decided it must be so.
Withdrawing her fangs, she pulled away. I felt sick watching my blood emptying from the two bite marks on my thighs. The vast amount of blood I was losing was saturating the bed beneath us. I felt light-headed and dizzy, and my heartbeat seemed to be pounding right through my chest. The creature pushed away from me and stood up. With both of her hands on my shoulders, she began forcing me down onto the bed. She thrust her palms against my chest until I willingly reclined on the numerous pillows arranged there. Then she climbed right on top of me and my duplicitous cock virtually sought out her dark opening. Before I could take another breath, I found her sliding her hot slickness down over my shaft. Closing her eyes, she moaned loudly as she gripped my shoulders and rode me like a wild steed, grinding her flower against my stomach with a fierceness I have never seen any other woman possess.
However, this was no woman, but an emissary from the devil. Her only purpose to drag me beside her through the fiery levels of hell for all eternity. And yet I must confess, I could not stop myself from enjoying the sensation of her tight slickness. My cock was harder than ever now, if such a thing were possible. As she ground her devil’s blossom against my aching staff, she made infernal noises of uninhibited delight, and I was overcome with increased desire. Desire that was, no doubt, brought on by her dark arts.
Seeking her waist with my hands, I held her in place as she bounced energetically on top of me. When she next came down, I pulled her right against me, burying my entire length so deeply inside her, I was certain she tasted it. Oh, how it pleased me to be driving my wanton stick within this she-devil, as I schooled her on the art of swordplay!
She leaned down until I could feel the icy coldness of her breath against my neck. “What is your decision, mortal?” she asked, her fangs poised above my tender skin. “Will you become my consort? Or shall I dispatch you forthwith to an untimely death?”



 
 
CHAPTER SIX
 Bram
“No!” I yelled as I thrashed from side-to-side, desperately trying to extricate myself from the Lady Meg’s iron embrace. I could feel myself trembling as the adrenalin from fear coursed through my entire body, showering me in a cold sweat. “Keep away from me, you hellcat!”
Her teeth … her fangs!
It was the only thought pouring through my head.
She’s a monster! A demon! If only I possessed a stake, with which I could end her life and save mine!
Wincing under the sting of her fangs as they sunk into the side of my neck, my eyes snapped open as I bolted upright. But I was also overcome by an indescribable fragility, and I plummeted back down again. The back of my head hit something hard, but I could not feel pain. My only sense and awareness were of the darkness I saw behind my eyelids.
“I do not choose this!” I screamed as I continued to thrash, trying to push Lady Meg away from me, but her unbelievable strength was unparalleled. I amounted to no more than a pawn in her unfair game of chess, a doomed, sacrificial lamb. At the grim realization that I could no longer combat her, I succumbed to her superiority and stopped fighting. I simply lay still, awaiting the inevitable.
Hearing the sound of a deep laugh coming from my right side, I turned, but it sounded a bit muddled and far off, as if it were occurring under water. I could not make any sense of it. Or anything else right then, in truth. My mind seemed scrambled and the foggy delirium to which I was not accustomed refused to evaporate. An inordinate force, like a vast amount of pressure, seemed to be pushing against my chest. I felt as if I were being pressed into the very floor on which I lay.
“Meg!” I called out, trying to swim through all of this confusion. I had to find her again and tell her my final choice. That I preferred to die rather than become that which I so wholly detested. I squeezed my eyes shut even more tightly and searched for her face in the resulting pitch darkness.
“He ain’t got no idea where he’s at right now,” a deep voice said, hinting at humor. “He muss be havin’ an out o’ body experience or somepin’.”
“Nah, it ain’t that,” another male voice replied. “He’s jist stuck in old memories.”
Being unable to identify the parties to whom the voices belonged, I chose to ignore them. They were of no consequence to me. All that mattered now was finding the Lady Meg so I could tell her not to transform me into her kind: vampire.
“I choose death,” I muttered, my voice sounding whispery soft.
“Won’t be much longer now,” the gruff voice responded.
“Nah, more like he’s only halfway through,” the other one argued.
“Ya think?”
“Yep, gonna take a while more.”
Opening my eyes, I tried to turn my head to inquire with whom I was sharing my dormitory, but I could not move. My head remained in a forward facing direction as if it were buffered on either side. I could only stare at an ivory ceiling. In the center of it was an acanthus leaf, circular medallion. I assumed the purpose of the elaborate decoration was to draw attention to the enormous chandelier which hung above me. Holding fifty or more lightbulbs if it held one, the reflection derived from countless crystal beads and drops highlighted the entire room.
For reasons far beyond my understanding, a sense of familiarity embraced me, as if I had beheld this very chandelier hundreds of times before. Closing my eyes, the projector of images and memories began rolling behind my eyelids. I could see the same chandelier hanging from the very same ceiling; however, this time there were no lightbulbs for illumination, but white tapers that were as long as my fingers, each of them burning bright. Beneath the chandelier, a roomful of people all clad in their best attire swayed this way and that as an orchestra played behind them. The dancers were separated into groups of four couples, all performing the Quadrille.
“He’s twitchin’,” the same deep voice announced. His crass words seemed to echo through the entire room, loud enough to overcome even the music. The music …
What was the song that kept playing?
I heard my own voice in my head.
I remember the song so well. It was one of my favorites.
“Le Pantalon!” I called out as soon as the title resurfaced. Opening my eyes triumphantly, I found myself staring at the chandelier again. But the dancers and the music were absent.
The dancers are all dead and long gone,
I thought.
Buried deep in the ground for hundreds of years. Forever dead to the world.
“He’s losin’ it,” someone said.
Finally succumbing to a deep sense of fatigue, I closed my eyes. Almost as quickly as my eyelashes, which currently felt more like lead weights, grazed the tops of my cheeks, a voice from inside me insisted that I open them again. Something was wrong! Something was very much out of order. I did not know what it could be, but almost as a reflex to that very thought, my eyes flew open, as if doing so on their own accord.
I tried to turn my head to the side again, intending to take stock of the room and who might be found in it, but a sharp jabbing pain in my neck prevented me from turning it. Stung by the instantaneous pricking sensation, I attempted to sit up. However, my depleted body lacked the energy required to do so. The pain continued to throb at the side of my neck, so I tried to rub it but soon found I could not move my hands. Glancing down at them, I saw they were tethered to the floor by what appeared to be iron manacles.
The manacles did not cause my alarm. No, my horror was reserved for the clear plastic tubes I saw that arose from each of my wrists. Clear plastic tubes carrying a red, viscous liquid. I followed the tubes from my wrists before they disappeared into a dark gray, square machine, which made a happy, purring sound.
“Bleeding me,” I screamed, but my words were no more than a whisper. “You’re bleeding me.”
“You’re awake.” A different voice. I turned in the direction from where it came and instantly flinched at the sharp pain emanating from my neck. Tugging against the shackles that held me in place, I soon became so winded that my hands merely collapsed back against the hardwood floor.
“Where am I?” I screamed in despair. I was suddenly overcome with a feeling of fury and outrage that I was being held in a place without knowing where I was, nor those who confined me. Then I remembered the lady … “It is not safe here!”
“He’s been sayin’ all sorts o’ weird shit,” one of the others in the room remarked.
The face that suddenly appeared in my line of sight turned out to be one I recognized. I was not certain how or why I recognized his face, but I did all the same. It was quite a handsome one—large brown eyes, a chiseled nose and good teeth; but it failed to provide me with any sort of comfort. On the contrary, a deep sense of foreboding continued to grow in my stomach.
“We cannot remain here, lest she return,” I said as I studied the man looming above me. I was trying to understand why he was creating such a rumbling, undeniable sense of unease inside me.
“Do you remember me?” he asked with a smirk. “Huh, boss?” he prodded with a chuckle.
Yes, I did remember. Like a tsunami washing over me, a sudden series of images appeared that replayed over and over until I could not take anymore.
“You hear me in there?” he persisted while leaning forward and rapping his hard knuckles on my forehead as if he were knocking on a door. “You remember my name?”
Jax.
“Yes,” I answered simply, almost feebly.
“Good, it’s no fun to break you if you’re already out o’ your flippin’ mind,” he said. Standing up again, he faced the purring machine which I then realized was extracting all of my blood.
But the bleeding machine was not the source of my abrupt disquietude. No, not at all. It was the memory of … her. Dulcie.
As if someone just stoked the fires of rebellion and anger inside me, a bilious, bitter drop of hatred began to bubble up in my stomach, leaving a sour taste in my mouth. I struggled against my shackles again, fisting my hands beside me. Of course it did no good. My wrists burned at the sites where the needles from the tubes were inserted into me.
“Better not try to fight it anymore,” Jax told me with little concern.
“Why are you bleeding me?” I inquired. “If you intended to kill me, there are much easier, and much faster, ways.”
“I have no intention of killing you, Bram,” Jax answered before shrugging. “Well, not yet anyway.”
“Then why,” I started to ask.
“In case you’ve forgotten, old man, vampire blood packs a huge profitability punch when it comes to supplying the illegal potions market,” Jax answered. Picking at his pointy fingernails casually, he spared me a side glance with a single raised brow.
My stomach contracted and my jaw tightened at the comprehension of the extent of his deceit. I instantly felt even more light-headed than I was before. I closed my eyes, trying to calm the unbearable tide of anger and fear that was mercilessly pounding through me.
“And I’m sure you’re also quite aware that the blood from a master vampire costs triple the normal price,” Jax gloated as I opened my eyes to glare at him. He briefly stopped inspecting his fingernails long enough to endow me with a broad smile. “Hell, I’ve even considered pawning the severed wings of a fairy. I bet they’d also do pretty well.”
My heart dropped as I pictured Dulcie and the agony he could inflict upon her. Her wings ordinarily would only appear when she was in the Netherworld, but that was not to say they could not appear on the earthly plane when properly induced. With a tiny swallow or two of Shutter #1 potion, Dulcie would have to adopt her natural form, and that would mean she would be at the mercy of Jax. “You dare not touch her!” I seethed.
Jax placed his hands, palm sides down, on my shoulders as he leaned down, narrowing his eyes on mine. “And what do you intend to do about it? Huh, Bram?” His two mindless henchmen chuckled in the background. “You’re, let’s see …” he started with a quick glance up at the gray machine that was gradually killing me. “Well, look at that! You’re halfway gone already. I bet you couldn’t even stand up if I offered you the opportunity.”
“I would kill you in a flash if you gave me any opportunity.”
Pulling away, he laughed, shaking his head. “Your time is comin’ to an end, old man,” he said as he eyed one of the men behind him. “The new world order has already begun! You will soon be extinct, a relic, a fossil, an ancient thing of the past.”
“I care not what you might do to me,” I replied, my vision slowly beginning to blur.
“Dulcie is mine now. And I get to do whatever the fuck I want to,” Jax answered evenly. “Whether I want to screw her, torture her, kill her, or cut off her fuckin’ wings! Now, it’s all up to me.”
“As long as you share, boss,” one of his thugs chirped. But Jax did not respond to him. He preferred to eye me with daggers that conveyed his abject hatred toward me.
“Turn it up! All the way to full power,” he ordered one of his henchmen, indicating the gray machine beside me. “I’m getting sick and tired of listenin’ to him.”
I could not see the man’s reaction, but the purring of the machine grew louder, and when I looked down at the tubes that arose from both of my wrists, I could easily observe that my blood was now egressing from my body much more rapidly.



 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN
 Dulcie
I heard someone unlocking the door.
Instantly sitting up, I’d nearly been dozing off while leaning against the wall only moments earlier. It had been a while since Bram and I were separated. Now I was incarcerated in this gloomy room by myself. Lacking any windows, my prison prevented me from determining day from night. My hands, still bound tightly behind me, ached right up to my shoulders like nobody’s business. I gritted my teeth as the pain only magnified with even the slightest movement. But then I tried hard to push the agony right out of my consciousness, mainly because it was useless to focus on it.
The door opened and Jax walked in. He was carrying a sandwich on a plate and a glass of milk. At the sight of food, my stomach immediately started to growl. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had an actual meal or even something small to eat.
“Ah, it sounds like someone might be hungry,” Jax trilled with a smile as he closed the door behind him. He came nearer to me and towered over me for a few seconds before dropping down to his haunches. He temporarily reminded me of a cowboy, stooping down to warm himself in front of a fire … but this was no John Wayne. The fleeting thought of shoving Jax into a fire flitted through my mind, and I had to squelch my own disappointment that such wasn’t possible.
“I’m good,” I answered with a frown while narrowing my eyes first at the sandwich and then at him. There was no way I would give him any satisfaction over knowing that I was dying to eat it. Even though my hunger was long beyond starving, I didn’t want to give in. Since I absolutely detested the very sight of him, I chose to stare at the wall behind him.
“Don’t play the part of the spoiled child, Dulcie,” Jax scolded me as he shook his head and shoved the sandwich right in front of my face. “Starving yourself isn’t going to get you out of here any faster.” My stomach immediately started growling again, only this time, it sounded much louder. Jax’s smile widened. “What was that?” he mocked me. “It seems your stomach agrees with me.”
“What do you want, Jax?” I asked him as directly as I could, setting my jaw out obstinately.
“Isn’t that obvious to you yet?” he asked with a shrug. Motioning to the sandwich in his hand and the glass of milk, he added, “I came to feed you, so I want you to eat.”
“If that’s the case, then why don’t you untie my hands and leave so I can eat in peace without having to look at your ugly face?” I spat back in anger. Yes, I realized I sounded like a spoiled child, but I couldn’t have cared less.
Jax exaggeratedly shook his head extremely slowly as he tsked me, and a smile tugged at the corners of his lips. “Come now, sweet cheeks, is that the way you really want to act with me?”
I gave him the coldest stare I could possibly muster. “Looks that way.”
He put half the sandwich down on the plate before strategically placing the plate on the floor and glancing back at me. “I would be happy to unbind your hands, but only if you promise to do as I expect you to and behave yourself like a proper lady,” he warned as he stood up and approached me. Then, reaching down with one hand, he gripped me by the back of my neck. I was forced to scramble to my feet, otherwise fearing he would have continue to lift me upright solely by my neck. “Or not,” he added with a quick wink. “I imagine a good wrestling session with you might be just what the doctor ordered, if only to cure my boredom.” Then he twirled me around so I was facing him. “There’s not a lot to do in this drafty old place, is there?”
“I’ll behave as properly as you deserve,” I grumbled as I glared at him. He responded by putting his hand on my chest and rudely pushing me up against the wall. “This doesn’t look like you’re untying me so I can eat.”
“All in good time,” he answered as he studied me closer. He took a step forward until only an inch or less space separated us. Then he closed his eyes and inhaled deeply.
“What are you doing?”
He opened his eyes and gazed at me for another second or so; then a startlingly handsome smile appeared on his face. I couldn’t help thinking what a shame it was. He was so dark and evil inside while more than attractive from the outside. Not that I really was admiring his looks, however, because I couldn’t … His physical attractiveness was just another ruse designed to make me drop my guard. It was every bit as intimidating as his immense size and unparalleled strength. I didn’t and wouldn’t fail to remember that he could snap me in half without much effort. And, what was more, I was sure he’d enjoy it.
“What is this bizarre power you seem to have over some men?” he inquired as he leaned closer and his hot breath tickled my neck.
“I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about,” I snapped. I tried to push him away with my shoulder that was closest to his face.
“Yes, you do,” he said as he looked down at me. “You are fae.”
“Yeah, so what? It’s not like that’s any news.”
Jax smiled, and I saw a cruel expression in his eyes. “I have known a few fae women intimately, and I will admit that my sexual lust for them was much more pronounced than for any other type of women.”
“Really? How fascinating …” I started as I glared at him. “I’d really appreciate it if you could just untie me and let me eat my lunch or dinner or whatever the hell you want to call this meal by myself.” I ineptly attempted to further flatten myself into the wall, but it was impossible. I was stuck there and not going anywhere.
“But you are a different type of female altogether,” he continued, as if I hadn’t even spoken. “Maybe I find you so desirable because I enjoy the chase.”
“Yep! That’s it! I’m sure that’s probably exactly what it is,” I agreed quickly as my empty stomach started to protest again.
“Then again, I don’t know,” he stalled, and I began to suspect he might be playing some kind of game with me. Was he trying to act the part of the good cop? Or the good felon, as the case may be. “I think it’s much more than the chase though. I feel a very strong urge to take you down a peg or two.”
“And I have zero interest in this conversation,” I replied straight-lipped.
“Hah! I don’t buy that for a second,” he rebutted, suddenly closing the distance between us until his lips were only millimeters from my ear. I closed my eyes tightly so I wouldn’t have to look at him. “You know how thrilled you are by the idea of me forcing you to submit to my urges,” he finished with a sneer.
“The idea of that doesn’t thrill me in the least. In fact, to be honest, it literally makes me nauseous,” I answered dryly.
He pulled away as if to study me, like he was trying to memorize every line and feature of my face. “You sound so tough, but you could never defend yourself against me,” he gloated. “Sure, you talk a mean threat and you try to walk the walk, but when it comes right down to it, you’re just an impotent, feeble woman.”
The venom in his words nearly burned my ears. When I looked back up at him, my eyes were narrowed to mere slits and my hands were already fisting behind my back. “If you allowed me a single moment to use my magic, I could waste you in seconds.”
“I doubt that very much,” he answered with a laugh. Then he was quiet for a few seconds before clearing his throat and saying, “I have a … little proposition for you.”
“I’m not interested in anything you have to propose.”
He shook his head. “You don’t know that yet, so zip it for a few seconds while I make my offer known.”
“Great,” I replied with little interest. I could only wonder how long this would take. All I really wanted right then was for Jax to untie my hands so I could eat my sandwich and drink my milk. Then, with a full belly, I could go back to plotting my way out of the miserable situation I’d somehow found myself in.
“You must realize the bad spot you’re in,” he started.
“Um, yeah, you could say that. I’m not an idiot.”
“Even though you’re no match to my strength, much less any competition to me, I have to admit that I admire you all the same.”
“Really?” I asked with an acidic laugh. “Next, I’ll bet you’re going to tell me I’m so money, but I don’t even know it?”
Jax threw his head back as he chuckled heartily. When he faced me again, there was something new in his eyes that threw me. His expression was one I hadn’t seen him show before. I wasn’t sure, but it looked like admiration. “I don’t think I need to tell you anything of the sort,” he started as the laugh died on his lips, leaving a curious smile in its wake. “You already know exactly what you are.”
“Okay so let’s stop beating around the bush, shall we?” I prodded as my traitorous stomach growled again, and I glanced down at the uneaten sandwich. “My dinner isn’t eating itself, so whatever you came to tell me, cut to it.”
“You already know as well as I do that you aren’t going to make it out of this alive,” he started. I took a deep breath at hearing his words and dropped my gaze because he was right. Whatever I’d managed to embroil myself in was heavy duty, and there really was no way out, at least as far as I could tell. And I didn’t doubt that Jax would use any and everything against me if I didn’t cooperate with him.
“And your point is?” I asked.
“I don’t want your death on my hands,” he started. “That would be a damned shame,” he added as I faced him again.
“Don’t pretend like you care about me, Jax. Please, respect me enough to treat me like I’m not an idiot.”
“It has nothing to do with caring about you,” he responded in a clipped tone.
“Then … what is it about?”
“I could use you. The Rebellion could use you,” he answered. I shifted my attention to the knots in the hardwood floors. I just couldn’t bring myself to look at him any longer. The mere thought of what he was offering made me sick to my stomach. “It’s more than that, though. I want you too. And when I want something, I don’t stop until I get it.”
I glanced up at him, my rising anger nearly stinging my throat and coloring my mood in crimson. “Save your breath, Jax! You can’t be serious!” I said with a furious laugh. “Because there is no way in hell that you will ever have me!”
“If I only wanted you sexually, I could simply take you and there would be nothing whatsoever you could do about it.”
“You’re right,” I answered with a shrug. “You certainly could.” There was no use in arguing that.
“But that’s not what I want,” he continued. Placing both of his palms against the wall, he deliberately pinned me between them. “I don’t want to hurt you, Dulcie.”
“Then let me go.”
He shook his head, saying, “Would that I could.” Sighing long and hard, his smile still pulled at the corners of his mouth. “But I’m afraid I can’t. The only other option I can do is to ask you to help me and have you do it willingly.”
“Really?” I asked with a sarcastic laugh. “You want me to help you willingly and of my own accord?” I repeated, intrigued but completely baffled. “How stupid do you think I am?”
“I don’t think you’re stupid at all.”
“Then explain to me why I, a seasoned Regulator in the ANC, would willingly have anything to do with helping you, an importer of dangerous potions?” I demanded. “What benefit could I possibly expect to gain from that situation?”
“If you stopped butting heads with me and simply joined me, I would treat you very well,” he replied. “I wouldn’t lay a hand on you.”
“Something you’ve already failed at miserably,” I interrupted with a frown. I turned my head to the side so he could see the nasty bruise that was already coloring my cheek from the last time I had a run-in with him.
“You and I are enemies, not allies, unfortunately,” he explained with a knowing smile. “If you would only swear your allegiance to me, things like that would never happen again.” He took a deep breath. “Furthermore, I could offer you plenty of protection. When the rest of the Rebellion learns that you are my woman, no one will ever speak a mean word to you, let alone touch you. You would be respected and honored.”
“The idea of having you touch me is bad enough!” I seethed with a scowl while trying to extricate myself from his tenacious arms. Of course, I knew it was no good—he wouldn’t let me go until he said everything he intended to say.
“I will only make you this offer once,” he warned solemnly. “If you decline it, you are dead to me.”
“And your glowing offer is so hard to refuse!” I replied abrasively. “Why shouldn’t I rush to join you so I can rat out everyone I genuinely care about and watch you either kill them or do much worse? And all so I could … what?”
“All so you can avoid death and live out the rest of your days being well taken care of and having all your wishes granted.”
“You’re suddenly a genie?” I asked with a disdainful laugh.
“I would make it my sole focus to take care of you.”
“Until you get bored or sick of me and renege the offer so you can devote all your attention to the next shiny, new, sexy thing that happens to cross your path.”
Jax chuckled deeply. “If and when that time comes …” he started.
“When that time comes,” I interrupted as I glared up at him with unmasked hatred. “Let’s not sugarcoat anything.”
“When that time comes,” he repeated with a knowing smile, “I would promise you that I would continue to take care of you in the manner to which you have become accustomed. I have never and would never turn out a mistress or snub her with a cold shoulder.”
“A mistress?” I echoed as I shook my head and laughed at his unparalleled nerve. “A mistress is the last vocation I would ever strive to become! I will never be yours nor anyone’s mistress,” I seethed while my eyes flashed sparks. “So whatever offer you came to extend, consider it declined, now and forever!”
“I had a feeling you wouldn’t consent to my generous proposal,” he growled, and his lips were a tight line. “I meant it when I said I don’t want to hurt you. But orders are orders, which means I have to obey them.” He took a deep breath and continued, “I tried to offer you my help to get out of this, but you’re too damned stubborn or just plain stupid to save yourself. Now, I won’t allow myself to feel bad about what happens to you next,” he replied with a poker face. “But I must admit that yours wasn’t the answer I was hoping for.”
“It should have been the one you expected,” I replied defiantly.
Pulling away from me, he nodded as he reached inside his pants pocket and produced a key. “Turn around,” he ordered. I obeyed his instruction and listened as he unlocked the iron handcuffs. He pulled them off me before I immediately brought my arms forward. I couldn’t wait to stretch them out and massage the pain between my shoulders.
“You will come to regret your decision,” Jax finished as he approached the door. He glanced back at me one more time before opening it and locking it behind him.



 
 
CHAPTER EIGHT
 Bram
 Chicago, 1922
“Torrio’s trying to broker a deal with us,” Meg said as she threw a copy of the Chicago Tribune on top of the coffee table in front of me. She huffed, resting her hands on her hips.
“Go in there and make yourself useful, Goldie,” I said to the scantily clad blond who was previously occupying my lap. Goldie was a “bug-eyed Betty” and not very intelligent, to boot. Her one and only saving grace was her body. It could not have been more precisely modeled after the Greek sculpture of Aphrodite of Knidos.
“I thought I was already, boss,” she answered with a well-practiced pout. “Butt me?” she asked as she eyed the stray pack of cigarettes someone left on the coffee table.
“Beat it! Our patrons are lining up for your … particular skills,” I insisted as she stood up. I smacked her on her round, little arse, to which she responded by giving me a flirtatious smile. But she continued walking through the heavy damask curtain, which separated the back room from the main room, where the raucous sounds of drunken merriment could be heard over the jazz.
I let out a pent-up yet faux breath as I reached for the newspaper. It felt good to stretch my long legs out again on the red velvet couch, so I made myself even more comfortable.
Meg glanced at me and laughed as she shook her head. “You look as if you’re one of those dandies in a men’s fashion advertisement.”
“Do not chastise me because I possess only the most fashionable taste and style, doll.”
As far as fashions came and went, I had to admit that I preferred the styles of the 1920s to any other period I had experienced. The clothes reflected the era, as it was far less regimented and formal. Knickers were short, as were jackets. Long tailcoats were out, and pinstriped suits were very much in. And who could complain about the fedora, the bowler or the straw boater? As far as hats were concerned, the Roaring Twenties had them in spades.
Glancing down at the paper, the headline announced another murder by way of the Thompson machine gun. The Thompson machine gun, or “Tommy Gun” as it was commonly called, also went by the alias of the “Chicago Typewriter,” which is how it was best known. And death by a Chicago Typewriter meant it was a mob murder. Most probably over the bootlegging and selling of booze and the territories therein.
“A deal for what?” I asked as I looked back up at Meg. At the exact same time, a knock rapped on the back door. The doorman, George, slid the peephole open, and I heard the woman on the other side of the door whisper, “Joe sent me.”
Joe could not have sent her, because there was nobody named Joe in our employ. That was simply our code phrase, which all of our working girls knew and had to mention in order to get inside. George opened the door, his eyes first landing on the girl’s breasts before she passed him and his eyes resettled on her arse. I could only infer that he considered her a choice bit of calico. As I took her in from head to toe, I had to concur with George.
The tall and leggy brunette started to approach us. She was on her way to the main hall, where she would soon be after her next trick, but Meg intercepted her.
“Are you the new moll?” she asked as she eyed the young woman suspiciously. In general, Meg was always wary of any and everyone. It was a good way to be and a contributing factor to the success and expansion of our enterprise.
“Yes, sir, er, I mean, ma’am,” the girl corrected herself with a little, nervous giggle. Her mistake came as no surprise, given Meg’s proclivity toward dressing as masculine as she did. She preferred trousers and loose blouses to dresses and skirts. And her short, bobbed hair led many to misidentify her as a man. It happened more often than not.
“What’s your name?” Meg demanded.
“Jane,” the girl responded with an anxious smile. The dear lass could not have been a day older than twenty.
Meg nodded as she looked up at the comely girl who towered over her by at least a full head. I noticed that Jane refused to look at Meg directly in the eyes. I imagined her reason was owing more to juvenile anxiety rather than the certainty or knowledge that Meg was vampire. Although a few members of our staff were well aware of our appetite for the sanguine, it was not widely known.
In general, we found it best to keep our true nature as clandestine as the speakeasies themselves. In that pursuit, we boarded up the windows of most of our saloons, thereby giving them the outward appearance of abandonment. And each of them was especially located at the most remote, back alley as it was not good practice for any bootlegging operation to be visible from the street. The largest of our juice joints, and the one we were currently obliging, was aptly named “Anonymous.” From the street, the building façade was simply a soda and candy shop. But in the rear, the soda and candy we chose to sell was of a whole different sort.
“Welcome, Jane,” Meg said in a deep voice as she continued to evaluate the girl. As soon as their eyes locked, it took less than three seconds for the girl to fall underneath her spell.
“Thank you,” Jane responded, her eyes now as wide as her pupils.
“You may refresh me by providing my supper this evening,” Meg said with a brief nod. Then she turned and started for one of the Louis XIV armchairs beside the couch on which I was still sprawled. Meg took a seat on the plush, black velvet chair and impatiently tapped her right thigh as the dutiful girl nodded before sitting down on her lap as if she were Meg’s faithful dog.
“Has our shipment arrived yet?” I asked Meg, as soon as the thought occurred to me.
“Yes,” she answered immediately, her eyes still riveted on Jane’s.
“Tony just dropped it off about an hour or so ago, boss,” George added before returning his vacant stare to the door in front of him. In general, Meg did not approve of an audience; especially, when it happened to be the help.
“Very good,” I answered with a quick nod.
The shipment I was referring to was a relatively recent delivery of beer and whiskey that was imported from Canada. Unlike most other speakeasies, ours were all connected by a subterranean network known as the Chicago sewer. As unpleasant as it may sound, the sewer system remained the best way to distribute booze to each of our saloons. It allowed us to drop-off the cargo at any time of the day or night without the police or any other authorities becoming the wiser.
“You are quite the skirt, aren’t you?” Meg flirted as she eyed Jane and a smirk appeared on her lips.
“What about this deal with Torrio?” I remembered. I idly watched Meg pull Jane’s strap down over her shoulder until her small yet perky breast popped forth. She immediately took Jane’s nipple into her mouth as Jane stared forward unblinkingly. “You certainly did a good job of rendering her catatonic,” I added as I motioned to Jane.
“He calls it ‘sharing the wealth,’” Meg answered after detaching her mouth from Jane’s breast. She faced me with a frown as she shook her head. “He’s talking about dividing the city into territories and giving each gang a piece of the pie!”
“And you think he is secretly attempting to take us for a ride?” I asked with a shrug.
“Yes! I think he’s attempting to take us for a ride!” she railed as she shook her head. Her ample breasts strained the gossamer fabric of her chemise. Although her breasts were not allowed to display their femininity, owing to the amorphous, boyish cut of her blouse, her legs and rear certainly benefited from her tailored trousers. “He’s planning to put us out of business. I just know it,” she fretted as she tucked a loose lock of her shortly clipped hair beneath her close-fitting, cloche hat.
“Put us out of business? Horsefeathers!” I exclaimed with a big smile as I shook my head. I eagerly watched Meg return her attention to Jane. She ran her index finger down the line of Jane’s neck as the latter continued to sit there, absently staring straight ahead, saying and doing nothing.
“I could have gotten more of a reaction from a corpse,” Meg said with a frown.
“Perhaps you merely over-sedated her,” I answered. “You might not realize the amplitude of your own power.”
“Perhaps,” she responded, pausing for barely an instant before she buried her fangs into Jane’s carotid artery. Jane responded by flinching only slightly, and then she blinked a few times.
“How does she taste?” I asked.
Meg pulled away from Jane’s neck and licked the blood from her prominent fangs. “Very good,” she answered with a quick nod. “Young and fresh.” Then she brought her hand to Jane’s thigh and pushed Jane’s dress up to her waist.
“Mmm, no undergarments,” I announced with a smirk. “Must be eager.”
“Eager harlots are good for business,” Meg replied as she pushed Jane’s legs apart, ostensibly to give me a worthy show. I felt myself growing heavy inside my knickers as I watched Meg running her finger up and down Jane’s sex. Still, Jane did not respond.
“You will have to try harder,” I started. “Oh, wait, perhaps … I believe she just blinked!”
“Very funny,” Meg retorted with a frown. Sinking her fangs into Jane’s neck again, she began lapping up her blood hungrily. Then she pushed her index finger into Jane, who again did not react at all. I, on the other hand, had grown fully erect and hungry, speaking for both my stomach and my cock.
“No one will put us out of business, kid,” I reassured her. I watched Meg pull away from Jane’s throat, a single bead of blood dripping from her lower lip.
“Says you,” Meg replied with narrowed eyes. She briefly studied Jane and then ostensibly seemed to decide she had dined long enough. She pushed Jane away and stood up, wiping her mouth with her arm which, naturally, stained her blouse. Jane stood beside the chair, still staring forward as if she could see into the very near future.
“No, that is what I know,” I responded stonily.
“Are you hungry?” Meg asked as she motioned to Jane with an unconcerned hand. “Perhaps you can get her to respond in some way.”
I merely reached out to grip Jane’s hand. Then I pulled her toward me and stared into her eyes. She glanced down at me and suddenly smiled a huge grin.
“There’s a good girl,” I crooned.
“She’s just a cheap quiff,” Meg responded as she glared at us both. “I don’t care whether you go ahead and drain her. Do your best.”
“Drain her?” I asked as I shook my head and winked at Jane who smiled back at me. “I will do nothing of the sort!”
“Boss?” Jane started.
“Come,” I answered as I reached down and unbuckled my belt. Jane giggled, unaware that blood was leaking freely from the bite marks on her neck. I unbuttoned my trousers and freed my already straining cock. “Sit on it,” I ordered, and she nodded, while a blush filled her cheeks with a rosy hue. She climbed atop my straining member, straddling me as I held my cock in place and allowed her to slowly press herself down on top of it. “Mmm, very tight,” I breathed as she began grinding herself against me. Clenching her eyes shut tightly, she moaned. I reached up and gripped the back of her neck, forcing her to bend down toward me. Then I sunk my teeth into the other side of her neck.
“The Irish are congregating under O’Banion and have already taken control of all the breweries in the North Side, which means they’ll soon have a monopoly. And Torrio has officially allied himself with the Gennas in Little Italy, which means he basically now has control of the city center. That just leaves us,” Meg continued as she paced the room more earnestly, looking as if she were ready to murder someone.
“This could be good for us, baby,” I said after pulling away from Jane’s throat. I glanced back at Meg and smiled. Then my attention was drawn back to Jane who was bouncing up and down on me with delicious regularity. I gripped her waist momentarily and forced her to stop. Then I pulled her down on top of me, much harder. “Back and forth, doll, not up and down,” I instructed her before I buried my fangs deeply into her neck again.
“How could that be good for us?” Meg inquired, throwing her hands up into the air in obvious frustration and annoyance. “What’s better for us is that we continue to do what we’re already doing without the competition!”
I could not argue with her on that subject. With myriad shipments of moonshine and liquor coming from Canada and the multitude of juice joints already under our control, we’d realized huge profits in the one year since Prohibition started.
“We might not have any choice,” Meg whined as she stared at the newspaper below her. “O’Banion has police protection and insulation. And after that banquet he just threw for the politicians and law enforcement officials, their continued support and protection can only increase. That means he’s basically immune to prosecution.”
“Immune?” I asked as I palmed one of Jane’s breasts and she continued grinding her orchid against me, her gasps growing heavier and faster.
“It’s no secret that he intimidates any witnesses and bribes all the city officials,” Meg explained. “And we both know he’s paid off many of the police officers so they won’t arrest his men.”
“We are guilty of doing the same, Meg,” I pointed out as I gripped Jane’s waist and she shuddered with an orgasm. I smiled at her with renewed pleasure as I held her above me and began thrusting my organ of steel up inside her.
“I’m not talking about us!” Meg snapped as she shook her head violently. “With the North and Little Italy under his belt, Torrio’s sure to come for us.” She sighed long and hard before facing me again. “It’s no coincidence that we’ve been raided already four times in just the last week.”
I could not reply as I gripped Jane even more tightly and positioned her above me, pushing myself deep inside her. I was always more comfortable when I was in control. I pumped inside of her a few more times before the power of an orgasm overcame me.
“Bram?” Meg asked, clearly irritated that I was not responding to her last comment.
I did not spare Meg a glance as I unloaded into Jane. After a second or two, I pushed her away and stood up, buttoning my knickers. “Go now and eat a large supper,” I said as soon as my gaze settled on the bites in her neck. “And do not fail to cover your neck.” I reached inside my pocket and handed her a few bills.
“Leave,” Meg commanded her.
Jane nodded and dropped her attention to her disheveled appearance. Wrapping her arms across her chest, she started for the main room.
“What do you expect us to do about O’Banion and Torrio?” I asked Meg as I shook my head.
There was no slack in her jaw. “I want you to send them both a message.”
“A message?” I repeated, my eyebrows furrowing in my forehead.
“Yes,” she insisted. “I want Torrio to know that we are not interested in joining his ranks.”
“What sort of message is that?” I asked as I eyed her narrowly.
“A bloody one,” she answered. “I want you to take out O’Banion.”



 
 
CHAPTER NINE
 Bram
 Chicago, 1922
“The car will drop you off at the rear of O’Banion’s home,” Meg informed me. We were standing in the back room of Anonymous, one week after she first introduced the idea to me. “Your mission is to go in and eliminate him and anyone else you come across as quickly and as silently as possible.”
“And how are you so certain he will be at his home?” I asked, since I was fully aware that mobsters did not keep the same hours as their law-abiding counterparts.
“Because it’s Sunday and my informants assure me he never does business on the Sabbath because that’s his ‘family time,’ as he calls it,” Meg answered with a quick nod. Her eyes were as cold and as hard as steel. Yet she acted as though she were telling me to take out the trash. In a manner of speaking, I suppose I was. “I want you in and out. No lollygagging or putting on a variety show. The car will be waiting for you in the back alley.”
“No putting on a variety show?” I repeated with a shake of my head as I laughed. “Come now, baby, how shall I find any fun in that?”
“I am serious, Bram,” she insisted, her jaw tightening. “This needs to be a swift, silent knock-off with no questions asked. I don’t want anything coming back to us.”
“Coming back to us?” I repeated facetiously. “Of course it will come straight back to us!”
“No, it won’t,” she argued as her eyes narrowed. In general, she did not indulge debates. “The blame will, most likely, fall on our rival gangs or the police themselves.”
“The police?” I repeated. “You know as well as I do that the police are just as crooked and involved in this as we are.”
“Yes, that’s so, but it doesn’t mean the police commissioner wants the public to know that. There’s only so much crime Torrio and O’Banion can get away with before the police have to get involved, even if it’s just to keep up appearances. No one’s finger will ever point directly at us.”
“In and out,” I said with a wide grin. “Easy-peasy.”
###
There were no lamps to illuminate the street in front of O’Banion’s home. It was dark, and the darkness suited me as we were one and the same. I sidled along the back wall of the massive, two-story home, replaying the plan in my head. When I reached the window, I glanced around myself in all directions just to make sure I was indeed quite alone. As far as I could tell, I was. There were no sounds of breathing, or hearts beating, or hot blood rushing through human arteries and veins. At least not for a mile radius. Inside the house might have been another story, but I would not be able to detect any signs of life until I was actually inside. My superhuman vampiric powers of perception could not pervade or penetrate the thickness of a brick wall.
I approached the window and aimed my index finger toward the lowest, outermost point of the glass pane, just below my left hip bone. Centering my fingernail on that point and using my other hand, I slammed my palm into the ball of my other fist. Owing to my veritable strength and the keen sharpness of my nail, the glass pane shattered beneath it almost instantly, smashing shards of glass inward onto the carpet, as well as outward onto the grass. I instantly heard the sound of a dog barking and bemoaned my bad fortune. Meg failed to warn me about a dog.
I reached inside the broken window to unlock the door beside it, wholly unconcerned over the possibility of cutting myself. Almost as soon as any injury is inflicted upon me, my body instantly heals itself, so such trivial incidentals matter very little to me. I unlocked the back door and stepped inside at exactly the same time as the barking dog entered the room, baring his fangs as he growled menacingly at me.
“Come now, my canine friend,” I began in a very soft voice. “There is no need for any unpleasantness,” I explained as I stared him in the eyes, pacifying him instantly with my powers of persuasion.
The dog soon began wagging his tail before sitting down and looking at me eagerly, as though he expected me to throw a ball for him. “There’s a good boy,” I whispered as I patted him on the head and started for the hallway. Using my uncanny night vision, I managed to deduce that the room into which I had intruded appeared to be an empty guest quarters. The hallway leading into the main house was quite short—and after barely ten steps, I found myself in the living room.
The interior was ostentatiously appointed with gilded furniture, huge marble columns and heavy, brocaded chairs and settees. I paused at the base of the stairwell to listen for the sounds of breathing and heartbeats. I had to discern the precise location where O’Banion would be. From what my super-sensitive hearing could perceive, there were four people in an upstairs bedroom. I could not hear any voices, and the circadian rhythms of their breathing as well as the depressed blood flow led me to believe they were all asleep.
And if any of them are children? I suddenly asked myself. What then? Will you murder them as well?
The thought of killing innocents turned my stomach. Never mind how many lives I had taken during my long centuries on this earth, I had never and would never kill a youngster. Not now, and not ever. In this, my current scenario, I would be silent and swift, simply stealing into O’Banion’s bedroom, breaking his neck as quietly as possible and fleeing the premises soundlessly again. There was no reason to kill anyone else.
I started up the stairwell, secure in the knowledge that my footfalls made no noise whatsoever. I was as quiet and imperceptible as the very night air. When I reached the top of the stairs, I relied on the moonlight to find my way. From the sound of multiple heartbeats, I narrowed my search to the bedroom that was located at the end of the hall.
I continued down the hall, passing two more bedrooms on my way. When I reached the final door, I turned the knob slowly and opened the door wide. I immediately saw the form of a man, who appeared to be sound asleep in his bed. O’Banion, I presumed.
In and out, I reminded myself of Meg’s specifications.
As soon as I lifted one foot over the threshold, I was promptly flooded by bright light. I instinctively brought up my arm in order to shield my eyes while realizing someone had to have flipped the light switch on.
“Very good of you to join us,” the man’s voice said congenially. Slowly lowering my arm, I had to blink a few times to allow my night vision to adjust to the brightness of the room. I could only stare at the man on the bed in front of me. He was heavyset and calmly pointing a pistol at me. At the sound of the door closing behind me, I turned my head and caught a glimpse of the two thugs behind me. But where was the third? I was certain I detected four distinct heartbeats. As soon as I glanced back at O’Banion, I noticed another stockily built man with a bulldog face. He walked into the room, and I realized he was just returning from the en suite toilet.
“How did you know I was coming?” I asked politely, trying to sound as nonchalant as I could. These men were merely humans, which meant I had nothing to fear. At least, not from them. I was willing to play their game in the meantime, if only to obtain more information, and then I planned to destroy each and every one of them.
“I hate to be the messenger o’ bad news, my boy,” O’Banion started as he stood up and approached me. “But your ol’ lady set you up tonight.”
O’Banion was short and round. Although he was undoubtedly human, he more resembled a chicken. His eyes were smallish, and his nose looked very much like a beak. His narrow lips and birdlike mouth were only exaggerated by his multiple chins. Still sporting a full head of hair and lacking any facial wrinkles, I imagined he could not have been much older than thirty or thirty-five, at the most.
“Meg set me up?” I repeated, absent any doubt in my voice. “And why, I wonder, would she do that?” I was not certain how O’Banion discovered our plan, but I was convinced Meg had nothing to do with it. There must have been an informant posing inside our ranks. I fully intended to sniff him out too—just as soon as I freed myself from my current situation.
“She did it because she was under orders and had to do it,” O’Banion replied with a smirk as he motioned to one of the goons behind me. He approached me with what appeared to be a set of handcuffs. I could only scoff at him inside my mind because the silly fool had no idea how easily I could snap the handcuffs. About as easily as I could break his neck.
“Cuff him, Liam,” O’Banion said to the underling.
“Git yer ’ands behind yer back,” the oversized, brutish, slovenly creature demanded. I chuckled as I shook my head but obeyed the order. I was eager to let them think they were fully in charge of me while I unraveled the nature of this latest mystery. As soon as I had it figured out, I intended to kill them all.
I felt the weight of the handcuffs as soon as Liam wrapped them around my wrists and locked them. That struck me as odd; ordinarily, human handcuffs were about as heavy and hard to break as a paper-chain bracelet.
“I want to know who the rat is,” I stated as I faced O’Banion, who was now standing directly in front of me. Having his pistol reholstered, apparently he no longer considered me a threat; as long as my hands stayed bound behind my back.
“I already told you,” O’Banion retorted.
“I do not believe Meg would do that. Not for a second,” I replied.
“Well, ya better start believin’ it, ’cause it’s the honest truth,” the man behind me, Liam, announced.
“Explain,” I demanded as I glared at O’Banion.
“We’re breakin’ Chicago up into smaller territories,” he started. “And Meg intends to keep the South Side all to herself.”
“I am well aware of that,” I interrupted.
“I was perfectly willin’ to give her what she wanted, just as long as she showed me that she was still serious about joinin’ up with me. It’s on account o’ what good ol’ Abe Lincoln said. You know, ‘a house divided against itself can’t stand,’ right?” He didn’t wait for me to respond. “I can’t afford to have my house fall apart, which means I have to find trustworthy partners to ally myself with.”
“So … I am the collateral?” I interrupted. I was growing impatient with his explanation, and my anger refused to be ignored. Was it possible that Meg had actually set me up? She certainly failed to mention this part of our plan. Had I trusted her blindly?
“You were the collateral,” O’Banion finished with a quick nod. “But now you’re the sacrificial lamb, the victim. Meg had to prove to me that she would stand with us, and not turn against us. The only way I could trust her was if she sacrificed something dear to her.”
I nodded, but that did not mean I was persuaded by his explanation. Although from all appearances, it appeared Meg set me up for an ambush, I was utterly convinced she had an ace up her sleeve. She knew something they did not know: that I was a vampire. It would not be an easy task to eliminate someone of my ilk. I began to chuckle. “She did not set me up,” I started as the laugh died on my lips. “She set you up.”
O’Banion did not react or respond. I took a step closer to dispatch him, satisfied that I now had all the information I sought. Consequently, my show was about to begin. I attempted to twist the handcuffs that bound my wrists apart and was astonished when I discovered I could not. I pulled against them much harder the second time, but only managed to strain my left shoulder.
“Meg provided me with those cuffs,” O’Banion explained with little interest. “She told me of your … unique abilities and assured me that police-issued handcuffs were not sufficient to restrain you.”
I was astounded. My jaw nearly dropped to the floor. “Then what you said was true?” I asked, now completely deflated. I simply could not understand or comprehend what could have induced Meg to do such a thing as this to me.
“I may be many things,” O’Banion started with a smile. “But I am foremost a man of my word.”
“What will you do with me?” I inquired dejectedly.
His only response was to aim his pistol at me. He fired the weapon, and I watched the bullet lodge into my upper right thigh. The pain he inflicted was no more than a mere blip on my radar, although I must admit he surprised me by choosing to take that shot. “Shooting me in my leg will not kill me,” I said with a smile as my fangs began to lengthen. Although I might not have been able to free myself from the handcuffs, I still had supernatural strength and speed …
Except I was starting not to feel quite as strong or powerful as usual. There was a burning, fiery sensation where the bullet entered my flesh, and the discomfort was radiating outward, as if it were poisoning the rest of my body. Unable to tolerate the increasing pain, I collapsed onto my knees.
“That should keep you detained for quite a while,” O’Banion said smugly. He motioned to the wound in my thigh which was now streaming blood that was gathering into a puddle on the carpet below me. “Or at least until the sun comes up at dawn and disposes of you without further effort on my part.”
“What was that bullet comprised of?” I demanded as the stabbing pain began to throb throughout my entire being, and rippling waves of agony pervaded every part of my body.
“Dragon’s blood,” O’Banion answered with a quick laugh. “Or at least, that’s what Meg called it.” He started for the door, his thugs following in line behind him. “I hope the toxic bullet kills you before the sun gets the opportunity.” Then they all walked out of the room. I collapsed onto my stomach, but any position I took failed to alleviate the persistent pain. Having never heard of dragon’s blood bullets, they certainly sounded foreboding.
“Oh, and one last thing,” O’Banion said as he reappeared in the doorway again. “If it eases the situation you now find yourself in, you might like to know that even though Meg is fully responsible for setting you up to take the fall, I also set her up.”
“What … do you mean?” I inquired.
O’Banion shrugged. “I did a little bit of research, myself, and I found out you bloodsuckers don’t fare very well in encounters with fire,” he explained, his self-impressed smile returning to his arrogant face. “Let’s just say that Meg is just about to meet her own … hot demise.” He took a long, dramatic breath and added, “I prefer not to do my business with the undead.” Saying that, he turned on his heel and walked out, closing the door behind him.



 
 
CHAPTER TEN
 Dulcie
Unfortunately, my respite from Jax did not last long enough. Even worse, however, he wasn’t alone. He came equipped with two of his hulking thugs. As soon as he walked into my confined space, he eyed the empty plate and glass in front of me and smiled triumphantly. I figured he deemed it a small victory.
“I’m happy to see that your stubbornness didn’t outlast your hunger,” he declared upon entering. I instantly wished I had been strong
enough to have resisted my hunger pangs. I knew better, though.
Despite not wanting to give him even a fraction of an inch of satisfaction, there was no sense in me starving. It would have been like cutting off my nose to spite my face.
“Don’t rest on your laurels yet,” I rebutted icily as I crossed my arms over my chest and glared at him with a lethal stare. “It’s not like I’ve suddenly reversed my position with regard to joining your ranks.”
Jax chuckled as he shook his head, and the goblin with the missing teeth shut the door. The other henchman Jax brought with him was a werewolf—I could easily detect as much by his dank, earthy odor. Both sidekicks were burly, unkempt and ugly—the usual qualities, I suppose, for thugs. They stood behind Jax with their broad backs to the wall, both of them watching me as closely as a hawk watches a field mouse before it swoops down and snatches it.
Jax, meanwhile, walked right up to me. “I didn’t expect you to change your mind,” he announced with a slight shrug. “And it doesn’t matter anyway; that ship has sailed.”
“Then why did you come here?” I inquired as I eyed him suspiciously. “If you know I’m not going to join you?”
“No need to remind me unless you’re a glutton for punishment and trying to sentence yourself to an untimely death,” Jax responded with a sarcastic, almost amused laugh.
“No, I’m not. However, I thought maybe you’d care to divulge what kind of a plan you have in mind for Bram and me.”
Jax inhaled deeply, and the cruel smile on his mouth vanished, replaced with a self-righteous one. “Patience, sweet cheeks. You’ll find out what my plan is for that traitor soon enough,” he answered, his grin broad. “And as for you, my pretty, little fairy, you’ve been summarily demoted. Your position has been relegated to that of collateral.”
“Collateral?” I repeated. “What do you mean? Am I being held for ransom now?”
“The ANC has something I want and need,” he started to explain.
“The portals to and from the Netherworld,” I interrupted.
“Yes,” he answered with a quick nod. “But I have something they want and need as well. In particular, I have something your boyfriend, Mr. Vander, wants very much, although I’m not sure how much he needs you. In fact,” he shrugged. “I’d probably be doing him a big favor if I did away with you.” Then he shook his head. “Women are the bane of all men’s existences.”
“I’m not touching that comment with a ten-foot pole,” I ground as I shook my head and rage wound up inside me. “But what I can tell you is that you’re wrong about Knight. He won’t make the choice you think he will.”
“Really?” Jax answered facetiously. “I’m not convinced.”
“Doesn’t matter,” I snapped at him. “I’m not worried; I know Knight will make the right choice. He’d sacrifice my life for the greater good, and that includes both the ANC and the Netherworld,” I continued, the heat of my anger tainting my voice. “Knight won’t cooperate with you, much less make the choice you think he will.”
“Again, I beg to differ, but I guess we’ll just have to wait and see,” Jax answered. His vision narrowed as he studied me closer, and a hint of curiosity shone in his eyes. “Maybe you might be right, but I will still take that bet. And regardless, I doubt you’d be so foolish as to believe we didn’t allow for that outcome as well.”
“So I have to ask to whom are you referring when you say ‘we’?” I started as he began to shake his head, like I wasn’t going to get any further on this topic. “Come on, Jax,” I continued. “Why don’t you just tell me the name of the party that’s calling all the shots? We both know there’s no way you’re the brains behind this big of an organization,” I baited him, hoping with all my might that the loud-mouthed dolt would bite.
Sadly, he did not. “Careful now, you’re out on a sheet of very thin ice. You don’t want to make me angry, do you? Wouldn’t want to tell Prince Charming that his girlfriend fell out of the equation because she didn’t know when to stop running her stupid mouth.”
I ignored his lame attempts to stoke a reaction from me. “Like I told you before, Knight won’t negotiate, or even consider making any kind of deal for my freedom with you, so you can clean that useless thought right out of your head!” I repeated, once again.
“Is that so? I have to wonder if that will be the case in the end.”
“You can stop wondering right now. It will be,” I said with a clipped nod. Then, taking a deep breath, I tried to keep my thoughts away from Knight and what choices he would or wouldn’t make. Every time I pictured his handsome face, it only resulted in making my heart ache. I was starting to wonder if I’d ever see him again. And that thought was such a painful one, I refused to dwell on it. Instead, I faced Jax again, and exhaling my sadness, I demanded: “Why are you here?”
“How much do you know about torture, sweet cheeks?” Jax nearly interrupted me in his eagerness to reply. His tone was cheerful, even upbeat. And a happy smile brightened his face, making him look downright elated.
At the very sound of the word “torture,” my stomach flopped. “Not a lot, but I have a feeling you’re going to enlighten me,” I answered. Naturally, I had to wonder where this conversation was headed. A dark, ugly place, no doubt.
“Ah! Then allow me to enlighten you,” Jax replied. “I have always been intrigued and fascinated by the concept of how to successfully break another person’s will in order that they obey mine.”
“That comes as no surprise,” I grumbled as I took a deep breath and wondered what he had in store for me. Of course, it wasn’t by coincidence that Jax and his men had come here to discuss torture with me …
“I’ve been studying up on modes of torture throughout the ages,” he pedantically droned on as if he were lecturing a university class. “I’ll share with you a few of my favorites.” I started to reply, but he silenced me with a dismissive wave of his hand. “The Sicilian Bull is definitely one to satisfy your curiosity and interest,” he continued. “Have you ever heard of it?” I shook my head. “No?” he asked with a broad grin. “Well, it originally comes from ancient Greece.”
Jax was so unpredictable, and his unpredictability paired with his volatility and capriciousness combined to become his worst characteristic. It was also the one that frightened me the most. “No,” I said. “And I’m not interested in hearing one of your tedious history lessons, Jax. Whatever you’re planning to do to me, just get on with it!”
Jax appeared taken aback, although I couldn’t explain why my reaction surprised him. “Come now, who said I was planning to do anything to you?” he asked, as if that were the last thought occupying his thick skull. He glanced back at his goons, and both of them snickered in response to his cue. “Anyway,” he resumed as he turned back to face me, pasting that stupid grin on his face again. “Where was I again? Oh yeah … The Sicilian Bull. It was a solid piece of brass that was cast in the shape of a life-sized bull. However, it had a door on one side that could be opened and latched. The unfortunate victim would be placed inside the bull while a large bonfire was ignited underneath it. The victim died by slowly roasting and, no doubt, uttering desperate screams while suffering in agonizing pain.”
“Sounds charming,” I muttered with a frown. But inside my heartbeat was racing despite my attempts to remain calm. I wondered if that exact, same device might be lurking somewhere in Bram’s pretentious home. Maybe that’s why Jax was calling attention to it in the first place?
“Why was it called the Sicilian Bull, you may ask?” Jax continued. “Well, that was entirely owing to its design. The bull was purposely molded to amplify the victim’s screams in such a way that when they were heard, it sounded like the bellowing of a bull.”
“How resourceful! The original designer must have been very creative,” I said, trying my best to appear unconcerned and sedate.
“Yes, most creative,” Jax agreed with a quick bob of his head. “Another means of torture that I find particularly interesting was called the Heretic’s Fork. This was merely a piece of metal with essentially two forks sticking out of either end. One end of the device was pushed beneath the person’s chin, while the other was positioned at his sternum. A strap was used to secure the victim’s neck to the ingenious tool. Then, they would hang the victim from the ceiling and keep him or her suspended which would prevent the person from falling asleep. If the unfortunate person’s head dropped, as it eventually had to, the sharp prongs on the forks simply pierced the throat and the chest at the same time.”
I heard one of the assholes behind Jax snickering, and Jax turned to face him. “And how long do you think you’d be able to stay awake for? A few days? Maybe a week?”
“I dunno, boss,” the goblin answered, “but that’s a pretty shitty way to go!”
“Yes, it is,” Jax agreed as he turned back to me. “That is definitely a pretty shitty way to go.”
“Why are you telling me this?” I demanded, my anxiety growing nearly intolerable with every passing second.
“No reason,” Jax answered with a harsh laugh. “I figured you were getting bored and would want some company. Figured I could amuse you with some lively … conversation.”
“I’m not and I don’t.”
“The Lead Sprinkler was another party pleaser,” Jax continued as if I’d never said anything. “You start with a cylinder, or whatever implement you can fill with molten lead, tar, boiling water or, preferably, boiling oil. Then, by dripping the contents onto various body parts, usually the eyes, it proved pretty successful in obtaining information and confessions.” He paused, probably for dramatic effect. “But you had to be quick in getting your information out of the victim because molten silver, for example, in the eyes has a way of killing quickly.”
“Stop it,” I demanded as I held up one hand and exhaled deeply. “I’ve heard enough. Whatever you have in store for me, just do it! I’ve been tortured long enough by having to sit here and listen to you talk about it!”
“The concept that all of these tortures and techniques relied on,” Jax persisted without any apology or hesitation. His eyes appeared so piercing, I wondered if he could see right through me. “… was making the victim feel less than human. The pain one receives during torture is undeniable, yes, but there are also more traumatic, dehumanizing aspects that are just as important.” He briefly cleared his throat before resuming his unending oration. “For its traumatic injuries, the Judas Cradle was a good example. The victim would be stripped naked in front of an audience, a humiliation in itself, and then he or she was forced to sit on a pyramid-shaped cradle. Slowing being forced down onto this pointed structure with the use of ropes and tethers, the intent here was to stretch and rupture the victim’s anus over a long, gradual period of time, thereby slowly impaling the poor bastard until death.”
Jax glanced behind himself and nodded toward his two thugs. They immediately sprang into action, approaching me. Before I even had a chance to figure out what they intended to do next, the goblin gripped my upper arms and secured my hands behind my back. The were standing in front of me smiled with smug satisfaction.
“Dehumanizing the victim,” Jax continued as I breathed out in obvious disinterest. “I believe is one, if not the most, important factor in successful and proper torturing technique,” he said as he took a few steps closer to me. The three of them were towering over me now, making me feel very small and very helpless.
“I have an idea!” I retorted angrily. “Why don’t you make this a fair fight, Jax?”
“A fair fight?”
“Let me use my magic to defend myself. At least that way, your conscience, if you have one, can be eased. Only a piece of shit coward would shoot an unarmed man, or woman, as the case may be.”
Jax didn’t respond immediately. When he did, it was only to nod at the were, who immediately stepped closer to me. He reached forward with his clawlike, long fingernails, clasping my shirt.
“This will not be a fight,” Jax said.
The were shredded my shirt in an instant. I tried to resist and pull away from him, mostly because I was afraid he would cut me with his talons in the process, but the goblin that held me in place did a fine job of keeping me immobilized. When my bra was eventually revealed, the were simply slipped his finger under one of the straps and snapped it forward, severing it in two with his razor sharp nail.
“Why are you doing this?” I demanded. My voice trembled despite all my efforts to control it as visions of molten silver dropping into my eyes and a pyramid shoved up my ass, not to mention the bellow of a Sicilian Bull, danced through my head. “If I’m just collateral, why torture me?”
“I am not a man who is accustomed to having a generous offer, such as I gave to you, declined,” Jax explained. There was no trace of a smile in his voice or on his face any longer. The were had already severed my other bra strap and now my breasts were naked and visible for everyone to see.
Jax made no motion to conceal the fact that his attention was riveted on my breasts. He didn’t wait very long before he approached me and reached out to run one of his fingers across my nipples. They immediately responded, by growing hard and pebbly, despite my utter chagrin and mortification. “Such a shame,” he said as he tsked me, and his eyes finally lifted to mine. Cocking his head slightly to one side, he continued the monotonous lecture. “Moving on, sweet cheeks, I’m sure you’ve already heard of the Rack, so I won’t bend your ear with that one. But what about the Tongue Tearer?”
“Enough of this, Jax, you’ve made your point,” I snapped, my heart pounding through my ears. The were was already working on the waist of my yoga pants. His intrusive finger was resting on the inside of the elastic band, just beneath my belly button.
“The Tongue Tearer, and I don’t mean t-e-r-r-o-r, but t-e-a-r-e-r, looked very much like an oversized pair of scissors,” Jax driveled on. The were, obviously interpreting Jax’s words as some form of encouragement, jerked down on my pants before ripping them in two. When I realized he was attempting to strip them clean off me, I did the only thing I could: I kicked him in the crotch. The goblin stationed behind me knelt down, and still holding my wrists with one hand, he wrapped his other hand and arm around my ankles, anchoring me in place.
“Jax, there’s no reason for you to do this!” I pleaded, realizing with horror how dour my situation was fast becoming. I faced the perpetrator and found him smiling, as usual, at me. It became as clear as day that Jax enjoyed every second of my discomfort and intimidation. “You know as well as I do that you don’t fuck with collateral. If you’re going to hold me as ransom, you have to keep me alive and healthy, you sadistic fuck!”
“As I said before, I have no intention of killing you, sweet cheeks,” Jax replied. Then, he laughed and shook his head at the goblin like I was just a big idiot. They both snorted in response, the assholes. “Sheesh, Dulcie, you’re so serious! You’re almost a buzzkill,” he finished as he faced me again. “Now, where were we?” he asked while drumming his index finger against his lip and doing his best to look mindful. “Ah, yes, now I recall … the Tongue Tearer. The victim’s mouth had to first be forced opened using something called a ‘mouth opener.’ Then the iron Tongue Tearer was inserted into the open mouth and attached to the tongue. Once a firm grip was established, a large screw would be periodically tightened on the device, and eventually, the victim’s tongue would be ripped clean out.”
The were grasped the shredded fabric of my pants and pulled it away from me. Now all of my assets were bare and fully revealed. I had to flush with embarrassment as all three of the perverts stared at my female parts. Jax exaggerated how much he was eyeing me up and down, eventually resting his vision on the junction of my thighs. I had a fairly good idea what to expect next; and although I did my best to prepare myself for it, I couldn’t say anything I did managed to alleviate my unease.
“Rat torture from the medieval period might be my very favorite,” Jax trailed on in a flat tone as his eyes rose from the center of my thighs back to my face.
“If you ripped my clothes off to rape me, then just do it!” I shouted, intending to thwart him as best I could. “But I’ll be damned if I’m going to listen to another second of the bullshit that’s coming out of your mouth.”
“Rape you? Who said anything about rape?” he asked as he shook his head. “We are civilized men here, sweet cheeks.” He looked at the other two men in the room with a baffled expression. “And civilized men do not attack defenseless,” he said, dropping his gaze to my breasts and then my thighs, “naked women.”
“Then leave me be!” I demanded. “If you’re truly a civilized man, act like it! Start treating me like the collateral you say I am.”
Jax inhaled and exhaled deeply as though he were on stage. “One of the most vicious and effective torture techniques of all involved the use of a cage,” he prattled on. “One side was left open and strapped against the victim’s bare stomach.” Reaching forward, he ran his finger across my abdomen. I tried to avoid him, but the goblin dutifully held me in place. “The cage would then be filled with live rats, and a heating implement, of any sort, was placed on the other side of the cage. As you can probably already imagine, the rats wanted to survive and would do anything to escape the intense heat. Consequently, they would bite and burrow their way through the victim’s body to avoid being incinerated.”
“So are you going to feed me to the rats?” I asked, feeling like this conversation would never end, and might end up being the true source of my demise. “Have you finished yet?”
“Cement shoes are always a unique and efficient form of dispatch,” he prattled on, again ignoring me. “Your dear, ol’ vampire friend clued me in on this one.” Then his eyebrows rose in unison, as if an idea just crossed his mind. “Hmm, maybe this is one I should try out on him? Talk about poetic justice!”
“What kind of punishment was that?” the were asked. Apparently, Jax’s history lesson wasn’t being presented entirely for me.
“Cement shoes were first introduced by the Mafia,” Jax explained. “It was the usual way they dealt with traitors and spies. They positioned the feet of the offender inside a cinder block which they then filled up with wet cement. Once the cement dried, the victim was thrown, still alive, into a deep river or the ocean or a lake and left to drown.”
“I’ve heard enough,” I protested.
“Oh, have you really, princess?” Jax asked, sounding suddenly more than annoyed. He unexpectedly walked right up to me and pushed the were out of the way. Then, he pulled his arm back and cold-cocked me right across the cheek. My head flew back with the force of his sucker punch, and for a second or so, all I could see were stars. I nearly fell over the goblin, but he stood up and caught me in time. At Jax’s command, however, the goblin released me. Jax grabbed me by my upper arm and pulled me unceremoniously into the center of the room. What remained of my bra fell onto the ground. He ripped the ribbons of my shirt off me too.
“What about the saw?” he exclaimed, his eyes growing wider and looking more furious than ever.
Even though my magic wasn’t there to protect me, I refused to go down without a fight to the end. I stood with my feet as wide as my shoulders, a stance that prepared me to do whatever was necessary to protect myself. A losing proposition to be sure, but there was no way I would allow the likes of Jax to take another cheap shot without inflicting some damage of my own.
“Are you serious?” Jax asked as he eyed me and shook his head with a cruel smile. “You really think you can defend yourself against me? Even though you’re half my size?”
“I’m going to try my hardest,” I answered, my lips tightening into a straight line with determination.
He feigned a punch toward my face, but when I ducked out of the way, he was instantly on me. Grasping me around my throat with one hand, he began lifting me into the air while I spluttered and choked. I repeatedly tried to pry his fingers away from my neck, but it was virtually impossible. “To use a saw for torture, the victim had to first be hung upside-down,” he said as he looked up at me with a sadistic expression. His voice sounded so nonchalant, like it was no big strain on him to continue holding me above his head, my throat nearly crushed by only one of his hands.
“The blood would naturally rush to their heads which would keep them fully conscious,” he said. Meanwhile, I struggled to inhale some air but couldn’t. “Placing a saw between the victim’s legs, the torturer would saw his way through the victim’s body until the poor asshole was completely sawed in half.”
Jax suddenly released me, letting go of my throat and bringing his hand back to his side. I dropped to the floor, landing on my stomach in an undignified heap. I couldn’t move, so I lay there, fighting to catch my breath. My throat still burned like a son of a bitch, and my vision was intermittent and clouding with the onset of dizziness. I heard the sound of Jax’s footsteps before I saw him approach me.
“How would you like to be hanged, drawn and quartered?” he asked as he glared down at me with hatred shining in his cold eyes. It was all I could do to turn my head and not look back at him.
“Please,” I whispered. My throat hurt too much to even attempt to speak.
“The common penalty for treason in England was to be hanged by the neck until nearly dead,” he told me as I watched him pulling his booted foot back.
“Jax, please don’t,” I begged, trying to crawl out of his way.
“Once the condemned person was hanged within an inch of his or her life,” he smoothly replied as he released his foot. It landed right in my stomach, knocking the breath out of me. Instinctively, I collapsed, folding in on myself as I cradled my injured stomach with both of my hands. I failed to see what Jax was doing before he recoiled and thrust his boot into my stomach again. I could hear the sound of my fingers breaking with the second impact. The pain in my stomach, however, was all encompassing. I couldn’t feel anything else.
“You would subsequently be disemboweled and have your entrails burned to ashes right in front of you. Then, if you were still awake,” he said, reaching down and gripping a handful of my hair and pulling me back up into a standing position. Despite how inordinately difficult it was for me to stand, since I couldn’t breathe or even feel my body’s lower half, I didn’t want him to rip my hair right out of my head. I tried my best to get back onto my feet.
With a good grasp on my hair, Jax pulled his other arm back and slammed his fist into my face. The vertebrae in my neck made a cracking sound as my head was thrown to the side. I could feel the sticky, viscous blood as it sprayed out of my nose and mouth. “The victim was lopped and divided into four separate parts before being decapitated,” he finished. When he released me, I crumpled onto the floor.
“Cut her,” Jax told the were as he stepped away from me. The were simply nodded as I lay there, totally unable to defend myself any longer. When the were’s fingernails slashed across my back, I screamed at the sudden, stinging agony.
“I think that’s enough of a history lesson for today,” Jax announced as he leaned over and gripped me around my waist. Hoisting me up onto his hip, he carried my ravaged body to the door with one arm. “Remember when you asked me what had become of your old friend, Bram?” he asked as he smiled down at me. The eye that was closest to him was swollen shut so I could barely see him any longer. “Let’s go find out!”



 
 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
 Bram
 Chicago, 1922
Dragon’s blood. Whatever it was, it managed to do one hell of a job. Fully incapacitated, I winced as the white hot tendrils of pain continued radiating outward from where the bullet entered my thigh. The wound surprised and dismayed me, as it was not healing itself. Ordinarily, my body would have begun the curative process of restoring my health as soon as I received any injury. In a matter of seconds, any damage or infliction would have been completely healed and no more than a fading memory.
I inspected the open wound and noticed bright red lines that appeared to be forking outward from the bullet hole. They resembled arteries or veins in their branched appearance. Whatever toxin was inside this dragon’s blood, it was spreading. Quickly. Gripping the hem of my shirt, I ripped it off effortlessly before shredding it. I began wrapping the fabric around my thigh, just slightly above the bullet hole. I secured the tattered piece of clothing with a knot as tightly as I could, hoping to cut off the poison and prevent it from accessing the remainder of my body. The dismal thought that I might possibly lose my leg altogether crossed my mind, but I decided I could “live” with one leg. Death was not a thought that caused me anything other than panic. But, I had to reason with myself that it was quite possible that the dragon’s blood was already polluting my body. Perhaps my life would be over in a matter of moments.
I was not in the least excited by the prospect of what I had to do next. Clenching my teeth with determination, I felt the tips of my fangs as they descended into my lower lip. Without further hesitation, I shoved my fingers into the open gash, palpating it to search for the lethal bullet. The agony was excruciating and contorted my face with its unrelenting pain, but I had to find the bullet, despite the urges to abandon my pursuit. No, I did not and I would not let up on the wound until I located the blasted thing. To do so would surely mean my subsequent death. It was true that I had no experience or knowledge of dragon’s blood before now, but I had to believe that O’Banion was being honest in his comment that the bullet would eventually kill me. But, I was still “alive” at the moment … and I fully intended to stay that way.
As my fingers delved deeper into the gash, the overwhelming pain affected my entire body. I tried to separate myself from the sensation and found it a most difficult task, though not insurmountable. Although I was still somewhat frightened at the prospect of my demise, there were two other emotions now rising from inside me.
Surprise. As well as disappointment.
I was surprised at how brilliantly Meg and O’Banion had managed to dupe me. My disappointment centered on my own complacency and former sense of bravado. I had practically marched into O’Banion’s as if I were expecting to attend a tea party.
I will never be made to look like a fool again!
I swore to myself.
From this moment forward, I vow to remain one step ahead of my enemies and those who would call themselves my friends.
Yes, I would never be caught unawares ever again. I was ashamed of myself, and I did not relish the feeling.
At last, the jagged edge of the bullet grazed my fingers. Steadying myself as best I could, I carefully wrapped my index finger and thumb around it and yanked with all my might. Happily, it came free. I could not stifle the loud yell that escaped me as the agony in doing so was indescribable. Regardless, though, the bullet was no longer inside me. I held it closer to my eyes in order to inspect it. To my amazement, it was nothing more than a clear cylinder. An empty, clear cylinder. Just as I feared, the dragon’s blood was now circulating inside of me … and rapidly spreading.
I tightened the tourniquet around my thigh, pulling it as taut as possible. I noticed that the branching red capillaries were no longer quite as red as they had been. Some of them were blanching to a bright pink even as I studied them. That was a good sign, I supposed, but it was obviously not good enough. The only thing I could think of doing was to drain and extract as much of the toxin as possible. I grasped both sides of my thigh firmly and bent forward, stretching my back as far as I could, and leaned over. Luckily, we vampires are not encumbered by many human ailments, such as muscle torpor, and we do not suffer from a limited range of motion. I was just as limber as a newly sprung sapling.
Sinking my fangs into the wound, I began sucking my own blood, drawing it out with a fierceness that only possessed me when I waited too long to feed and was well beyond hungry. However, hunger was not propelling me now, but the intense desire to survive. As soon as my mouth filled up with my blood, I spat it out, doing my best to ensure I did not swallow any of it. Then I planted my lips back onto the wound and sucked out another mouthful of blood from the hole, only to spit it out again. After the fourth mouthful, I rechecked the color of my veins that were spreading on the northern side of the tourniquet. The color was very much reduced now, to a dull pink. My efforts were working.
I returned to the task again, filling my mouth up with blood before spitting it out eight more times. Eventually, I noticed the branching veins were no longer pink at all and had become barely visible. Satisfied at my accomplishment, I concluded I had done all I could for the time being. I gripped the top of a chair beside me with my fingers and pulled myself up. I was still very weak and nearly collapsed as soon as I tried to stand up. I was not certain whether the frailty I was experiencing was owing to the blood I lost or because of the toxic strength of the poison that managed to take quite a toll on my body. Perhaps it was a little of both.
Limping so as not to put any weight on my injured leg, I hopped to the door that led out of O’Banion’s bedroom. As soon as I reached it, I took a quick glance down at my leg. I was beyond elated to see the color of my flesh above the wound had returned to normal! When I rechecked the injury, it appeared to be mending itself after all. Granted, the restorative process did not occur with lightning speed, as I was always accustomed, but I could see my flesh suturing itself together. And the branching red capillaries were now nowhere to be seen.
Thinking that perhaps my wound could benefit from increased blood flow, I nervously untied the tourniquet. I was more than aware that this small move could have proven a fatal mistake. I virtually reopened the pathway for the poison’s residue and whatever was left to infiltrate my body again. Once I untied my thigh and removed the tourniquet, I waited anxiously for a few seconds. But almost immediately, I began to feel a tingling, and the previous sensation of numbness evaporated. This feeling was familiar. It characterized my body’s ability to heal itself and overwhelmed me with relief. After another few seconds, the wound healed itself entirely.
Stepping forward, I gingerly placed my weight on my newly healed leg and found it good as new. Since time was of the essence, I could not rely on my legs to deliver me from O’Banion’s home. Instead, I chose to dematerialize and travel through the air, arriving safely outside. There was no sign of O’Banion, nor any of his minions. They obviously fled from the place just as I anticipated. In general, it is not good practice to be caught anywhere near the scene of a crime, especially when you, yourself, are the perpetrator. No matter. I would deal with O’Banion soon enough. For now, my thoughts centered only on Meg.
I continued to materialize and dematerialize, thereby covering the many miles that separated me from Anonymous. In perhaps only a minute, I reached my destination, whereas any vehicle, even the fastest, would have taken ten. When I arrived, the place was reduced to rubble. I spotted some embers still burning beneath the mounds of what was once a lucrative business. The fire must have been put out fairly recently as clouds of smoke still remained.
“Outta the way!” a man’s voice ordered from behind me. I wheeled around to see two firemen heading toward what was left of the former structure.
“Did everyone get out safely?” I called after them.
“As far as we can tell!” one of them responded, not bothering to look over his shoulder at me.
A group of gawkers were gathering along the sidewalk. They watched the firemen as they put out any remaining hot spots. Little by little, the crowd began to disperse, their interest rapidly waning as the minutes ticked by. In no time, all that remained of Anonymous were a few smoldering embers. What once must have raged like an inferno was now no longer a threat.
For perhaps two hours, I stood on the sidelines, watching the firemen putting out and eliminating any potential smoldering patches. Meanwhile, the police department arrived. They began to cordon off the premises with yellow barricade tape. They refused to allow me entrance into the building; and although I could have glamoured them into doing whatever I desired, I chose not to. I was not certain I was quite prepared for whatever I might find. Perhaps all that remained of Meg were her bones, and I was not certain what my reaction to the sight of that might be. I was in no rush to find out.
I watched the investigators talking to the firemen regarding various hypotheses about who could possibly be held responsible for the enormous conflagration. Of course, one word from me could have enlightened them, but I was not in any mood for conversation. Not at all. I quietly watched them, losing myself in my thoughts. A multitude of conflicting emotions was currently plaguing me—anger that Meg set me up, regret that our relationship could have come to this, and sorrow at the prospect of her untimely demise.
After everyone else had vacated the scene, the only people who remained were two firemen. They stayed behind to maintain the safety and integrity of what was now a crime scene. That was when I made my move. I crossed the street and approached them. Seeing me coming, they immediately banded together, blocking my path before I could even enter the building. I did not waste words by saying anything. I relied on my vampiric powers. As soon as I made eye contact with both of them, they simply stepped aside and graciously allowed me to pass.
I did not tarry long as there was not much to see. Anonymous was a relatively small speakeasy, and the relentless flames took no time at all to consume and destroy it. I uncovered a few mounds of rubble, searching for any signs of Meg, but I found nothing. When I approached what once would have been the rear of the establishment, and the place where Meg and I set up our “office,” I noticed one of the walls was completely collapsed. I could see directly into the dark alley. I stepped over a large pile of burnt wood and ashes and started down the shadowed alley, a volley of battling emotions wreaking havoc with my heart.
As I progressed down the filthy street, I was glad to move away from the firemen and the scene of the crime. I tried to decide what my next step should be. Certainly I intended to assassinate O’Banion, and Torrio too, for that matter. But other than that, I had no other plan. I did not know what more I could do, nor where I could go. I supposed I could just move away from Chicago altogether—and perhaps return to the sophistication and familiarity of Europe.
My speculative thoughts were interrupted when I heard a sound on my right side. I glanced over and noticed a few crates were piled beside the rear entrance of a grocery store. In front of the crates were overfilled bags of trash that were now being investigated by a swarm of rodents and a stray dog. I continued past the dog until I heard the strange sound again. It was almost as if someone were coughing. Turning around, I approached the messy crates as the dog instantly retreated, carrying what appeared to be a rib bone in his mouth.
“Bram?”
I heard Meg’s voice in my head and it sounded hoarse and very slight. Hearing her voice in my thoughts was no surprise since we regularly communicated telepathically. Mental telepathy was one of the primary links between a vampire and his maker.
Even though Meg’s voice sounded as if it were coming from behind the crates, I could see nothing in the darkness. Taking a few steps nearer the crates, I glanced down, but could only see black shadows.
“Meg?” I said out loud as I crouched down onto my knees. Only then could I manage to make out the whites of her eyes against the darkness that concealed her. “My God,” I exclaimed as soon as my vision adjusted and I could see her more clearly.
She seemed like nothing more than charred remains. She was completely black, without any skin or hair remaining on her person. Her lips, nose and ears had been completely burned away, but her eyes were still intact, although the eyelids were missing. Her eyes appeared like white, glowing orbs. As I examined the length of her body, I could not help shuddering with shock and horror. A jolt of my former humanity raced down my spine. She was missing her right arm altogether, and her left arm was scorched to nothing more than a humerus bone. Both of her legs were also missing, and only the upper half of her pelvis remained. She reminded me of a gory, amputated Hallow’s Eve prop.
“Meg, what has become of your arms and legs?” I asked, trying to control my voice, lest it belie my shock at her appearance.
“Fire,”
she answered slowly through her thoughts, and her voice sounded strained.
“And foraging animals.”
My thoughts immediately recalled the image of the dog retreating into the alley, carrying the barbecued rib in its mouth …
“Can you heal yourself?”
I asked in thought, and my gaze traveled up to her rib cage. I noticed her spine was quite prominent because her ribs were mostly gone or broken off. She was also missing all of her vital organs—her liver, kidneys, intestine, heart—which led me to believe they were not especially vital to vampires.
“No, I am … too far gone.”
Given the deplorable condition of her current state, I could understand why I did not say anything for a few seconds as I studied her, feeling conflicted as to what I should have felt for her. I had every right to be furious and vengeful, consumed by the hatred towards her for what she did to me; and yet, I could not feel anything of the sort. All I sensed within myself was complete confusion.
“You are free now,”
her voice sounded in my head again.
“Free?” I repeated out loud, shaking my head to say I did not understand her.
“I am your maker. Upon my death, you become responsible for yourself. Alone. You become your own master.”
“But you are not dead,” I argued out loud.
“No, not yet. I ask you now to deliver me to my death.”
“And how do you propose I do that?” I asked as I shook my head. From all accounts, she should have already been long dead. She no longer possessed a heart, so I could not drive a stake through it, and there was no more blood running through her veins. Meg was nothing more than charred remains and ashes. Charcoal. How she was even still communicating with me, I had no clue.
“You will find a vial beside me,”
she thought.
I searched the immediate perimeter surrounding her. “What is it?” I asked as soon as I spied the object in question. I reached out and picked it up, studying the contents. The lime green liquid glowed from inside the glass vial.
“Dragon’s blood,”
she answered, her tone deliberate and fading.
“I managed to retrieve it before the fire ultimately consumed me. Luckily, dragon’s blood is impervious to fire.”
“Ah, the same thing with which you attempted to kill me,” I said out loud, with no endeavor to conceal my anger as I faced her and my jaw tightened with determination.
“Yes, the very same,”
she answered and then she briefly paused.
“But apparently, you are much more resourceful than I,”
she finished with no amount of apology. I was not surprised.
“What do I do with it?”
“Empty the contents into my mouth. It will perform its job very quickly.”
I was quiet for a few seconds as I pondered her request. When next I spoke, my voice was cold, almost devoid of feeling. “I have every reason to refuse to comply with your wishes,” I said out loud as I stood up and glared at her. “You did not show me any mercy! For betraying me such as you did, I should leave you here, as you are presently, to live out eternity, reduced to nothing but the scorched ashes of your former self.”
“Yes,”
she thought back.
“But we both knew all along that you possess a former kindness, whereas I never did,”
she said before pausing again.
“I’m asking you for a small pinch of that kindness now, Bram. Please.”
My eyes fell onto the vial of dragon’s blood in my hand. I studied it for a few seconds as my mind raced, debating whether or not I should walk away and leave her to her fate. I found it difficult to reconcile my warring emotions. Another two or three seconds passed as my mind battled futilely with my emotions for an answer.
The unfortunate, crisply burnt creature at my feet peered up at me, her lidless eyes pleading to put an end to what I could only imagine was pain and suffering on a monumental level. I stared back at her coldly.
“No,” I answered before abruptly dropping the vial on the floor and watching it shatter against the hard ground.
“Nooo!”
the corpse thought at me, her anger and agony reverberating through her voice.
“You have no idea what you have done!!”
“Yes, actually I do. You betrayed me,” I seethed back at the skull now staring up at me without expression. “After everything we have been through. You were the only one I ever trusted, and the only one I followed blindly. I did whatever you asked of me, despite how hideous or evil the acts. But I did them in obedience to you, merely to pacify you, and ensure that we would always be together. I loved you as best I could, as best you would allow me. And, yet, you never returned an ounce of that love. You did nothing but treat me as if I were your puppet, even to the bitter end. I was never anything more than a device, an object to you.”
“Bram, do not let your present anger consume you,”
the remains of the person I thought I knew responded.
“You can still make this right.”
I looked down at the creature I once called master. One last time. “No,” I answered as I firmly shook my head. “My anger shall not consume me. It dies here and now. With you.”
Overwhelmed by a flood of emotions I did not want to feel, I turned on my toes and started for the deepest recesses of the alley.
I never looked back.



 
 
CHAPTER TWELVE
 Dulcie
I could taste blood. Lots of it.
I spat out a salty mouthful as I heard Jax chuckling. He was carrying me down the hallway, presumably to wherever Bram was being kept. With one of my eyes swollen tightly shut, I had to rely on the other one. From my vantage point, which was slung underneath Jax’s arm, I couldn’t see too much, just Jax’s feet and the intermittent knots of the hardwood floor.
As far as Bram was concerned, I didn’t know what to expect. Part of me worried that he might already be dead, and forcing me to see his corpse was just a sick joke on Jax’s part. I desperately hoped that would not be the case. So what if it were Bram’s fault that I was currently in this predicament? Learning how deep his involvement in the illegal potions trade turned out to be definitely came as a surprise, but he was still my friend. Stupid on my part, maybe, but that was the truth. Bram might have made unsavory life choices but, at the end of the day, I was sure he would have done everything in his power to protect me. Unfortunately for me, however, “everything in his power” didn’t amount to much at the present moment.
Jax stopped walking as soon as we reached a door. I shuddered as bubbles of concern and worry churned my stomach. Turning the doorknob, Jax pushed the door to the side and walked in. I was fully expecting the worst, although I didn’t know how bad Bram’s situation might be. If I used myself as an example and the treatment I’d received thus far, I was more than sure that Bram wasn’t faring well; especially since it didn’t seem like Jax needed to keep Bram alive. Being relegated to collateral, thankfully, meant my life was basically guaranteed—at this moment in time, anyway. But Bram wasn’t collateral—Bram was a liability. He was a very powerful vampire who, if he managed to free himself, could paint this house with Jax’s blood in return for the offense and inconvenience Jax had inflicted on him.
Without any warning, Jax simply dropped me onto the floor. I landed on my stomach with a grunt. Although I tried to brace myself for the fall, I only ended up smashing my already broken fingers into the hard surface of the ground. I winced as the jolts of pain radiated through me, instantly bringing tears to my eyes. But my suffering only served to fortify my resistance. There was no way in this hell that I would allow such a mean bastard as Jax to see me cry. I blinked the tears back from my good eye and realized I couldn’t breathe. Landing on my stomach ejected the wind right out of my lungs. For a short time, it was a struggle just for me to inhale a shallow breath. I tried to, but the burning sensation deep inside my chest prevented me, making it nearly impossible.
“And how are we doing at this hour, my fanged friend?” Jax asked cheerfully. Leaving me in the corner of the room, he walked over to the farthest side.
Once I finally regulated my breathing, I pushed my palms against the cold floor. I had to be extra careful not to put any weight or pressure on my broken fingers. They’d already swollen up to twice their normal size, and a purple and magenta hue now colored them as well. But I wasn’t too concerned with my fingers at the moment. I had lots bigger things to worry about. Pushing myself up into a seated position, I hoped I could better take stock of my surroundings. Of course, I was fully aware that I was still completely naked, but that fact no longer bothered me. There was no room for embarrassment when you’re scared of losing your life.
As soon as I could focus with my one good eye, I spotted Bram. He was lying prostrate on the floor with his arms extended on either side of him. Facing the ceiling, he seemed to be strapped to some sort of … machine. It was huge and grey as it beeped periodically. I noticed it was also plugged into the wall. I found it quite hard to see exactly what was going on since I had to rely on only one of my eyes. Naturally, my depth perception was adversely affected. From what I managed to make out, though, there were red tubes attached to either side of Bram’s neck and also on his wrists—tubes that led straight into the machine. The machine had a low, humming sound, and I guessed that whatever it was must have been in operating mode. I looked closer at Bram’s wrists, and that’s when I realized the tubes I saw weren’t actually red in color but clear—it was Bram’s blood that gave them the red tint.
“You’re draining him?” I asked incredulously as my mouth dropped open in shock and the gravity of my words appalled me. I was so surprised to witness such monstrous sadism that I could barely register how much it hurt when I spoke.
“You’re very observant,” Jax replied with another smile for me. He was standing beside Bram, who seemed to have succumbed to death itself—his skin was so grey and lackluster.
“But why?” I demanded.
“Two reasons,” Jax answered as he looked down at Bram and then at me. “First, because I want to keep him in a weakened, fragile state. Vampires, as you know, are very powerful; and I don’t have the means, much less the interest, to constantly be bothered or contending with him.”
“And … the other … reason?”
Jax shrugged, and his casual demeanor suddenly infuriated me. I couldn’t understand how he managed to be so nonchalant about physically torturing Bram and me; but the fact remained that he was. And his obvious pleasure in hurting us so severely only added insult to injury.
If I live through this, I will kill him,
I promised myself.
I will wipe that fucking grin off his face permanently.
“The other reason? Come now, sweet cheeks, that should be obvious to someone like you from the ANC!” he said as he shook his head like I was slow. “The blood from a master vampire will fetch me a huge profit on the black market,” he
finished. As he looked down at Bram, dropping to his haunches, he patted Bram’s chest. “You, my toothy friend, are going to make Jax piles and piles of money.”
“Don’t … you fucking touch … him,” I seethed, finding it nearly impossible to enunciate each word. The pain in my chest refused to be ignored.
“I have to admit how surprised I am,” Jax said as he eyed me with a smile and stood up. “Your loyalty to this creature floors me. Even after you must have realized this … former man,” he started as he glanced at Bram’s still form before facing me again, “is the reason that you’re stuck in this mess! Yet you still remain as loyal and true to him as a faithful dog.”
“No, Jax, you’re the reason … I’m stuck in this mess,” I argued, as I shook my head. I brought my hand to my chest when I found it more difficult to breathe.
Jax sidled up next to me. “I fear you invested all of your loyalty in the wrong person,” he started. He kicked my foot with his boot, somewhat gentler than before, and I scooted backwards to get away from him. “Maybe if I persist in beating you within an inch of your life, all of that misplaced loyalty will be transferred to me.”
“Never, you sick fuck!” I squeaked out, as even the smallest movement incapacitated me. My state of continued weakness surprised and even scared me. I was sure that I needed medical attention or, failing that, having my magic restored to me. But obviously, Jax refused to allow either possibility. I was still struggling to catch my breath, and my heart was racing with the unsuccessful effort of trying to inhale any air. Every time I sucked in the slightest bit, it felt like someone was stabbing me with a machete in the chest. A crackling noise seemed to be coming from inside my lungs that also gave me reason to worry. I suspected Jax had probably broken one of my ribs when he’d kicked me, and my broken rib, in turn, must have pierced through one of my lungs. The longer I considered that possibility, the more convinced I became that such was the case.
At the thought, my heart began to increase its painful thumping, and I had to try even harder to force myself to calm down again. There was no use in panicking—all that did was put an unnecessary strain on my respiratory system. If my lung were truly punctured, I couldn’t even manage to take in enough air anyway. Freaking out would only result in me
passing
out.
“And I don’t appreciate being referred to as a ‘sick fuck,’” Jax said as he shook his head and walked back toward Bram. When he reached the other side of the room, he grinned at me, but his boyish smile contrasted too much with the revolting mind behind it. “I am merely following my orders, sweet cheeks. So don’t paint me out to be something I’m not.”
“Orders … from whom?” I again demanded.
“Never you mind,” Jax answered. “It’s on a strict, need-to-know basis, and you, my naked friend, do not need to know,” he finished. Staring at me up and down, I knew he was obviously attempting to humiliate me again. It didn’t work. Only because I wouldn’t allow it to. Apparently losing interest in me, Jax returned his attention to Bram.
“My, my! But aren’t you looking pale these days!” he said. I knew he was only pretending to sound concerned as he addressed Bram; and he even shook his head, like Bram’s near-death condition was not even his fault. Like it was all a big catastrophe that couldn’t have been changed or helped. “Well … you look a bit paler than usual, I guess.”
“Is he dead?” I asked despite my difficulty in breathing, let alone speaking.
“I sincerely don’t know,” Jax answered. He narrowed his eyes on Bram and appeared to study him for a few seconds. “Let’s find out, shall we?” Then he reached forward and yanked the tubes out of Bram’s neck and his wrists. Bram didn’t respond. “Hmm,” Jax purred as he walked around Bram’s still body and approached me. Grabbing me by my hair, he forced me into a standing position. I struggled to get onto my feet and was eventually successful, even though the attempt nearly drained all of my strength. I suddenly felt light-headed and still couldn’t take a decent breath. Stars were already spinning in my vision.
I was only slightly aware of Jax securing my arms behind my back; and then I felt the heavy weight of the Netherworldly iron handcuffs as he locked them in place. My shoulders immediately began to ache again. Jax gripped me by my elbow and impelled me forward, toward Bram. Then he glanced down at me and shook his head.
“You look like something the cat dragged in,” he remarked as he reached forward and swiped his index finger over my mouth. When he pulled his hand away, his finger was covered in my blood.
“Fuck you,” I managed to peep, although my lungs burned with the effort.
His only response was to yank me forward as he approached Bram. Still grasping onto my elbow, he leaned over the vampire and held his index finger, the one with my blood on it, underneath Bram’s nose. There was no response. Jax gripped Bram’s cheeks and squeezed them until it looked like Bram was making a fish face. Then he shoved his bloody finger inside Bram’s mouth. As soon as Bram tasted my blood, his eyes immediately snapped open, and the whites were fully visible because they suddenly grew so wide. His fangs instantly began to descend before Jax snatched his finger away with a snicker.
“Still alive!” Jax exclaimed in a victorious tone. “And I’m nothing less than astounded! I took one look at you and figured you had to be dead, but apparently, it takes a lot to kill you bloodsuckers!”
Jax glanced back at me with another quick smile before he started jerking me forward. I nearly tripped over his feet as he pushed me down on top of Bram. I couldn’t stifle my scream as soon as my chest and Bram’s made contact. The burning sensation inside my lungs erupted like a volcano. I can only compare it to a dull blade being driven right through me. Still struggling with every breath, I knew the danger of passing out was very real. If I lost consciousness now, I wouldn’t be able to talk Bram down from draining me of all my blood.
As soon as I thought of Bram, I could feel his hands wrapping around my upper arms. He sat up, forcing me to move upward with him, and then he stared down at me. His face was completely colorless, as well as expressionless. Even his eyes were lifeless. As long as I’d known Bram, he’d never resembled a corpse. His incredibly handsome good looks and his easy charm always masked the fact that he was the undead. Now, however, he looked the part and then some.
“Bram?” I began. I had to talk to him, to reason with him before he was completely enslaved by his own bloodlust; meanwhile, I was currently playing the role of blood donor. “Bram? It’s me,” I said as the stabbing agony in my chest and lungs became an all-out conflagration.
But I sensed no recognition in Bram’s eyes. There was nothing there anymore. Except for the glassy stare of bloodlust. It was obvious he was starving and very nearly dead, and that meant he was in total and complete survival mode. All at once, without any warning, Bram thrust me forward. In a split second, he sank his fangs deep into my neck. A loud scream echoed through me, but the actual sound came out as feeble and breathy. I tried to pull away from him, but all my efforts were futile. I was so weak now, not to mention my hands which were tightly cuffed behind my back and, as such, useless.
There’s no way out this time!
I thought suddenly. Then another fear occurred to me.
Bram’s going to suck me dry right now, and there’s nothing I can do about it!
I could feel my body emptying my life into Bram’s mouth. Tightening his grip around my upper arms, he pierced his fangs even deeper into my carotid artery. My heart thundered in my chest and my poor, ragged lungs burned with the wasted effort of trying to breathe. I could hear Jax chuckling in the background, and if I had never wanted to destroy him before, I ached to do the job now.
“Well, then, I suppose I should leave you both to this sweet reunion,” he said as he headed for the door. I refused to give him any reply whatsoever. Closing my good eye shut tightly, I desperately tried to figure out a way to extricate myself from Bram. I heard Jax close the door behind him along with the even more disheartening sound of him locking it.
“Bram?” I started again despite how badly my chest burned with any attempt to talk. “Please, I know … you can … hear me,” I slowly told him, resorting to my only defense. I had no way to fend him off; and lacking the use of my hands, I was basically a sitting duck. Not only that, but as my life drained away, I could feel Bram growing stronger. His grasp on me was now more of a stranglehold. I could also see the color returning to his skin. None of this, however, surprised me. Fae blood to a vampire was like crack to a coke addict. I knew it would make him stronger and more powerful than any type of human blood. My biggest problem now was my rapidly weakening condition.
“Bram, I need you to … to hear me,” I whispered as spinning stars began to fill my line of vision. I felt myself falling forward, but Bram jerked me back upright, placing one of his hands between my breasts. Slurping with satisfaction, he continued to pull on my neck as my eyelids grew increasingly heavier.
“Bram,” I heard my voice, but it sounded so far away. Seeing only stars in the blackness before my eyes, at least I could no longer feel the stabbing pain in my chest. No, I felt nothing but warmth, and a heavy, wet sensation—as if I’d just been submerged inside a Jacuzzi. One of the swirling stars that fizzed and blipped before my eyes began to grow brighter, and then larger. As I watched it carefully, it began to swallow up all the other stars, steadily burning more brightly until it fully enveloped me.



 
 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 Bram
“Bram?”
A sound.
Cocking my head to one side, I listened for it again, half wondering if the noise only existed inside my mind. Of that, however, I was not certain.
A word!
Suddenly, the thought occurred to me.
The sound I heard was a word.
But I could not comprehend what a word meant. It did not matter to me. The sound, whether it was a word or not, held little consequence to me. All I could realize at the moment was the unparalleled warmth that was now flowing through my empty veins. Warmth. Sustenance that brought with it nourishment, strength, and clarity. The dense fog that was previously shrouding my mind was finally beginning to dissipate. Almost as if it were being blown away by a relentless and determined wind. My thoughts were forming more clearly now, and much more rapidly. I was also becoming increasingly aware of my body—and my previous feebleness was evaporating quickly. I could now move my fingers and toes. It no longer felt as if an enormous weight were caving in on me, burying me into a pit of darkness in which I wanted no part.
“I need you to … to hear me.”
There it was again!
That sound.
Words. A voice.
Upon further contemplating the intrusive sound, I started to derive a better understanding. If it were truly a voice, then logically speaking, it meant it had to belong to someone. Yet, here, in this empty space and darkness, I was all alone. I could see no one else and nothing else. I was relaxing in the realm of my thoughts, a vacation of the mind, not of the eyes.
“Bram.”
Yes, it was most definitely a voice and that of a woman. The tone was soft and husky. There was something about it in particular, something that instantly flooded through me with blazing heat. It was a familiar voice that immediately sent me to a wonderful place where I felt light and good.
Bram. Bram. Bram.
The voice echoed in my head, growing stronger, and louder.
My name!
I concluded happily.
The image of a woman suddenly appeared behind my closed eyelids. I wanted to embrace the very projection of her, despite it residing strictly in my mind’s eye. Fantastic sensations of contentedness
and radiant warmth began increasing within me exponentially. The woman was undeniably the most beautiful female I had ever beheld. Honey-colored hair framing a heart-shaped face, and skin the color of fresh cream. Judging by her round, high cheekbones, pert nose and large eyes, she almost appeared childlike. But as soon as I beheld the emerald depths of her enticing, magnificent eyes, any ideas of her possessing a childlike innocence vanished. Her eyes reflected hard-earned knowledge, gained from actual experience. Their haunting, verdant depths had been shaped by a harsh reality, inured by the life she had
chosen to lead. And, yet, throughout everything she had witnessed, and all the horror she had seen, her eyes had not lost their hopeful luster, nor the goodness that once existed deep inside them.
“Dulcie,” I whispered. Hearing her name on my tongue, my eyes suddenly fluttered open. It took a moment or two for them to grow accustomed to the brightness of my surroundings. Eventually, I found myself in a room that was artificially illuminated by lamplight. My gaze was drawn to a wall that appeared to be twenty feet or so away from me. There was a painting upon the wall of an English landscape. It took me a few seconds to recognize the painting, and then the room surrounding it. But when my memory returned, I knew the painting, the room, both belonged in my chateau.
I was home.
I was gradually becoming aware of myself and my present surroundings, as if I were awakening from a deep and encompassing dream. At the feel of a delicate weight in my lap, or perhaps it was merely pressure, I glanced down. It took me less than a second to recognize the naked body lying there. Her tiny, little face was bloodied, bruised and swollen, and her arms were pinned behind her back with iron cuffs.
As soon as my realization that this trampled and abused creature was Dulcie, my Dulcie, I could not contain my shock and anger. Finding her as she was, unclothed, I naturally wondered if she had also been violated. That putrid thought besieged my entire being, and I was overcome with so much ire that I began to shake. My jaw instantly tightened and I could feel the points of my fangs jabbing into my lower lip. I did not understand how she came to be in such a terrible state, but I considered my next mission would be to find out what monster treated her with such disdain and disregard.
“Dulcie,” I said out loud, shaking her gently, while also fearing she was no longer alive. Her eyes were closed, and I could see she was not coherent.
I could only hope
… I dared not allow myself to finish that thought. My poor, addled brain was gradually returning from the precipice of nothingness on which it was so precariously suspended previously.
Dulcie did not respond. In my slight jostling, I caused her hair to fall away from her neck, where I observed two dark holes, each leaking fresh blood. Almost instantly, a sense of grotesque shame began to develop from deep inside me. It painstakingly climbed its way through my gut and eventually lodged in my throat. I was instantly reminded of the human sensation of vomiting, which was an act I had not done in centuries. My nausea was slowly replaced by something even worse, remorse and guilt—two emotions as thick and tenacious as tar.
“No!” I shouted as soon as I realized what must have happened. Of course, I was the perpetrator—I was the one who must have done this to her. “No!” I screamed again, consciously rejecting the thoughts that were storming through my head. I might have drunk her blood, but I was certain I could never have mistreated her in such a merciless way. And the only reason I could have allowed myself to nearly bleed her dry was if I lacked all control, and the bloodlust had completely driven me into a mindless state.
Clenching my eyes shut again, I tried to banish even the slightest possibility that I could have done this to her. As soon as my eyelashes touched the tops of my cheeks, a book of recent memories suddenly appeared and opened in my mind. I was plagued to relive one recollection after another. I remembered being strapped to a machine, which extracted all of my blood; and being pummeled and manhandled by the same thugs who were once following orders under my command; and being drained to near death and then … and then, depleting the blood of the one woman …
“Dulcie!” I shook her again, this time more violently as my guilt and panic combined until I could not tell one from the other.
If I have killed her,
I started to think, but quickly banished the thought. Now was not the time for casting judgments. Dulcie needed me, and there was no time to squander. I had to take swift action.


Turning to Dulcie, I watched her chest rise and fall with the short, ragged breaths she tried to inhale. Her blood, now coursing through my veins, had saved my life. Of that much I was certain; but now I had to give it back or she would die right here, cradled in my arms on the cold, hard ground. At that moment, my only thought, my only purpose, was to save her life.
Of course, I could not return all of the blood I had taken, I cautioned myself. To do so would have put me in the same dangerous state that Dulcie suffered from originally. I could not be brought back to the threshold of the true death, or I would risk draining Dulcie permanently this time. Bloodlust was an inherently difficult thing to control and placing myself back in that battle would have been plain foolhardy.
Looking down at her frail form, I longed for more time. Time was the one ingredient that Dulcie so desperately needed, and yet, it was slipping through our fingers like sand. Lifting my wrist to my lips, I could instantly feel my fangs lengthening. I bit down hard and deep. Blood immediately emerged, bubbling up from the puncture holes. Holding my wrist at Dulcie’s mouth, I sealed her lips around the punctures and squeezed her cheeks together, thereby forcing her mouth open. My blood could heal her … and I was confident that it would.
The only problem now was Dulcie did not respond to my blood offering. She was out cold. And in no time, my own body would begin knitting my small wounds back together again. I could not wait for her to awaken eventually. I adjusted my weight, moving with the utmost care very slowly and deliberately. I did not want any of my movements to further injure her.
I kept my wrist at her lips and waited for the blood to fill up her mouth, allowing gravity to take it down into her throat. I used the two forefingers on my other hand to massage her throat in brisk strokes, coaxing the life-giving fluid down gently. It had the desired effect; I could feel her swallowing the red nectar. After her first gulp, Dulcie’s eyes popped open. She appeared to be in shock, and only seconds later, she shut them again. But her lips remained attached to my wrist and she continued to tug at the wounds with long, deep swallows. It almost seemed as though her body recognized its blood and instinctively complied.
I needed only to hold her now … while paying very close attention to my own physical state. I gritted my teeth together and closed my eyes, hell-bent on keeping my true inner nature at bay. It was a virtual balancing act, giving Dulcie the blood that could save her life, and yet not allowing myself the risk of venturing so close to the brink of true death once again.
When I looked back down at my patient, I hoped I was not imagining it, but it appeared that the color was returning to her skin. It was quite difficult to determine whether there was a true change in her pallor, since she was in such a reduced condition. I brushed her hair away from her face as a bolt of angry rage welled up inside me. I felt certain that Jax was the responsible party, and the one who set me up so that I nearly drained her. I was also sure he knew exactly what he was doing when he reunited us. He had to have been well aware of the risks involved. Naturally, I was not in the least surprised by his hatred toward me; but doing what he had to a precious fae woman, half his size, was nothing less than diabolical.
I will have his head,
I thought to myself.
And I shall make him suffer far greater than the suffering he so ruthlessly inflicted on Dulcie.
I began to grow weaker, and at the same time, the bloodlust I tried to control was slowly creeping in again. I had to disconnect myself from her immediately and hope that the amount of blood I gave her was enough to revive her. With every swallow Dulcie took, I had to stifle my need to bite back, and I had to forcibly avert my eyes from her tender, pale, succulent throat … No! Detaching her mouth from my wrist, it took a few moments for me to regain my composure. I felt Dulcie shifting in my arms and then—grace be to the gods!—a groan escaped her lips. She was not conscious, at least not fully conscious yet. The groan she made was just a small protest at being removed from that which was essentially her only lifeline.
“There now, my sweet,” I cooed down at her. Suddenly, it occurred to me to check her pulse. I reached for her wrist and placed my two forefingers gently on top of her tiny vein and waited. Her pulse was very faint, but I could detect it. Knowing it was there filled me with a wave of relief.
“You will come through this and be all the stronger,” I whispered into her tiny ear. I could not help noticing how her skin seemed to literally be absorbing a rosier hue as my blood filled her veins. Just as her blood brought me back from the brink of true death, mine was reciprocating for her now, nurturing her weakened body and filling her with the essence of life once more. And just as I hoped and willed, the antibodies in my blood collaborated to heal her, exactly as they healed my wounds.
Running my fingers through her hair, I was mesmerized at her recovery. Little by little, the swelling surrounding one of her eyes began to shrink, and the bluish tone of her skin started to blanch to a creamy ivory. I glanced down and wished there was something I could do to free her from the iron manacles that held her wrists together behind her back, but there was nothing I could do. My gaze shifted to her fingers as I noticed how swollen they were, especially the ones on her left hand. I held her hand up by her wrist as far as the shackles would allow and studied it. Gnashing my teeth, the cold vengeance I harbored continued its destructive path, circulating throughout my body and resonating even more dangerously as I realized the extent of harm Jax had waged on her tiny body.
He broke every one of her fingers and quite possibly her whole hand,
I thought to myself, seething with rage.
But as I observed her, the fat swelling surrounding her fingers began to subside, and I could hear the sounds of her bones when they reset themselves and began to knit together. I was relieved that she had not yet regained consciousness, as the process of healing her bones would have undeniably caused her a great deal of suffering. Or so I imagined. Healing my bones and wounds did not cause me any pain, but logically, that was probably owing to the condition of my body, which was, for all intents and purposes, dead. Consequently, I no longer possessed the viable nerve endings that a live person would have.
Regardless, I could not contain my satisfaction at knowing the blending of what was left of my own blood and hers was not only resurrecting her but also healing her in the process. Were I an optimistic person, or perhaps one who searched for silver linings in the midst of trouble, I would have to say Dulcie’s spontaneous recovery was definitely a silver lining. Especially after nearly being bled to death by me!
“Bram?”
Hearing her sweet voice, I glanced down and smiled at her inquisitive expression. “Yes, sweet,” I answered as I tenderly ran my fingers down her face. There are no words that could even begin to describe the flood of relief I felt at seeing her dear, little body restored again. “You have been through quite a harrowing ordeal, my brave, little beauty.”
“You’re still alive?” she asked, and her voice sounded raw and throaty. “I’m still alive?” she added before her eyes began to inspect her body. Only then did she seem to notice that she was naked. She glanced back up at me, and the rosy hue that filled her cheeks only hinted at her embarrassment. I was so grateful to see life in her face again, that her blushing practically elated me.
I failed to respond immediately, but I quickly removed my shirt and immediately pulled it over her head to cover her as best I could in an attempt to honor her feminine sense of modesty. “If alive is what you call this, I suppose I am,” I answered as I tried to distract her from her present discomfiture.
“You saved me?” she asked, still sounding hoarse as if she were just emerging from a deep slumber.
“Yes, little sweet.”
She did not say anything more but simply nodded, satisfied with the brevity of my words. Then she dropped her head back into my lap. I began running my fingers through her hair again, while trying to devise a way to keep her safe. However, we were still ensnared in a completely unpredictable and dangerous situation.
No sooner did that thought enter my mind when the door opened. Jax and his two goons immediately walked into the room, and I felt my previous sense of optimism swiftly deflate.
“Ah, silly me, it looks like I left the little fairy in here too long,” Jax said cheerfully. He eyed Dulcie with visible joviality in his expression. Then his gaze left Dulcie and landed on me. “I see you’ve adjusted for my mistake,” he said finally.
Blazing with hatred, I could not deny the rage that coursed through me as I shifted Dulcie off my lap. I was very careful as I set her down on the hardwood floor. I noticed she was still lucid, although she did not reply. I assumed she was reserving her comments since her throat was so raw. Her gaze remained fixed on me, almost as if she refused to grant Jax the courtesy of a single glance his way. Or perhaps it was fear in her eyes, fear from being separated from the one person in the room who would keep her safe.
Filled with the magic of Dulcie’s fae blood, my former strength was not only intact again, but even more pronounced. I easily materialized from the far side of the room to the entrance in a matter of seconds. When I landed, reappearing instantly in front of Jax, he simply lifted what I recognized as a pistol. Apparently, I failed to notice it when he entered the room. He fired a shot and the bullet hit me in my shoulder, throwing me off balance for an instant. Of course, the bullet Jax used was not meant for an ordinary human—and from the instant sensation of burning that I felt, I knew for a fact that this one had to be composed of pure silver. While it could not kill me, it would and did slow me down. In a flash, Jax’s two minions pounced on me.
Immediately, my arms were restrained behind me, and the Netherworldly iron cuffs were snapped around my wrists before I could react or object. Taking a step forward and maximizing the strength inherent to his Loki ancestry, Jax shoved me hard in my chest. I was immediately propelled backwards through the air until my back ungraciously smashed against the wall and I fell straight down. I found it rather difficult to right myself without the use of my arms and hands, not to mention the silver bullet lodged inside me, which was performing quite well in its purpose of weakening me.
Jax’s two thugs overcame me before I could move or stop them. Binding my legs with Netherworldly iron chains, they wrapped me up so securely, I was no more threatening to them than a newborn kitten. Jax said nothing more to me, but I watched him nod at one of his henchmen before he obediently approached Dulcie. Jax just strolled into the room and observed everyone leisurely, as if he did not have another concern and all the time in the world.
“The way you abused Dulcie is nothing less than disgraceful,” I spat out, motioning to Dulcie by cocking my head in her direction. “It is only a matter of time, Loki, but I will have your head.”
Jax responded to my threat by laughing raucously. When his cruel attempt at humor was over, he faced me with narrowed, slitty eyes. His former glee and good cheer were no longer present. “How, pray tell, do you plan to free yourself, vampire?” he asked as he shook his head. “You just don’t get it, do you? There is no freeing yourself anymore. This is your last stop. You’re on the road to nowhere, and you’ve just arrived.”
I watched one of his men pick Dulcie up and carry her toward the door. When I noticed the way her head rolled back, I could only assume she must have lost consciousness again.
“She is not fully healed!” I exclaimed angrily. My expression should have conveyed to Jax that I was not in the mood for any more arguments. “And she has not received enough of my blood. If you move her now, you will only kill her.”
“She’s got plenty of blood,” Jax retorted as he faced his man again. “Load the little upstart into the car.”
“Where are you taking her?” I demanded.
“Far and away,” Jax answered as his sadistic gaze fell on me again. “I’ve got strict orders to remove her from this house and deliver her forthwith to my boss.” He whistled to his other brute who immediately approached me. “As for you, you’re about to undergo round two,” Jax added before the repulsive creature gripped me by my shoulder and dragged me toward the infernal machine.
“You bloody …” I started to curse.
“I’m pretty sure fae and master vampire blood will provide the users with a trip to new, soaring heights, like they could never experience before,” Jax interrupted with a sardonic chuckle.
“All four tubes, boss, or just these two?” his servant asked.
“Just the two,” Jax answered, with his wretched gaze still riveted on me. “No reason to rush this time. I’m sure our fanged friend would prefer that the precious few hours he has left on this earth will last as long as is physically possible.”
The grunt simply nodded before turning back to face me. Then he picked up the empty tubes that were lying on the floor and shoved each one into the veins of my arms. I tried to ignore the stinging pain of the dull needle as it entered me.
“You will remain here. I want you to stay with the vampire until he’s drained … completely,” Jax instructed his goon. “Then, you are to report back to me, confirming that he no longer exists and will not be any further obstacle in our plans. At which time I’ll tell you where to meet us.”
“This is not the end, Rochefort!” I screamed at Jax’s exiting back. “I will come for you, and I will find you no matter where you try to hide your miserable carcass! And, when I do, you will rue the day you chose to lay your wretched hands on her!”
The only response I received was the echo of Jax’s deep, hearty laugh. Then the door closed behind him.



 
 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 Bram
“Whatever Jax is currently paying you for your services, I will triple it,” I offered the brute who was tasked to vampsit me. He would only stay until the grey box drained me of all my vitality and I was no more hazardous than an empty vessel. He appeared quite comfortable, sitting in a fold-up chair just beside the door with one leg crossed over his knee, thumbing through the pages of a tired Penthouse magazine with vigor. I wondered where he discovered the offensive rag, since I had not purchased or provided such depravity inside the walls of my chateau.
“I ain’t interested,” the simpleton replied without bothering to spare me a glance.
“You drive a hard bargain,” I continued. I was lying prostrate on the hard floor with both of my arms extended from my body, and tubes trailing from the insides of my arms into the machine behind me. Having been connected to the machine for perhaps twenty minutes by this time, I again endeavored to charm my captor. “I shall offer you the sum of eight times your current salary, but that is as much as I shall offer.”
The goon finally tore his eyes away from the filthy periodical that was doing a superior job of capturing his attention. He smiled at me, revealing a mouthful of decaying, yellow teeth. “Get this straight: there ain’t no amount of money that could persuade me to let you go.”
“I beg to differ. I believe you are simply intending to appear obstinate and unreasonable, not to mention very rude,” I responded. Surprisingly, I was still quite strong even though my clarity in thinking and my superhuman strength were fast evaporating with every passing minute that I remained attached to the machine. “Surely, you are aware that every man has his price.”
“Not this man,” the buffoon answered before returning his undivided attention to the smut. I could not resist my repulsion when I noticed the large perspiration stains beneath his armpits. The belly he carried protruded so far that it seemed to be cradled by his raised leg. To say he was quite an inelegant specimen was a vast understatement.
“May I ask, what is your name?” I persisted. I dared to hope that the two of us could cultivate some type of personal connection. Perhaps then I could penetrate his sense of resistance and allow him to warm up to me. If I could nurture his ego adequately enough, my hope was that I could also manipulate him into freeing me.
“Drajow,” he answered absentmindedly, although his attention was clearly still fastened on the images in the magazine. My worst scenario at that moment was that he would become so stimulated by the subject matter he was perusing, he would resort to fondling himself in my presence. I could not imagine a more undignified preamble to my death.
“Drajow,” I repeated, trying to determine how much time had passed since I started our conversation. I estimated the wretched machine would require perhaps two hours to drain me completely of blood, and therefore, time was a supreme priority. “Perhaps you could name your price then.”
The filthy creature glanced over at me, his bushy eyebrows conspiring in the center of his forehead until they appeared more like two black caterpillars that were mating upon his brow. “You ain’t hearin’ me,” he said flatly. “There ain’t no amount o’ money that’d make me disobey the boss’s orders.”
Sighing inwardly, I could only bemoan my bad fortune. Time was passing just as quickly as the blood was draining from my body. I had to win this oaf over sooner rather than later. “Are you are so afraid of Jax that you cannot accept a scintillating offer when it is being presented right before your nose?” Then it occurred to me that the money was not enough. “I would also ensure that your protection and safety were secured, my good fellow. You could retire from this barbaric lifestyle and spend the remainder of your days in a haven of luxury,” I continued. “You could enjoy the wealthy man’s version of the witness relocation program.”
Drajow laughed at me as he shook his head. “That all sounds fine an’ good, but it ain’t Jax I’m afraid of.”
“Whom could it be then?”
“The Darkness,” he replied before taking a deep breath. Then he crossed himself, as if he were superstitious and the very words possessed the power to bring misfortune down upon him.
“The Darkness?” I repeated as I shook my head, clearly at a loss. “What is the Darkness?”
“It ain’t a
what, it’s a
who.”
“Very well, then,” I corrected myself. I was growing increasingly impatient, and I did not have the luxury of time for such trivial conversations. I needed to understand exactly what I was up against in order to finagle my way out of my current debacle. I was also beginning to feel more than convinced that this half-wit, Drajow, could be very easily manipulated. I just had to devise the best way in which to influence him—a process which was, unfortunately, somewhat timely. “Who is the Darkness?”
Drajow shrugged. “Ain’t got a clue,” he answered. “No one does.”
“How is it possible to be afraid of someone whose identity is unknown to you?”
“Them be the scariest kinds o’ sons o’ bitches,” Drajow answered. I did not fail to notice his cross expression, as if he were growing irritated that I distracted his attention away from his … reading material. “The Darkness ain’t got any faces or names, but they call the shots around here all the same. You never know where they’re lurkin’ or what they’re hearin’, ya know what I’m sayin’?”
“I see, so this Darkness person is the one in charge, and the only person who calls the shots, as you say?” I asked, but a fog of confusion began to settle inside my head. I glanced at the tubes that ran from my arms as I tried to ignore the obfuscation, but I knew it was a losing proposition. Clearly, I was living on borrowed time.
“Yep,” Drajow answered. “The Darkness is like the mastermind o’ this whole rebellion—like that dude behind the curtain in the Oz movie.”
“And does Jax also obey the orders given by the Darkness?” I inquired, struggling to maintain my frail grip on my sanity. I was at the doorstep of delirium; I could feel it creeping in. But I hoped to fend off the inevitable for another few seconds—just long enough to learn the secret that would unlock this fool’s loyalty …
“Yep, the Darkness gives Jax his orders, along with everyone else,” he replied with a brief nod.
“Does Jax know the identity of the Darkness?”
“No,” Drajow repeated as he shook his head emphatically. His caterpillar eyebrows furrowed in the center of his forehead again. “You ain’t listenin’! I already told you that.”
“Well, forgive me for repeating myself,” I muttered. My eyes fell onto the tubes inserted in my arms, and I nodded my head in that direction. “But I am currently losing vast amounts of blood at a disconcerting rate, and I am afraid it is beginning to affect my ability to converse intelligently.” I paused for a few seconds before smiling with a wide grin. My only hope now was that my sense of timing would not be premature. “Perhaps you could delay the machine somehow?”
“Nope,” Drajow answered immediately, his attention fully devoted to his magazine again. “I don’t wanna hang around here any longer than I gotta.”
I refused to allow myself to accept such disappointment. Instead, I resumed my line of questioning while hoping that I might discover the chink in his armor. “I see, and has this Darkness been giving Jax his orders all along?”
“Stop yer questions,” Drajow answered as he shook his head and appeared more than just perturbed. “There ain’t never been any reward for a thug who talked too much.”
I assumed he was afraid he would get into serious trouble if he continued to answer my questions. “That is a reasonable point, certainly,” I remarked with an awkward shrug, despite my ungraceful position on the floor. “But it does not apply to your situation. My life will end in … what? Perhaps another hour or so?”
“Yeah, prolly,” Drajow answered with a swift glance at his wristwatch. Then he gave me a short nod. “I’d say you got maybe another hour an’ thirty, prolly.”
My lifetime, which spanned several centuries, was suddenly limited to just an hour and thirty minutes. I could not dwell on that, however. “Yes, so can you tell me what harm there could possibly be in answering my questions if your answers will also die with me?” I inquired. “Otherwise, I fear the silence in this room will hasten my undoing.” I continued with a dramatic sigh. “Drajow, you strike me as a person with a generous soul deep down inside you,” I persisted. I hoped the big lout possessed some kind of moral compass or conscience. “Would you so cruelly dash a doomed man’s last hours by relegating him to the angst and anxiety of quiet solitude?”
Drajow took a deep breath and exhaled a long sigh. “I guess you got a valid point.” Then he looked over at me and shrugged, saying, “So what else you wanna know before ya croak?”
I breathed an inward sigh of relief, although it was quite brief. “Well, you have not yet answered my question. The one I asked as to whether Jax was also following the orders from the Darkness all along?”
“Yeah, he was. I mean, at least as far as I know.”
“And do the other potions dealers know of the Darkness?”
“Now they do, but they didn’t before,” Drajow answered. Pulling a pack of bubble gum from his back pocket, he took out a piece and popped it into his mouth. He began chomping on it loudly, resembling a cow chewing its cud. “You wanna piece o’ gum?” he asked.
I shook my head. “Vampires and gum do not agree,” I explained. “Our fangs preclude us from enjoying it, since they seem to invariably get in the way.”
“Yeah? I guess that makes sense,” he answered with a slight laugh. “Where was I?” he asked after I faced him expectantly. “Oh, yeah, the Darkness used to operate on the down-low, but that was just until he decided it was a good time to make hisself known.”
“So, is the Darkness the responsible party for uniting all the gangs?” I repeated. In my mind, I was desperately trying to recognize who this person could possibly be. I racked my clouded mind, but I could not think of a single soul who could embody such a reputation. Eventually, I had to arrive at the conclusion that the Darkness was not someone I had ever encountered before. He could only be someone who managed to climb up the ranks while remaining concealed, in the background, under cover. The Darkness must have been prepared to wait as long as it took until a keen opportunity arose to make his existence known.
“Yeah, that’s about what happened.”
“So if no one has ever seen this person, why are you so afraid of him?” I asked. My sole purpose in this endeavor was to offer Drajow a reward so wonderful, he could not refuse it. If I could just turn his loyalty, I could save myself.
“I heard stories,” he answered.
“What type of stories?”
“Stories about how vicious the Darkness has been in the past. Stories that sound so bad, you would never consider crossin’ ’em, not if ya value yer life.”
Perhaps this would prove more difficult than I estimated. “You are aware …” I began. I closed my eyes against the impending sense of light-headedness that suddenly overcame me. “… that I still retain quite a bit of power,” I said. I opened my eyes and focused my attention on him, fearing he might deduce that I was very close to losing control of my thoughts and body. “Even though it would seem I am out of options at this point, I must assure you, I am not. I have a loyal following, and I could liberate you permanently from your obligation and duties to both Jax and the Darkness.”
Drajow immediately shook his head. “Ya seem nice enough,” he started as he sighed, “but I ain’t got no death wish.” His stomach unexpectedly started to growl, and his leg dropped from being crossed over his knee as he stood up. “I gotta go git mahself somethin’ ta grub on now,” he said as he faced me. Then he glanced down at the magazine which he promptly folded and shoved beneath his arm. “An’ I gotta go take care o’ some other stuff,” he finished with a wink that suddenly made me feel ill.
“Wait!” I started when he approached the door. I was growing very uneasy at the prospect that I was about to lose valuable time, time that I could ill afford to squander. “Could you just stay a little longer? You see, I would like to enjoy the company of another person until I am no longer here, on this earth.”
“No can do,” he answered tersely as he turned around and started for the door again. He unlocked it, but upon opening it, he glanced back and smiled at me. “I’ll tell ya what, I’ll just step out for a few seconds, an’ be back in a bit.” Then he closed the door behind him, and the sound of the lock reverberated through my head like a cannon firing.
###
I was swimming again through a familiar sea, cresting the restless waves that crashed this way and that, pulling me under and spitting me out again. The temperature of the sea was not cold, as I expected, but rather tepid and quite pleasant. Were it not for the incessant waves that pummeled me, tossing me carelessly to and fro, I might actually have enjoyed my immersion in the water.
“You’ve gotta be fucking kidding me!”
I heard the deep voice, but I could see no one. It seemed almost as if the water, itself, were addressing me.
But water can’t speak,
I corrected myself, feeling suddenly confused as to where the voice could be coming from.
I pondered the enigma for what felt like eons, finally accepting the conclusion that someone had to be in the sea with me. And whoever it was tried to speak to me before being thrust beneath the tremendous waves.
“Wake the fuck up!” the voice yelled. Only this time, it sounded much closer.
Open your eyes,
I heard my own voice saying inside my head.
Do not allow the turbulent sea to spirit you away!
Consumed by darkness, I was no longer confined to a world of delirium. But when I attempted to raise my eyelids, I worried that my eyelashes might have been stitched to the tops of my cheeks.
“Bram!”
I heard the voice again. The cadence was familiar, and I recognized it, although I could not identify to whom it belonged.
“Open your eyes, dickhead!”
Oh, were that as easily done as said!
I fought to free my lashes, and uproot them if necessary. It seemed to take a Herculean effort, but I finally managed to pry open my heavy lids, and I stared upward at a ceiling. I had no time to ascertain my location because a face suddenly appeared right above me. Unfortunately, it was not a face that seemed pleased to see me, not in the least. In fact, the furrowed eyebrows and the nasty scowl on the face suggested it was extremely dismayed. I would even venture a guess that whoever the face belonged to was probably no friend to Bram.
“I should leave you for dead, you son of a bitch,” the unfriendly man muttered. Leaning down on his haunches beside me, he rolled up one of his shirt sleeves to his elbow. Then, after reaching behind himself, he produced a small, metal gadget. When he depressed a switch of some sort upon the gadget, a sharp blade shot forth. The man glanced at me again, frowning just as before, while holding the blade to his wrist and gradually pulling it toward him.
“Try and drain me and this blade will be plunged into your heart before you can say jack shit,” the man announced. Holding his wrist above my face, he allowed a gentle shower of liquid to leak down and touch my lips. In response, I opened my mouth just as the drops landed upon my tongue.
Suddenly, a cloying sweetness exploded inside my mouth and my eyes began to glaze over, imbuing my surroundings with a rosy hue. I felt myself lurching forward as I gripped the man’s hand, trying to pull it closer.
“Don’t fucking do it! Control yourself, you greedy asshole!”
I heard the voice, but it sounded so distant, and as such, I considered it unimportant. Right now, all that mattered to me was lapping up the liquid sustenance that was being poured so generously into my mouth. It streamed down my throat like warm gravy, nurturing my body with all the nutrients it so desperately craved. I could not seem to suck the precious vitality down fast enough; and when I tried to sink my fangs into my gracious donor even deeper, I instantly met with resistance. My donor’s sudden forbearance did not make sense to me. I knew my strength was unparalleled and unsurpassed by most creatures; yet, I could not gain any purchase on my victim, which I desperately needed.
“That’s enough,” the voice said, but I failed to register the meaning of his words. All that existed in my mind right then was my urgent need to fill up the vacancy that resided inside me.
“That’s enough!” the voice railed at me again, only this time, it was bellowing. Yanking my teeth out and pulling me away from the source of my nourishment a few seconds later, I became quite perturbed when my head was pushed backwards rather violently. It took me a moment or two to right myself. When I did, however, I began blinking and stirring with a feeling of pure elation. All the previous numbness in my fingers and my toes was absent. My body was finally released from its insensate condition, and the warmth continued to spread throughout me, bringing with it more understanding and clarity.
Glancing to my left and then to my right, my eyes settled on a grey machine in front of me. And that was when I remembered what happened. The very last thing I could recall was being drained, and virtually murdered! I instantly inspected my arms, relieved to find them free of the plastic tubes that were formerly inserted into my veins. The biggest surprise I discovered was that my hands and feet were no longer restrained.
“Where is she?”
The voice was now coming from behind me. I turned around and faced a man I recognized, although I could not recall how or why. Despite how swiftly the lucidity in my thinking was steadily improving, it was not fully restored.
“Where is Dulcie, Bram?” the man repeated.
At the mention of that name, it seemed as if someone flipped on the memory switch in my head. All at once, the pieces of the puzzle began to fall into place. Stumbling backwards as I rose to my feet, all of my former strength was beginning to amass inside me. As I regarded the man standing before me, the shock I felt registered all the way down to my toes. He was the last person in the world that I ever expected to see.
“Knightley Vander,” I whispered as I faced him.



 
 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 Bram
The expression on Vander’s face told me he was certainly not pleased to see me. Yet he was undoubtedly acting as an angel of mercy upon finding me nearly dead. Now that I reclaimed the more healthy, vibrant form of myself, I had to admit that I was not entirely pleased to see him either. Knightley Vander and I were cut from two very different cloths. Mine was akin to fine silk and cashmere, the most elegant, natural sources of fashion, and Vander’s fabric was more along the lines of a rough burlap. I never could understand why Dulcie preferred burlap to silk.
All of a sudden, Vander’s hand wrapped around my throat so tightly that his fingernails dug into my neck. An expression of rage that bordered on outright lunacy shone in his eyes. It was probably more accurate to say he was
displeased
to see me.
“Where is she, Bram?” he repeated in a louder tone, his eyes growing so wide, they were mostly white. “Where the fuck is Dulcie?”
I tried in vain to clear my throat, a difficult task at present, considering he was choking me. Had I all of my previous power, I would have cast him off me as if he were nothing more than a pesky fly. “If you would be so kind as to unhand me, perhaps we could discuss this matter like civilized gentlemen instead of acting like brutish apes,” I replied. Using my most polished smile, I cleared my throat again in an attempt to illustrate my point, which was that his fist had not released my throat.
Vander sneered at me, but at the same moment, he thankfully released his viselike grip around my neck. He also gave me a healthy shove backwards, as if to remind me that my strength was not yet fully restored. Walking like a newborn foal, I clumsily tripped over my own feet and careened into the wall behind me. Instantly, I felt light-headed and had to bend over. I placed my hands on my thighs and held perfectly still, striving to keep the dizziness from overtaking me.
“Start talking, Bram, and make it fast. I am currently trying to resist the urge to run a stake right through your heart,” Vander announced.
I rubbed the stabbing in my neck, and the stars began to fade from my vision. Since I was able still to feel pain, I had to remember that my healing powers were not fully restored yet. All I needed now was a pint or two of fresh blood and a decent sleep. However, I had a creeping premonition that I would receive neither.
“What would be the point in that, Mr. Vander?” I asked. Shaking my head, I clucked my tongue at him and pushed myself away from the wall. My feet seemed to have wings of their own and felt as light as feathers, yet I managed to maintain my balance. “Why would you deign to bleed yourself in order to bring me back from the brink of death just to turn around and send me back there again?”
“Where is Dulcie, Bram?” Vander persisted. Crossing his gargantuan arms over his chest, he eyed me warily. Vander was a Loki, those who are created in Hades’ own image specifically to guard the Netherworld, and consequently, he was enormous both in stature as well as physique. Although it is true that many women seemed to find him exceedingly attractive, I have always failed to understand why. There is nothing cultured or sophisticated about Vander. I can only imagine that the same women who would find Vander appealing would also consider a caveman attractive.
I briefly considered the caveman’s question as I pictured the lovely fairy in my mind’s eye. Instantly, a heavy weight settled uncomfortably upon my shoulders. I again used the wall to lean on as I worried that my knees were about to collapse. “I do not know,” I truthfully stated.
Vander took two steps closer as his eyes narrowed with suspicion. “I haven’t heard a single word from Dulcie for over a week! I’m long past the point of losing it. So, in case you failed to get the point earlier, I am not a patient man,” he seethed, glaring at me while the tips of his ears turned red. I could hear the racing of his heartbeat as well as the rush of his blood which suddenly conspired to make me ravenously hungry. However, Vander was not the type of person I could consider a snack. That would be as unfeasible as sending the tiger into the lion’s den to attack him.
“You certainly do not impress me as an impatient man,” I mocked him as I ventured a step forward, trying to test my balance.
“You need to tell me where Dulcie is! And you need to tell me now.”
“I am afraid I cannot do that,” I started, holding up my hand to silence him when it appeared he intended to interrupt me. “In case you failed to notice, when you heroically entered this room, I was merely seconds away from expiring and leaving this good earth forever,” I said. Then, something occurred to me and I faced him curiously. “Say, Vander, what became of that ruffian who was assigned the task of supervising me? I hesitate to believe you were under the false supposition that I was in here alone?”
Vander shook his head. “If you’re talking about the goblin, when I found him coming out of the restroom, I eliminated him.”
I nodded with relief, so glad to know that Drajow was no longer an issue. I could not repress my smile as I reasoned that he really
should
have taken me up on my offer. At least that way, he would still be alive. Ah, well—I had little pity for him. “At least the poor sot managed to protract a special moment for himself before he was summarily launched into the forever and beyond,” I said with a heartfelt sigh.
“Where is Dulcie, Bram?” Vander kept repeating. “I need to know if she’s okay. And if she’s not, then tell me now,” he finished, and his voice trailed off. Only then could I observe the burden his sadness had become, which also appeared in his gaze.
“Rochefort took Dulcie.”
“Jax?” Knight inquired angrily. “The same Jax Rochefort who works for you?”
“The same Jax Rochefort who
used
to work for me,” I corrected him. “Now, however, he no longer acts under my command and, thus, we both need to deem him public enemy number one.”
“First, you’ll have to convince me that you’re not public enemy number one.”
“I must confess in all honesty that I am not. The enemies you have to encounter now are on a much grander scale.”
“So, for the sake of argument, if Jax has Dulcie, where did he take her?” Vander demanded.
“I cannot answer that question, and to understand the reasons why, I must explain all the events that have occurred in your absence,” I replied as I started for the doorway with Vander at my heels. When I reached the door, I again needed to brace myself by hanging on to the doorjamb as a plethora of stars began to dance before my eyes.
“Where are you going now?” he asked in a wary tone, sidling up behind me in mere seconds. “If you think you can escape, let me remind you of something: all I have to do is blow on you hard enough and you’ll topple over like a sack of potatoes.”
“I have no desire to escape from you,” I spat back at him. “The brute who was watching me carried a cell phone with him,” I explained as I pushed past the doorway. Cautiously taking the few steps that separated me from the banister overlooking the hallway below, I added, “Rochefort will be texting or calling him soon to give him instructions. The brute was ordered to watch over me until my death, at which time, he was to return immediately to Rochefort. It is imperative now that we do not allow that contact to go unanswered. It would only incite Rochefort’s suspicion and anger.”
“Do you mean this phone?” Vander asked as he produced a black cell phone from inside his pocket and waved it at me. At seeing my expression of surprise, he explained: “I searched the thug’s pockets and took whatever I thought I could use.”
“Diligent and resourceful,” I commented as I headed for the stairs. I was finding it more than difficult to walk because my feet felt so heavy, almost as though I were trudging through puddles of tar. I needed more blood …
“Was he the only one here with you?” Vander asked as he followed behind me.
“Yes, as far as I am aware.”
“So now that we’ve established that I already recovered the bastard’s phone, where the hell are you headed?” Vander demanded, clearly suspicious as ever of my slightest move.
“I propose to search for an answer to your question regarding Dulcie’s whereabouts,” I replied while clinging to the railing. Taking each step singly, I sincerely feared the chance that I might black out and fall over the banister.
“And how do you intend to do that?”
“I have recently fed from her, which means I can track her,” I answered. Keeping stone-faced, I knew my reply would only inflame his ire again.
“What the hell does that mean? You fed from her?” he shouted as he jumped in front of me. Slapping his palm flat on my chest, he prevented my progress down the stairs.
“If you would allow me to finish my story, you would learn that detail as well as many others,” I started, after sighing with obvious frustration. “Suffice to say that you and I are on the same side, Vander. I am not your enemy.”
Vander shook his head. “I seriously doubt that. As far as I can tell, you were the reason that Dulcie’s been missing all this time, since you were the last one to see her.”
“Rochefort was the last one to see her.”
He took a deep breath as his eyes narrowed. “And for all I know, this whole thing could be a setup by you, Bram. Jax was one of your minions, and under your command. You now expect me to believe that one of your underlings could manage to overthrow a centuries-old vampire? And not just a vampire! But a master vampire that can see any and everything coming his way well in advance?” He took another long breath. “Let’s face it, Bram, you’ve never been caught with your pants down. You always have some vamp trick up your sleeve.”
“While I am most grateful for your vote of confidence in my skills,” I started while frowning and spearing him with an expression that said I did not in the least bit enjoy relaying the ensuing information. “In this instance, I am loath to admit that I did not see any of it coming. In all honesty, I was quite literally taken by surprise.”
“I’m still not convinced,” Vander replied as he shook his head vigorously. “This whole situation could be no more than an elaborate hoax. You could be playing a role, the wounded, tragic hero who was left for dead; when all the while, you’re actually leading me by the nose into a trap.”
“How can you actually say that you would believe that?” I asked, piercing him with my angry expression. “And just how do you propose to explain that I would have even the slightest inkling that you were coming here in the first place? When I last inventoried my powers and skills, I did not possess a Loki-seeking device.” I refused to allow him any time to interject. “Speaking of which, how did you end up here?”
Vander’s lips were compressed into a tight line. “I felt Dulcie.”
“You felt her?” I repeated in astonishment. I did not comprehend his meaning.
“Dulcie and I have a special connection,” he began to explain. As he spoke, I experienced a strange, sinking feeling that arose deep from inside my gut. It made very little sense to me as I had not experienced it before.
“A connection?”
“Yes, a soul connection, if you will,” he continued and appeared uncomfortable. “This connection is something that unites us no matter the distance. When and if she’s in mortal danger, I can sense her instantly.”
“But you cannot sense her now?”
Vander shook his head. “No. I believe our connection only warns me as a last resort. I sense her whereabouts only when she is at risk of losing her life,” he finished. Averting his eyes and shaking his head, he appeared to be a man who was in the midst of losing everything that was dear or valuable to him. It was clearly evident to me how much Dulcie must have meant to him. I would have even dared to wager that she comprised his entire world, were I a betting man.
“Then, logically speaking, if we rely on that fact, and you have not received any warning from her since then, shall we be so bold as to infer she is safe?” I asked, hoping to lighten his depressed mood.
“Or,” he started, but then shook his head. Perhaps he simply could not bring himself to finish his own sentence. “Either way, none of this removes my suspicions. Why should I trust you? How can you convince me that this entire fiasco isn’t some elaborate hoax on your part?” The anger in his voice returned anew.
“Ah, so we are back to our game of quid pro quo,” I replied with a bored sigh. “I hope I have I at least adequately established that I did not foresee your visit?” Vander did not respond so I continued. “Second, does it not strike you as odd that I should only employ Drajow, the incompetent? And how can you resolve my pathetic form, when you found me nearly drained? Do you honestly believe that I would endanger my own existence to that level merely to persuade you that I am on your side?”
Vander shrugged. “It’s not completely beyond the realm of possibility.”
“Then you, my dear sir, have a difficult decision to make. You may either trust me and risk yourself; or do not trust me and risk yourself. Either way, the risk on your part still remains.”
Vander was silent for perhaps a second. “Where are we going?”
Closing my eyes, I mentally searched for the draw, the bond that existed between Dulcie and me, established by drinking her blood. The bond was weakened after most of her blood was drained from me; and to further complicate things, I also had to resist the pull of Vander’s blood. Weakened though it was, my link to Dulcie was still very much there, as witnessed by the fact that I was able to feel her deep within me.
“North,” I answered before taking the next step down, and Vander moved out of my way. He did not continue down the stairs but watched me as I made painstakingly slow progress from one step to the next.
“Oh, for fuck’s sake!” he exclaimed as he took the three steps that separated us. He wrapped his arm around my upper back, allowing me to settle my left arm above his shoulders. At his touch, my skin began to crawl. I could only imagine that it was probably the same for him. Neither of us spoke a word for at least a few seconds.
“We will never speak of this,” I warned him finally with a solemn expression. Turning to face him, I was beyond uncomfortable with our close proximity. Now our noses were merely inches apart.
“Agreed,” Vander said, tightlipped, and we both faced forward as he assisted me down the remainder of the stairs in silence.
###
Vander was in the driver’s seat of my Porsche, but before he turned the ignition on, I reached over and gripped the wheel. I speared him with a stern expression; and owing to my current physical weakened state, my temper was on the ragged edge.
“I am riddled with angst at the very prospect of you driving this vehicle,” I started. “Were I not in such poor condition, I would never allow it. And if time were not of the essence, I would certainly have chosen a more modest vehicle in which to travel.” Then I sighed. “But the fact remains that this vehicle will outperform any other by leaps and bounds.”
“Warning noted and taken, Bram,” Vander responded as he shook his head and frowned at me. “I promise not to total your midlife crisis vehicle.”
“You jest, but this is not just any vehicle! This is a 2015 Porsche Mission E Concept Car and worth nearly four million dollars.”
“If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were trying to get into my pants,” he answered before flashing a mocking grin at me. I chose not to respond to his antics. Instead, I briefly instructed him on how to turn the motor on, along with the lights, etcetera. As soon as we were mobile, and he managed to drive without crashing into anything on the severely narrow driveway, I sighed with relief.
“Where are we going?” Vander asked as he turned to face me.
“Do not look at me, Vander; keep your eyes on the road,” I insisted.
“Okay, Miss Daisy, but where are we going?”
With no inkling as to why he would refer to me such as he was, I also had to admit that I did not much care. “All I can tell you is the direction from which I feel her pulling me,” I responded. Glancing out the window, I desperately hoped that when we eventually reached Dulcie, we would not be too late. Jax Rochefort was unreliable; and, as such, he was dangerous. “As far as ANC backup is concerned, I suppose we will have to locate Dulcie first and then wait for your reinforcements to arrive.”
“Reinforcements?” he repeated as he turned to face me with a doubtful expression. “There are no reinforcements.”
“You mean to say you came alone?” I asked as I shook my head and remembered he had been alone when he broke into my chateau. That was not to say that I assumed he had no reinforcements awaiting him, though.
“I couldn’t afford to spare anymore of my men,” he explained with a straight face, his expression solemn and grave. “This mission to find Dulcie was personal, which is why I came alone.”
“Then, sadly, we are doomed,” I replied as I bemoaned my bad fortune.
“Why are we doomed?” Vander demanded, turning to glance at me as I shook my head.
“Keep your eyes fastened on the road,” I snapped at him. I was growing ill at ease with the prospect that we were on this mission when it was only just the two of us. If the Darkness, or whatever person was calling the shots, were anything like Drajow characterized him, we would need a militia.
“Why are we doomed?” he repeated, ostensibly because he believed I had not heard him the first time.
“Would you like the abridged or the unabridged version?” I asked.



 
 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 Dulcie
 

“Where the hell are you taking me?” I demanded. I glared at Jax as I sat in the back of the black sedan he hijacked from Bram’s house. Still wearing the same oversized, dark grey shirt Bram had given me earlier, I thanked Hades for it now. I couldn’t imagine how much more uncomfortable this trip could have been if I were naked! Of course, I definitely had no false expectations that Jax would have been so kind as to take it upon himself to soothe my sense of modesty by providing me with something more appropriate to wear.
“You just sit back and relax, sweet cheeks. Leave all the navigating to me,” Jax said. He patted my upper thigh where the hemline of Bram’s shirt ended and leered down at me. If my hands hadn’t been manacled behind my back, I would have smacked his away.
I found myself inextricably wedged between Jax and the werewolf. One of Jax’s other thugs was driving, this one a troll. Immense in his height and girth, his bald, misshapened head hit the top of the car, forcing him to tilt it to one side. The angle he was required to assume didn’t seem to ensure that our drive would be safe. Not to mention how broad he was, swallowing up the entire allowance of his seat along with half of the middle console beside him. The third henchman employed by Jax, the goblin, had been deliberately left behind to watch over Bram.
Bram
… just the thought of the vamp’s name sent a shiver down my spine. The unrelenting, overwhelming sense of loss I felt bubbled up from inside me. I had to assume I’d never see Bram again; and the thought of that reality overpowered me. There was never a single time during my lengthy association with Bram that I could imagine him being caught unawares. Not once could I recall a dire situation in which he didn’t have something up his sleeve or his next move previously planned and accounted for. Preparedness in every kind of predicament or situation had practically become his call name. I should have nicknamed him something like “Ever-ready Bram” because that was what he was known for. And, yet, fate, unfortunately, is an uncompromising thing—those who once appeared to be on top also end up on the bottom. Sadly, for Bram and for me, it seemed that this fatal mistake might have resulted in him having to pay the ultimate price …
I couldn’t swallow easily because a large lump was forming in my throat; it immediately caused a familiar sting behind my eyes. Clenching my eyelids tightly shut, I ordered my disobedient mind to think of other subjects. I absolutely refused to allow Jax to see me cry.
As soon as I closed my eyes, the headache returned. It started softly, like a thief sneaking into my tired brain. The dull throbbing at the base of my neck and my head was slowly working its way up to my temples. If the headache were any kind of indicator, I was still in very poor shape. Even though Bram’s blood had done wonders to help heal my body, and my fingers were no longer broken, the swelling substantially reduced, I knew I wasn’t fully restored to my former self. How did I know? Because I was weak. The truth was, it felt like I’d been hit by a semitruck.
“I gotta take a shit,” the werewolf interjected somewhat hesitantly as he faced Jax. “How much longer we gotta go, boss?”
“Really, Greebow?” Jax answered sarcastically as he glared over the top of my head and shot daggers of warning at the were. Of course, it didn’t escape my notice that Jax kept his filthy hand resting on my thigh.
The bastard!
I quickly concluded he was just trying to piss me off. Well, one point for him then, because it was working.
“Sorry, boss, but nature’s callin’!”
“You really intend to bother me with that right now?” Jax replied, looking well beyond ticked off and irritated.
“Is it just me, or is someone in our little group becoming overly agitated?” I asked cheerfully as I faced Jax before I smiled like the Cheshire Cat.
Two can play this smug, self-serving game of yours, asshole,
I said to myself as I beamed my wide grin innocently. Jax glanced over at me without a smile, but a frown.
“I’m not agitated,” he answered.
“Shit! Well, I am! I gotta go! As in now!” Greebow exclaimed with a frustrated shrug. “An’ when a shifter’s gotta go, you gotta let ’em!”
“We can’t take the time to stop yet,” Jax explained as he faced forward, his jaw tightening. “We got one more pass-through before we arrive, so you better get a grip on it an’ hold it until we do!”
“What’s a pass-through?” I inquired out of curiosity. I watched Greebow turn his face toward the window as he grumbled something about shitting himself. I could only hope to Hades that didn’t happen while we were in the car since I was stuck on the seat right next to him. And I would so not be okay with that … At the very thought, I had to force myself to go to my happy place.
“It’s when you cross through a portal,” the troll driving up front answered. As soon as the words left his mouth, Jax leaned forward and smacked him right on the back of his bald head. The troll reacted by snapping his head violently up, which loudly rammed it into the top of the car. “Ouch! Jesus, boss!” he grumbled while he rubbed the first sore spot where Jax so rudely smacked him.
“You need to learn how to keep your big mouth shut!” Jax railed at him before he sat back down into his seat. Still shaking his head, Jax was furiously crossing his arms over his chest.
“You really think I would have failed to notice when we passed through a portal?” I asked as I turned to face him with a skeptical frown. “And what difference does it make? So what if I know we’re headed back to the Netherworld or not? Why should that even matter to you? It’s not like I’m going to use that information and secretly signal my posse at our pre-appointed location in the woods, telling them to meet us there so they can overpower you and rescue me!” I sighed; if only such were the case …
“Because the less you know, the better,” Jax replied, narrowing his eyes as he glared at me defiantly. I wasn’t sure why his previous false charm had faded so swiftly. Maybe he was just in a bad mood; or possibly getting nervous at the prospect of reuniting with his boss. As it was, nothing seemed to please him, and he acted ticked off at the whole world in general. “Prisoners are not allowed the benefit of any information regarding what lies in store for them.”
“That’s stupid!” Facing forward again, I silently lamented my unhappy misfortune. The last place I wanted to go was the Netherworld. Why? Because Knight was there. And I literally bristled at the idea that my current situation could easily endanger Knight like I was sure it was going to. Now, it was finally making some sense: the reason Jax’s boss was suddenly ordering us back to the Netherworld was primarily because, from what I could gather, the Rebellion was still based in the Netherworld. If Jax’s boss planned to trade me in exchange for control of the portals, he would have to deal directly with Caressa and Knight, both of whom resided in the Netherworld as well.
The other reason I wasn’t too keen on traveling there again was because of my unfamiliarity with the place; I didn’t know the Netherworld like I knew Earth. Having only visited it a few times, I was permanently traumatized by the winged monsters that regularly roamed the skies and plucked off unsuspecting passersby. It simply hadn’t struck me as a very nice place in general. Then there was also the other reason I hated going there. Because of my wings … Whenever I entered the Netherworld, I instantly developed my fae wings. Unluckily for me, they weren’t useful, ethereal, little, pixie wings either. Not at all! Mine were completely psychotic; they would randomly start flapping for no reason at all. If I weren’t holding onto something stationary, I’d end up floating away like a leaf on the wind. And if that weren’t enough to discourage me, there was also the subject of my species: also known in the Netherworld as sexual crack. When I encountered any and all creatures of the male persuasion, they acted like they were starving refugees and I was Grade A, prime beef tenderloin.
Naturally, the Netherworld wasn’t my first vacation choice. And adding insult to injury, now I was going back there as a prisoner, so I was even less thrilled. But it was what it was, which meant I had to banish those thoughts in the blurry landscape of my weary mind. I glanced outside the window and watched the endless line of pine trees whizzing by, like blurry flashes of green. The morning sun was just beginning its ascent into the sky, reflecting its pale yellow light across the horizon. I checked the clock on the dash of the sedan and noticed it was barely six a.m.
Wherever we were heading, it was up high, somewhere in the mountains. The highway was comprised of two lanes, but both were exceedingly narrow. Fortunately, we hadn’t needed to pass anyone. It was very remote and desolate out here in the wilderness, and I felt more alone than I had in a long time. Especially since I still had no idea where “here” was.
“This is good. Stop right here,” Jax said, interrupting my thoughts. He tapped the headrest behind the troll’s massive noggin pretty sharply and the troll immediately winced, as if he were afraid that Jax was ready to backhand him again.
“Here?” the troll hollered back, obviously doubting Jax’s choice. His bellowing voice instantly caused my headache to return with a vengeance. I again longed for the use of my magic, so I could have magicked the pain away. Not to mention a few other things I would have also magicked away …
“Yes,” Jax answered as he shook his head and looked even more annoyed.
“Got it,” the troll answered before depressing the gas pedal and we began to slow down. Then, he reached forward and seemed to be searching for something on the dash. Apparently finding it, he clicked on a button that looked like it might have been the hazard lights. But no hazard lights came on.
The car slowly came to a stop, and seconds later, it emitted a red beam from each headlight. The red beam, which was maybe three feet long, intrigued me as I had no clue what it could be. I watched it, and as I did, it seemed to be melting away all the scenery just in front of us. The road, the trees and the mountains in the distance began to bleed together, as if they were nothing more than wet, running paint. As soon as the objects ahead of us ran together, the red laser beams turned white. Seconds later, the white beams appeared to be burning a hole into the dripping blobs of color. Inside the hole, however, I could glimpse another landscape that was taking shape.
“Is this the portal?” I asked, but no one responded. Not that they needed to; I was already well aware of what it was. I was just surprised when the car turned out to be equipped with the astonishing means of cutting a portal from nothing. As far as I knew, the only device capable of doing that was a little, can opener-like gadget that Bram once gave me. Apparently, Bram was holding out when it came to the coolest techno-toys.
“So if you already possess the means to just cut a portal into the Netherworld, what the hell do you need me for?” I asked Jax, thinking the question was well beyond obvious. If their entire operation depended on their imports and exports through the portals, why would they bother to take them all over from the ANC? Why go to so much trouble when they could just cut their own?
“I can’t just cut a portal into the Netherworld,” Jax answered. An expression of “duh” was pasted on his face. He acted as if I’d just told him to earn all the money he needed by planting a money tree.
“Correct me if I’m wrong, but isn’t that what this car just did?” I inquired with a shake of my head, now clearly at a loss. I didn’t mean to ask a stupid question, but …
“Yes and no,” Jax said with a sigh, signifying his boredom and frustration. “The car merely cut a portal to another location here on Earth. It didn’t cut one through to the Netherworld.” Then he paused and took a deep breath. “As we all know, there’s no way to travel to and from the Netherworld, other than doing so through the ANC’s portals. It’s not like we could randomly engineer a car that could ignore the laws of physics.” Then he laughed. However, little did he know the joke was on him; because I knew there was one such object that could do just that. I found it interesting that Bram hadn’t entrusted Jax with that tidbit of information. Well, unless Jax was simply testing me to see if I’d blab that I knew he was dead wrong. Of course, I wasn’t going to … I was smarter than that.
I just smiled to myself before I organized that little note into the filing system inside my head. Meanwhile, the troll stepped on the gas and the car started through the portal. As we drove into it, there was a sound of popping and then a sucking sound that hinted at the huge level of suction we were experiencing as the entire car was pulled through to the other side. It happened in maybe two blinks of an eye. That’s all it took. Once we arrived on the other side, I realized we were no longer surrounded by trees and mountains but black pavement and tall buildings.
“Where are we?” I asked.
“No one answer,” Jax interrupted before spearing each of his men with a cross expression. Not one of them made so much as a peep. I glanced over at Greebow just to see how he was doing and to make sure he wasn’t about to burst. If he did, I was directly within firing distance.
“You good?” I asked.
Greebow just nodded, and I faced forward again, feeling much relieved. When I looked at the scenery outside the windows, I deduced we were in the city somewhere. I didn’t recognize any of it. But it seemed to be an average, ordinary enough place. I observed the various people busily going from storefront to storefront, walking their babies in strollers or racing to the bus stops, late for work. While it didn’t appear to be a very large town, it was bustling.
The troll took a left at the end of the street where we instantly encountered a large, white building that identified itself with a large sign as the ANC office in BrokenView. A clue! If the ANC office was in BrokenView, that meant we were in Delaware. Hmm, interesting …
We pulled up to a white fence and an attendant wearing a grey uniform stepped out of the guard booth. He glanced at the troll with a frown as Jax rolled his window down. Upon seeing Jax, however, he briefly nodded before honoring Jax with a salute and returning to his booth. At the press of a single button, he opened the gate and granted us admittance.
Having never been to the BrokenView ANC office before, I had no idea what to expect, but I was nothing less than amazed when Jax was granted entrance. It didn’t make any sense to me; unless …
“Don’t tell me … you’ve, er, the Rebellion’s taken over this branch already, hasn’t it?” I asked in a hesitant voice as I turned to face him.
The smug smile on his arrogant face was my reply.



 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 Dulcie
 

“Are all of these people members of the Rebellion?” I asked without expecting an honest answer. We’d already walked down the hallway from the parking lot into a long corridor, which led to the ANC office building. The werewolf was already long gone; ostensibly to take care of his baser needs. So the troll was carrying me, bridal-style, down the hallway. I was still so weak, I couldn’t even take a step on my own.
“Yes! So don’t go getting any stupid ideas like asking any of them for help,” Jax spat back as he fixed his angry eyes on me with a stern expression. “They all report to us personally. And they’re all very dedicated and loyal to our cause.”
I didn’t give Jax the courtesy of a reply, choosing instead to pay closer attention to my surroundings. But the surge of disappointment that flowed through me was difficult to ignore. However, it was extremely important that I remain conscious so that I could record a mental note of everything around me. Any escape from my current predicament was unlikely, given the circumstances of my confinement, but I hoped that maybe the information could prove useful later on. That was in addition to, of course, my own morbid curiosity. I was dying to learn more about the Rebellion and how it operated.
Once inside the main lobby area, I noticed two hallways on either side of the lobby. The closer we came to the reception desk, the better I could see down each one. They both appeared to lead into a large common room, which was divided into rows of cubicles. I watched an assortment of people in various ANC uniforms busily doing this and that, while looking for all intents and purposes totally normal. Yes, there weren’t as many employees as I expected to find in such a large building, but finding any here at all was still a small surprise.
Their minimized numbers and the robotic manner in which they worked, seemingly so calm and structured as if none of them had a care in the world, was nothing less than unsettling to me. All this time, I, as well as several others in the ANC, erroneously assumed the potions rings were nothing more than a collection of misfits, petty gangsters who were too disorganized and unsophisticated to pose any threat. They were always arguing amongst themselves, as far as anybody knew. Witnessing the systematic teamwork that was before me now, I realized that we couldn’t have been more wrong. And any flawed conclusions, especially one such as that one, didn’t bode well for us, the good guys.
The more I studied the cooperation of the employees surrounding me, the more impressed I became. If I were judging them strictly by the way they were dressed and going about their business, I’d never have even guessed in my wildest dreams that they could be part of the Rebellion. They all looked far too comfortable, like creatures of habit, as if they’d been in this building and doing what they were doing for years on end. Some were even making idle chitchat over the coffee machine in the break room at the end of one of the hallways. I couldn’t imagine how a recently besieged ANC office could look so unscathed and back to full production mode as this one appeared.
Then I got a feeling deep down in my gut that suddenly made a new idea pop into my head. However, I sat on it for a couple of seconds, basically trying to avoid any further conversations with Jax in general. But my question continued to nag at me until I was practically forced to ask it so I could confirm or deny it. “They’re the original ANC employees, aren’t they?” I phrased it like a question but said it more as a statement of fact, since it was. Of course, I had to be spot on, as it was the only logical explanation for such a swift recovery of organization.
“Yes,” Jax answered without bothering to look up from his phone. He was busily texting someone whose identity remained unknown to me. Either way, Jax’s attention appeared to be distracted somewhere else entirely.
“And are they doing the same stuff as before only now they must report to you?” I asked, just to verify and confirm my assumption.
“Yeah,” he replied flatly.
“So they know about the illegal imports and exports?” I continued, sounding baffled.
“What?” Jax asked as he glanced up at me and frowned. “No. No, they don’t.” Then he dropped his attention back to his phone. “They don’t know anything that’s going on in the background.”
I was pretty astounded that Jax was even bothering to answer my questions, considering all his refusals to do so earlier. I had a premonition that his acquiescence had more to do with his anxiety and nervousness about something else. I was sure he wasn’t paying any attention to me or my questions, and thus failed to realize what he should and shouldn’t be telling me. Or maybe he just planned to kill me shortly anyway, which would have made all of this nothing more than a moot point.
Don’t become a victim to your own negative thoughts,
I reprimanded myself.
Stay strong and be positive until you can figure a way out of this.
“How did you manage to convince ANC employees to continue working their jobs only now under your command?” I asked, genuinely curious. I looked at the staff again and shook my head, wondering if all those people were just intimidated into resuming their positions or if something more nefarious might have been responsible.
“We didn’t manage to convince them of anything,” Jax answered. He stopped texting and glared at me instead. “As far as they know, there’s just been a slight change in management, and that’s all. And that’s all they need to know.”
“A slight change in management?” I repeated. “Do you mean, as in they don’t know who’s in charge now?”
The troll nodded vigorously. “We got rid of all the big guys, and the ones we thought could give us problems. Little guys don’t usually bother with details,” he said, his voice growing instantly low. It almost sounded like it was a faraway echo from a stone well, or from deep inside the ground.
“You murdered everyone in upper management?” I asked, even though it wasn’t a question and, as such, I could barely conceal my shock and dismay. My mouth dropped open as I wondered exactly what had gone down here; as well as what was going on in the ANC office in Splendor, the city where I was from. Who knew if it were still under the guidance and control of the ANC authority anymore? Or had the Rebellion already adopted it as their own? My biggest hope was that Sam, my best friend, along with the rest of the ANC employees, were all safe and alive, even if that meant they had to report to and follow the orders of the Rebellion. Alive was so much better than not.
“What did I tell you about divulging too much information, asshole?” Jax reprimanded the troll as he faced him angrily, clutching his cell phone in his hands.
“You were answerin’ her questions, boss, sose I thought it was okay fer me ta do it too,” the troll defended himself before hanging his head in obvious humiliation. He looked a lot like a dog who had just been scolded for bad behavior. I almost felt sorry for the pathetic creature. Almost.
“No more fucking questions,” Jax snapped as his attention drifted from the troll back to me. “Got it?” At the same moment, his phone dinged, signaling another incoming message. He glanced down at it and took a deep breath. “Fuck,” he muttered as he shook his head and bit his lip. He looked worried.
“I got it!” I answered, still wondering what was up with him. He definitely wasn’t playing his usual role: that of the self-righteous, arrogant, smart-ass I’d gotten accustomed to. Now, he looked like he was stressed out and totally losing it.
“We gotta check in at the front,” he announced to the troll while shaking his head like he was ticked off about it.
“We do?” the troll asked, looking dumbfounded.
Jax nodded. “I can’t believe he’s makin’ me go through this damn protocol!”
The troll didn’t respond but obediently dropped behind as Jax walked past him. They headed toward the reception desk. An older woman with heavy makeup, brightly colored red hair that was piled high atop her head and a pair of black-rimmed, thick glasses sat behind the desk. She appeared to be taking turns at staring at each of us with a well-developed frown.
“Can I help you?” she asked in a nasal voice with a high-pitched inflection.
As soon as I got close enough, I could instantly detect that she was a witch—proof was in the purplish aura that surrounded her.
“We’re here to cross over to the Netherworld,” Jax informed her, seemingly put out over the requirement that he had to check in in the first place. I wasn’t sure why, but I found the whole situation amusing. Actually, I did know why. Anything that pissed Jax off or otherwise made his job even harder was music to my ears.
“What name is your reservation under?” the witch asked Jax as she pushed her spectacles higher up on her bony nose and eyed him with visible impatience.
“The Darkness, himself,” Jax answered in a sarcastic tone, his lips tightening. The witch’s eyebrows rose for a split second before her poker face reappeared and she tried to seem emotionless. “Which is the reason why I don’t know why the fuck I have to even check in with your ass in the first place,” he added. He was glaring down at her and she, to her benefit, returned his dour expression. I couldn’t restrain my smile.
The witch took out a spiral notebook from her top drawer and opened it. Then she started silently reading the entries while using her long, skinny index finger to keep her place.
“The Darkness?” I repeated, and my eyebrows rose for the ceiling as a smile curled up my lips. “You really report to someone who calls himself
the Darkness,
Jax? Couldn’t he have thought a little longer or harder to come up with something more unique, less corny or, failing those, less stupid, at least?”
“One more fucking word out of you,” Jax started as he turned to stare at me, and his eyeballs practically bulged out of his head, “and I’ll slit your throat right here, right now.”
“Come now, is that any way to address your collateral?” I asked as I shook my head. I also tsked him in the same way he’d done to me so many times. Even though I was still physically exhausted and my throat burned just to talk, there was no way I could miss an opportunity to give Jax a hard time. Somehow getting under his skin made my situation just a little bit more tolerable.
“There comes a point when I could give a shit about collateral,” he answered, his tone sounding more serious. “And I’m quickly approaching that point.”
The witch glanced from me back to Jax, her expression one of ennui and disinterest. It was as if she’d just overheard Jax and me discussing the weather rather than him threatening to slash my throat. “I’m afraid I don’t see any reservation here under that name,” she said as she faced him with a triumphant frown. “Could there be another name that was used for the booking?”
“Rochefort, maybe,” Jax answered. Anxiously drumming his fingers against her counter, he looked like he was about to blow his top over all the delays.
“Tell her your handle, Jax, don’t be shy,” I teased. I was long past the point of self-censorship, mostly because I couldn’t deny how much Jax’s disquietude pleased me. It was about time that Jax’s smart-ass mouth and behavior got turned around on him. I turned to face the witch again. “That would be
the Lightness.”
“Get her the hell away from me!” Jax commanded the troll as he pointed to the other side of the room. The troll simply nodded and slowly turned around before he started lumbering back across the stretch of generic, grey carpet. I could feel the anger in Jax’s glare spearing my back.
“You shouldn’t provoke him like that,” the troll warned me before he sat me down on a bench at the far side of the room. He took a seat next to me and the wood groaned beneath his substantial tonnage. As we both turned our attention to Jax, who now leaned against the counter and continued his former texting at a feverish pace, the troll muttered, “He’s got a screw or two loose.”
“Yeah? You’re telling me,” I said with a sigh as I wondered what sinister hell awaited me once we reached the Netherworld. Whoever this Darkness person was, I felt convinced he was the true source of Jax’s disquietude and overall stressed demeanor. And if Jax were afraid of him, then it probably made perfect sense that I should be afraid of him also. Especially since we were both on opposite sides of the law.
The werewolf rejoined us eventually at the exact moment when Jax motioned to the troll to return with me. The troll nodded and took a few seconds to hoist himself up, amidst tottering and appearing pretty unstable despite his enormous feet. If he didn’t have back trouble yet, he would soon. Because of their immense size, the bodies of trolls usually expired when they were only in their forties. If I had to guess, this troll was probably in his mid- to late-thirties.
“What happened? You fall in, Greebow?” he taunted with a raucous laugh before turning to face the werewolf, who just frowned at him. Then he reached down and lifted me up like I was a paper doll.
“Hey, it ain’t often we gits ourselves a bit o’ private time, so I put it ta good use,” Greebow answered with a wink in my direction. I just rolled my eyes and withheld my comment.
When we reached Jax, he was still facing the witch. “One, two, three, four,” he counted, first pointing to himself, then at the troll, then at me and, finally, at Greebow. “There’s four of us,” he insisted. “If you don’t believe me, count for yourself.”
“I believe you,” the woman snapped back as she leaned forward and peered at us, looking down her long nose. “And which one is the prisoner?”
I couldn’t help feeling surprised at hearing that. I figured my being held a prisoner and their traveling with me was classified information. But apparently not.
“The woman,” Jax answered.
The witch looked at me and raised one brow in a condescending fashion before nodding at Jax and handing him four pieces of paper upon which she stamped something in red ink. He accepted them and thrust them into his back pocket before he started to walk away, but she stopped him.
“Uh-uh,” she said as she shook her head. “The prisoner has to be identified first,” she explained as she glanced down at her desk.
“Make it quick, lady,” Jax ordered. “You’ve already wasted enough of my time.”
The witch didn’t respond but produced a sticker, which had some numbers on it, along with the address of the BrokenView station. She’d also scribbled Jax’s name across the bottom. She glanced at the troll and motioned for him to hold me closer to the desk. Then she reached over and pulled the sticker off the non-stick backing before pressing it on the top of my shirt.
And then she did something that was interesting. It happened in just a split second, but before pulling away from me, she brought her hand to my exposed clavicle, placing her thumb momentarily into the depression where my bones met.
As soon as she touched me, an icy coldness washed over my entire body that caused all the hairs on my arms to stand up at attention.
Act naturally,
I heard her voice saying in my head.
I am your friend, not a foe.
She didn’t say anything more, although, strangely enough, it suddenly felt as if she were actually inside my head. Not only that, but she seemed to be sorting out and discarding the memories of my past within nanoseconds. I could see and hear these distant moments as if I were watching them on a screen nearby. Each memory, at least those which she apparently deemed useful, was then sucked out of me, forcibly as if she were a vacuum. My own memories, however, remained intact so it wasn’t as if she were actually stealing them from me, but rather like she was merely duplicating them before feeding them back to herself.
Then she pulled away. The icy coldness instantly faded, and I blinked a few times before my attention was drawn back to her and Jax. The whole memory extraction process must have lasted barely a second or two at the most; and it seemed that none of the motley crew with whom I was traveling even noticed anything out of the ordinary.
“If you go down the hallway to the left,” the witch started to instruct us, then she stopped talking in order to push her tired spectacles back up onto her nose again. “It’s room four, and you’ll find it on your right once you pass all the cubicles.”
“And you’re sure you got our final destination right?” Jax asked impolitely before yanking the stamped pieces of paper from his back pocket and skimming them again as if to double-check the witch’s coordinates. I noticed the witch didn’t bother answering the fool, but only frowned at him, raising one of her eyebrows in unmasked irritation. Jax didn’t say another word to her before he turned on his heels and started heading for the hallway to the left. The obedient Greebow followed right behind him.
“Good luck,” the witch said to me as the troll carried me past her. I couldn’t veil my surprise at her warmth, and when I glanced over at her, she simply nodded at me. I failed to respond, however, mainly because the whole episode of having her inside my head pretty much left me reeling with surprise. I didn’t know what to make of it. Clearly, she had no trouble tampering with my mind. Luckily, I managed to see the specific memories that interested her the most. The only thing they had in common was that they were all centered on what happened to me from the first moment I met Jax. I didn’t care that the witch had them, or at least a Xerox copy of them because I was even feeling better than I had before.
She was looking out for you,
I thought, reassuring myself as a glimmer of hope began to bubble from deep inside me.
Maybe somehow, some way, she can get in touch with Knight. Maybe she was able to pull information about him and his whereabouts in the Netherworld from your mind, and maybe she can reach out to him.
I could only hope!
I was so preoccupied with my own wishful thinking that I didn’t even realize when we reached room four until we were standing just outside the door. Jax swiftly opened it and then, upon seeing whatever was inside the room, swore to himself. Shaking his head with an audible sigh, he entered the room, and again, Greebow was right on his heels. Once the troll carried me into the smallish room, I understood why Jax had slipped into a tizzy. There was a line. A very long one. It wrapped around the perimeter of the entire room more than once and was comprised of maybe forty people or more. But the line wasn’t what caught my attention. That honor was reserved for what was in the center of the room, which was nothing less than fascinating.
It looked like a tornado. But it was contained, being held inside clear plastic or glass walls, and the violently rotating column of air was maybe twelve feet high from the base to the top. The narrow end, the finger that touched the ground, was swirling with a cloud of debris that included hats, glasses and various other personal belongings. From what I could observe, each person standing in line was being allowed to enter the tornado as soon as their turn arrived and they reached the head of the line. The cyclone was manned by two people who were both wearing ANC uniforms. One of them was busily perusing the travelers’ stamped tickets, while the other one was in charge of admission to the cyclone and controlled the opening and closing of the glass door.
I also observed the people standing in line, who ran the gamut in terms of their diversity. Some appeared to be ANC employees, while others were dressed in expensive suits, and still others looked like street urchins. None, however, were humans, and I knew for sure that all of them were Netherworldly creatures. That didn’t strike me as being unusual since humans were either forbidden altogether or discouraged in general from traveling through portals to the Netherworld. The main reason for that was because humans required much more extreme amounts of protection once they arrived there. As a rule, portal travel to the Netherworld was only available to human dignitaries and high-ranking government agents. The main reason they had to visit the Netherworld was primarily to check and make sure that the ANC was handling everything satisfactorily and enforcing the laws that be. I had no idea what the current situation might have been between the humans and the Rebellion, but I didn’t imagine it could be too good.
After maybe thirty minutes, we reached the front of the queue, and once we did, I could feel my heart rate speeding up. Having never witnessed a twister portal before, I’d also never even heard of one, so I had no clue what to expect. I watched it carefully, however, and noticed that whenever someone stepped inside the transparent door, they were instantly sucked into the center of the twister where they disappeared. Thankfully, no one appeared to get caught inside the swirling, debris-filled air that bashed the unsecured fragments around the glass walls.
Waiting at the head of the line, Jax summoned the ticket collector who glanced over the paperwork he handed her before putting her own stamp on each page. Then she ripped the bottom half off and handed the stubs back to Jax, but not before eyeing me with obvious interest. Turning to the person who was in charge of opening the door into the portal tornado, she nodded, and that person depressed a lever on the door which opened it wide. A gust of wind blew into the door attendant’s face as soon as he opened it, and from what I could observe, he was having a hell of a time just trying to hold the door in place.
“Hurry,” the woman taking the tickets said to Jax, who quickly nodded and stepped out of the way so Greebow could enter first. Greebow, apparently no stranger to this type of travel, guarded his face with his hands as he braved the heavy winds. Like all who went before him, once he stepped over the threshold inside the glass box, he disappeared. I couldn’t help my disappointment that he hadn’t gotten caught up in the winds and slammed against the glass walls. That would have been a visual I would have paid to see …
“You go next,” Jax said to the troll. “Make sure you keep a tight hold on her too.”
The troll said nothing but just nodded, and I wondered what might happen if he didn’t keep a tight hold on me? Maybe I’d end up in another time period? Hmm, that wasn’t such a bad possibility …
“I’m right behind you,” Jax reassured him as the troll started toward the glass enclosure. His stride was so slow that I could hear a few people behind us groaning and muttering about the senseless delay. But the troll didn’t seem to notice their remarks, or if he did, he didn’t comment as he continued lumbering forward. Once we were inside the direct path of the relentless winds, I had to cover my face with my hands because the force they blew was so powerful. If the troll was walking slowly before, he was moving at a snail’s pace now. After another few steps, I knew we had to be inside the tornado because the sound was nearly deafening.
And then, all at once, it wasn’t.



 
 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 Bram
Vander remained quiet until I finished narrating my story.
I explained everything that happened from the moment Jax arrived with Dulcie at my chateau, right up until the last time I saw her. I also bent his ear with the information I managed to glean from Drajow regarding the self-appointed leader of this rebellion, the so-called “Darkness.”
“And thus concludes the absent information that you were formerly lacking,” I said after wrapping up my explanation. Vander did not reply or react, but simply continued to stare straight ahead at the hairpin bends in the road, approaching them with what appeared to be increased aggression and downright recklessness. “Let me please remind you that the automobile you are driving is not replaceable, should it be totaled,” I added.
“So, Bram, you’re telling me the reason you ordered Dulcie to be kidnapped from ANC Splendor and delivered to you was expressly so you could explain everything that was going on with this Rebellion to her?” he asked after a lengthy pause. I had to suppose he was processing my description of the most recent events.
“Yes, I confess that is so.”
“But why?”
“Because I prefer that the Rebellion does not succeed.”
“Oh, really? Even though, at the time, you were counting on the Rebellion’s success because it would facilitate your own success?” Vander continued, obviously growing more suspicious of my true motives. His line of questioning did not surprise me, however, for I knew Vander was a most skeptical and distrustful character in general. No, I was not the least bit taken unawares by his interrogation; I expected it.
“Yes, even so,” I honestly answered with a smile.
“You do realize, I hope, that there are easier ways you could have relayed that information to Dulcie, ways that didn’t involve having her kidnapped,” Vander started as he alternately eyed the road and me. I suppose he expected to read my body language, but I did not flinch. “Speaking of which, you could have kept Dulcie out of it altogether! Why didn’t you just come to me, for example?”
“Ah, pray tell, what reason would compel me to seek your assistance, Vander?” I asked incredulously. I faced him and raised both of my eyebrows, exaggerating my expression for dramatic emphasis. “You know as well as I do that you and I have never cared for and only barely tolerated one another. And any sign of amicability between the two of us has been entirely for Dulcie’s benefit.”
Vander frowned in such a way that relayed that he could not argue with my observation. Of course, he found it frustrating, all the same. “You must have gone to Dulcie for other reasons than you are letting on now,” he insisted as he turned to face me with an undeniable glower.
“Of course I did!” I answered with a derisive chuckle, choosing to make light of the situation. It was a silly conversation to begin with; he and I both knew exactly where we stood with regard to Dulcie’s affections and well-being. “I make no pretense where my interest in the fairy is concerned. It will not come as any surprise to you when I say that if she ever wakes up and comes to her senses, she will realize that I am a much better companion for her than you are, and I should leap at the first opportunity to have her for my own.”
“Yeah? Sorry, Bram, but you’ll be waiting a very long time for that day to come,” he answered in a dark tone. Clearly, I was getting under his skin, as they say.
“‘A very long time’ means nothing to me,” I responded with a knowing smile. “Everything I am is inured and habituated to ‘a very long time.’”
“Back to the point,” Vander snapped as he shook his head. He appeared unduly vexed that I, as always, most assuredly bested him where our debates and discussions were concerned. “You must comprehend in your ancient wisdom how and why your story is pretty hard for me to buy, don’t you?”
“Of course I understand,” I responded in an affronted manner. I did not appreciate his implication that I was foolish by not considering the effect of my story or to even assume it would be an undeniable explanation for him to readily embrace.
We were spared from further banter when there emerged a buzzing from Drajow’s mobile phone, which Vander dropped in the center console. I immediately reached over to answer it, reading the text message as soon as it came through.
“What does it say?” Vander asked.
I cleared my throat. “Rochefort has eloquently asked ‘is it done?’” I told him. “Shall I respond in the affirmative?” Vander nodded his agreement.
I typed back “yes” and clicked
send.
Then I closed my eyes to concentrate on the connection I shared with Dulcie. Traces of her blood still traveled through my veins, but they were rapidly weakening. It was important that I continue to check our link every ten minutes or more just to ensure Vander and I were still traveling in the correct direction.
“What are you doing?” Vander inquired.
“I am checking my bond with Dulcie.”
“You have no bond with Dulcie.”
“I am checking my
connection
with Dulcie.”
Vander grumbled something unintelligible, but I was not paying very much attention to him. The tentative link I shared with the delectable fairy was decidedly less pronounced than it had been only minutes earlier. I clenched my eyes shut more tightly in a more intense effort to push past the blood connection I shared with the brute beside me and locate the briskly evaporating grasp I still had with Dulcie.
“What’s wrong?” Vander demanded.
“Our connection is weak,” I replied in a patient tone. He was beginning to irk me because his incessant questions were unnecessary and, in some cases, unanswerable. “I am having some difficulty locating her at present,” I calmly explained as I shook my head and opened my eyes. I had to admit, if only to myself, that I was actually feeling increasingly worried. “I fear I can no longer sense her whereabouts.”
“But why?” Vander inquired as he looked at me for an answer. The expression on his face was a veritable minefield of concern. “Why can’t you feel her any longer? Does that mean something’s gone wrong?”
“No, not necessarily,” I answered. Just then, the mobile phone in my hands suddenly dinged again with an incoming message. I glanced down at it and read aloud: “‘Good. Meet us at Station 2.’” I turned to face Vander. “Concise and direct,” I said as I continued. “Does Station 2 mean something to you, because I must confess, it means nothing to me.”
Vander shrugged. “No, it means nothing to me either. I have no idea what he’s talking about.”
I cocked my head to the side as I considered the options. “Regardless, I must respond.” Vander did not reply so I assumed he agreed with me. I typed back: “Gotcha!” All the while, I hoped my response sounded like something Drajow would say. But in general, I was not familiar, much less adept, at speaking like an idiot.
“Try to locate Dulcie again,” Vander commanded impatiently. I opted to ignore his dictatorial demeanor if only to avoid an unpleasant and boring argument. Magnanimously, I simply closed my eyes and reached out to my sweet, little blossom, straining to sense the pulling in my veins that would trigger my brain to direct me in the right direction where she was currently located. But just as with my first attempt, this time was no more successful.
“I cannot feel her,” I said with finality before I opened my eyes and shook my head. “It feels as if she has vanished into thin air or fallen off the map.” And then something dawned on me. “That might very well be exactly what happened!”
“What do you mean she might have vanished into thin air?”
“If Rochefort is traveling through a portal to another location, it naturally becomes much more difficult for me to track her. The greater the distance or the longer the separation between her and me, the weaker our tie consequently becomes. And if they have crossed into the Netherworld, I fear I could lose my connection with her altogether.”
“Then do you think that’s what happened?” Vander demanded as he faced me wide-eyed, his dread and apprehension clearly evident in his Neolithic features. “If they’re in the Netherworld, is that why you can’t feel her at all anymore?”
The mobile phone beeped again with another incoming text, so I glanced down at it and read Rochefort’s message, while at the same time I responded to Vander’s question. “I do not know for certain; although I would definitely venture to say it stands to reason that they would have crossed the threshold into the Netherworld.” Then I glanced up and further considered the message that had just come through. “But, at the moment, I am afraid we have much larger problems with which to contend.”
“What?” Vander asked as he looked at me and shook his head in that apish manner of his. “What are you talking about now?”
I glanced at the mobile phone again and read aloud: “There is no Station 2, asshole! Who the fuck is this? And where is Drajow?”
“Fuck!” Vander said as he bashed his fist into the steering wheel, which responded by emitting an affronted honk. I was so taken aback by Rochefort’s curt message, along with my utter inability to locate Dulcie, that I failed to even register how badly Vander was mistreating my Porsche in his outraged reaction.
“My sentiments exactly,” I agreed as I allowed the mobile to rest on my lap once again. “I do not see any point in responding now.”
“Neither do I,” Vander mumbled, and only seconds later, another chirping ring suddenly shattered the dour silence that descended between us. Vander gripped the wheel with his right hand, and with his left, he reached inside his pocket, producing another cell phone. “Vander,” he said in a rather inimical greeting. I could easily hear the high-pitched voice of a woman on the other side. “Sam, slow down,” Vander ordered. “And run that by me one more time.” He held the phone out before him and pushed the speaker button, which allowed the caller’s voice to be audible for us both to hear.
“This is going to sound really strange, but I just got a weird message. It’s from a fellow witch at one of the bases, which was already taken over,” Samantha said. “I think she said she was calling from our BrokenView office,” she continued.
“Hello, Samantha,” I said aloud. Common courtesy demanded that I politely inform Samantha that she could be heard by both of us.
“Bram?” she asked, and the surprise in her voice was unconcealed.
“The one and only,” I replied, and my short-term memory suddenly recalled her large, warm brown eyes and seductive body, upon which I had feasted on more than one occasion. Perhaps a short reunion was in order …
“Okay, enough with the pleasantries,” Vander interrupted as he speared me with a discouraging frown. “What was the message, Sam?”
“The witch said she saw Dulcie,” Samantha answered, and her voice began to sound winded as if her thoughts were going so fast, she could not keep up with them.
“Where is Dulcie now?” Vander asked as he immediately leaned forward, and an alert expression of optimism appeared on his face.
“The witch said she saw her about forty minutes ago, and she was still in the custody of Jax as well as two other creatures—a werewolf and a giant troll. They were heading into the Netherworld, through portal thirteen,” Samantha finished.
“Fuck!” Vander exclaimed as he hit the steering wheel again, this time, however, avoiding the horn.
“Then I was correct in my assumption,” I said, keeping it mostly to myself. If Dulcie were already in the Netherworld, that explained why I could no longer track her by her blood.
“Did the witch give you any more personal information about herself? And how did she relay this information to you, Sam?” Vander asked. “Did she reach you via a cell phone?”
“I know nothing about her, except that she works at BrokenView,” Samantha answered. “And as for how she got that information to me, she was using her mind waves. So you don’t have to worry about anyone accidentally or purposefully intercepting it.” Witches shared the convenient ability to relay information to one another through a psychic connection that was exclusive to their minds. Any eavesdropping by others was forbidden. They were a highly magical and powerful species.
“Okay, did she offer you anything else?” Vander asked.
Samantha sighed in a way that suggested there was more information but it was not necessarily positive. “She sent me an imprint, but …” she started.
“Okay, send it to me,” Vander interrupted.
Samantha paused for a few seconds in obvious hesitation. “I don’t think I should. Knight, it’s pretty graphic, and there’s some stuff in it that might not be good for you to see at the moment,” she began to explain. “I have all the pertinent information for you, regardless. I know where Dulcie’s headed, and I know about what time she left.”
“Sam, just send me the imprint,” Vander demanded as he took a deep breath and held it before exhaling it with audible force.
Samantha stalled again. “I just watched the whole thing because I had no choice. I can honestly tell you, though, that I wish I hadn’t, Knight. I really don’t think …”
“Don’t make me ask you for it again,” Vander snapped, his anger visible across his red cheeks as he tightened his hold around the wheel.
“Okay,” Samantha responded. “But you have to keep yourself together, okay? Please don’t let this make you lose it or go off the deep end. You need to maintain a level head now more than ever, Knight.”
“I promise not to let it affect me,” Vander replied, his tone much softer this time. He seemed as if he almost regretted being so curt and harsh with her earlier. Samantha was Dulcie’s closest friend and Vander’s employee, making her very dear to them both. Samantha and I were quite close too, at one time. But owing to my fickle nature, I find it difficult to remain with a single woman for longer than a fortnight, at most. Hence, our intimacy no longer existed.
“Okay, call me if you need anything else,” Samantha said, “and good luck.” Then she hung up and Vander did the same. He was quiet for a few seconds and I did not push him or ask for the details because it was clear to me that he was lost in his thoughts. He began braking to slow the car down and eventually pulled off the highway, coming to a stop on the side of the road.
“I need a moment,” he said. He barely faced me before undoing his safety belt and opening the car door.
“A moment? May I inquire for what?” I asked as I shook my head to indicate I did not comprehend his meaning.
“Whatever information that witch extracted from Dulcie’s memories, she managed to capture it in what we call an ‘imprint.’ The witch telepathically transferred that imprint to Sam, which means I can now experience whatever Dulcie did.”
I immediately recalled the condition that I found Dulcie in when I last saw her. “I do not believe that is a very good idea,” I said honestly, remembering the images of her bludgeoned face and her broken fingers. I doubted very much if Vander could handle seeing those visuals, especially at that moment.
“I don’t care,” he replied tersely as he stepped out of the car and slammed the door shut behind him. He walked to the rear of the car and leaned against the boot. I turned fully around and watched him. He opened his phone, which is where, I assumed, he could access the imprint. I supposed it was something akin to a video or movie, except that it was as seen from the perspective of whoever lived through the situation in the first place.
I was more than skeptical that Vander could tolerate the horror he was about to observe. When he returned to the driver’s seat, he could very well be a changed man. Not to mention, I was also slightly concerned that whatever the imprint revealed might also incriminate me. I still did not know the extent of my part in Dulcie’s near death experience.
Regardless of my looming anticipation and utter dread, there was nothing for me to do now. I simply had to wait for Vander to view the informative imprint and hope that his ensuing rage would not throw him into a full tailspin.



 
 
CHAPTER NINETEEN
 Dulcie
As soon as we emerged from the whirlwind, I felt something familiar; it kept fluttering and tapping against my back. As my realization of what it was dawned on me, I sighed and then frowned, finding it difficult to restrain my annoyance. The cause of my distress? My wings, of course, which were present and duly accounted for, immediately tipping me off to our current location: the Netherworld. Thankfully, Bram’s shirt was far too big on me and it gave my wings ample room to flap. Had the shirt been any smaller, my wings would have been compromised. And that would have hurt like an SOB. Thank goodness for small favors! Considering my current predicament, I had to take them any way they came.
“Aha! She got her wings,” the troll said, reminding me of a proud parent as he stared at me with a gap-toothed smile. I still didn’t know his name but also didn’t care to. The idea of harboring any personal associations with potion-smugglers and thugs wasn’t on my bucket list.
Jax glanced at me briefly, then at my wings. Naturally, they were already freaking the F out, and Jax frowned before turning toward the busy ANC office. Even though we were definitely in the Netherworld, this besieged ANC station looked very similar to its reciprocal version on Earth. The only differences that I immediately detected were the walls, which were painted a drab grey instead of white, and the carpet, which was a boring brown. Other than that, however, everything else looked almost exactly the same, including the ANC-uniformed employees who scurried every which way, attending to their duties. One variable note, though, was the increased number of armed guards that appeared to be stationed every ten feet or so. They weren’t wearing ANC uniforms either, but were dressed purely in black: fitted trousers and matching, long-sleeved shirts with no logos or company affiliations visible. I could only imagine they must have been directly employed by the infamous Rebellion.
The shadowy soldiers stood there just as silent as the Queen’s Guard with their hands crossed over the human-made machine guns, which were strapped to their chests. I assumed most of their artillery must have been imported from Earth, although I was sure it had to be spiked with Netherworld creature-disabling bullets, such as, you guessed it, dragon’s blood.
“The driver should be picking us up outside momentarily,” Jax suddenly announced. He glanced down at his phone and whatever he read there caused his lips to tighten into a straight line as his hands fisted. He didn’t say anything more, and I didn’t inquire. Turning away, he started heading toward the sliding glass doors just as a large, black SUV that looked like a Suburban or an Escalade pulled up in front of us. I didn’t fail to notice the license plates were missing. Figured …
“Perfect timing,” Greebow commented with a large smile.
No one replied or said anything more as we walked through the doors and entered the Netherworld atmosphere. As soon as we did, I reflexively glanced up at the sky. My heart was in my throat at the prospect that I would see one of the dreadful winged predators, which were incessantly on patrol. On my first visit to the Netherworld, I was accompanied by Bram, and on that trip, I watched in horror as one of the hideous creatures swooped down and picked off a person who was standing in line just in front of us. For now, thankfully, the skies were clear of both predators and clouds.
One of the first endeavors that Knight and Caressa had accomplished after we permanently removed my father from the equation was to eliminate the marauding, winged killers altogether. My father kept the monsters around to terrorize the public and thereby staunch or hinder any would-be uprisings or seditious insurgencies. The new regime had persisted in adopting my father’s outdated ideas on how to govern the Netherworld, so I half expected the Rebellion to reintroduce the flying abominations, at least in the pillaged areas where the Rebellion had managed to overpower the ANC. But, so far as I could tell, that didn’t appear to be the case.
Jax opened the passenger door and nodded to the driver without saying anything, not even a cordial greeting. Likewise, the driver didn’t acknowledge Jax or anyone else in our party. Instead, he just sat there robotically, facing forward. Judging by the size of his shrunken head and overall tiny stature, it was easy to identify him as a gremlin. I knew it instantly and didn’t even require my fairy abilities in creature detection to help me on this one. To most people, it might have seemed odd for anyone to employ an overly small creature, such as a gremlin, for a chauffeur. Especially one such as ours, who needed special apparatuses fitted onto his legs and feet just so he could reach the gas and brake pedals. Gremlins, however, possess uncanny talent when it comes to anything mechanical. They are adept not only at breaking things, but also at fixing them. Because of that notability, most gremlins either worked with cars or machines in whatever aspect they could, but usually as drivers or mechanics. I would have bet my last dollar that this one must have owned the Escalade or Suburban or whatever the vehicle was in which we were driving.
Jax sat down beside the gremlin, and Greebow took his seat behind Jax. Then, Greebow reached inside his pocket. Pulling out his iPod, he leaned back and closed his eyes, effectively tuning out the rest of us with no apologies. The troll lumbered around the vehicle before opening the rear door and pushing me inside. I had to assume this was where I was relegated to sit, virtually squished between the two of them!
“Where are we headed, boss?” the troll asked. He had a little bit of trouble folding himself into his seat. This time, it was necessary for him to stoop forward, leaning over his knees, in order for the rest of his enormous body to fit. He looked so ridiculous, he reminded me of the Flinstones’ pet dinosaur, Dino.
Jax cleared his throat as he glanced back at the troll with visible irritation and then at me without any affection or comment. I wasn’t surprised to find Jax even more handsome in the Netherworld than he was on Earth. Of course, the same thing could have been said regarding Knight. When traveling in the Netherworld, its creatures were restored to their truest forms. Just as my wings became visible and functional (to a point), Lokis appeared broader, taller and slightly nobler, just as their birthright would suggest. But I saw nothing noble in Jax. He might have been created as one of Hades’ guardians, but he had strayed so far from his path now, he seemed utterly irredeemable.
“The Darkness has requested that we bring you to Headquarters immediately,” Jax said as he eyed me narrowly. Then he fell silent as he continued to stare at me expectantly.
“I’m not sure what response you’re hoping for, Jax,” I answered with a quick shrug.
“This is a great honor,” he practically spat the words out, as if I were too stupid not to have already comprehended as much on my own. “An honor that I don’t believe you deserve in the least but, in this case, I’m just the messenger.”
“Well, you might think it’s a great honor, but as far as I’m concerned, I’m still no more than a helpless prisoner.”
“The Darkness is assuming a great risk by allowing you to visit the Rebellion’s secret operations,” Jax explained. “Ordinary prisoners would be summarily denied such luxury and license.”
“It’s not like a dinner invitation to Prince Charming’s ball,” I grumbled as I shook my head.
“No, but there’s a special reason he’s extending the invitation to you,” he retorted angrily.
“I’m not interested in cheesy consolation prizes,” I snapped back at him, growing impatient and irritated with his overall demeanor. “So you can take your honor and shove it up your …”
Jax instantly leaned forward and wound his arm back before wielding his hand right across my face. He slapped me so hard that my head snapped backwards and a shooting pain bolted up my neck. Gasping for air, my breath seemed to be caught in my throat, and my heartbeat increased with violent indignation. However, since I lost so much blood already, my increased heart rate only managed to flood my mind with dizziness. I had to close my eyes and simply concentrate on regulating my respiration. Meanwhile, swirling stars continued to dance before my eyelids, threatening to overcome me.
“I warned you more than once to keep your smart-ass remarks to yourself,” Jax snarled as I opened my eyes and took a brief glimpse at my surroundings. I noticed Greebow and the troll were both staring at Jax with wide eyes, almost in disbelief, as if they were just as startled by his unprovoked response as I was. I couldn’t see the gremlin’s reaction, but he said nothing, which wasn’t unexpected since gremlins, as a rule, weren’t a very chatty race.
“All your bitch slaps and sucker punches can’t intimidate me, Jax,” I said as I ran my hand across my tender mouth. Glancing down, I didn’t flinch when I noticed the trail of blood covering my knuckles.
Jax didn’t reply to my comment but merely faced forward for the remainder of the car ride; and everyone else was silent too. That was fine by me. The thing I needed now more than anything else was a stretch of pure silence. I hated to admit, even to myself, that I could still feel the pain in the cheek that was victimized by Jax’s blow. Now it was stinging something awful. I fought back the tears that were filling up the corners of my eyes and eyelids as I concentrated on what to do next. I was fairly sure that whatever wards had been in place that disallowed me the use of my magic while we were at Bram’s chateau were now a moot point. That meant I could probably reach out to Knight …
But as soon as that idea crossed my mind, I decided against it. For two reasons. In the first place, I assumed Jax would definitely have realized that once we were outside of Bram’s chateau, I could again connect telepathically with Knight. That left me thinking that either I was still under some sort of magical block, or Jax actually wanted me to reach out to Knight. In doing so, however, I would reveal Knight’s location. And that was the basis for my second reason in deciding against it. I didn’t want to subject Knight to any further danger. So, after mentally debating and weighing the possible consequences to both of my proposed actions, I came to the final conclusion that I was better off to just sit tight. I had to rely on myself exclusively now; and I was okay with that. Why? Because I’d pretty much spent my entire adult life having to depend on my own resources. My plan now was just to sit and wait for the next opportunity to make itself known, hopefully one in which I could try to escape. It wasn’t much of a plan, but really, right now it was all I had, so I chose to go with it.
When the car stopped maybe twenty minutes later, I was surprised. We were literally out in the middle of nowhere. I knew we drove clear out of the city, which was about ten minutes ago, before we entered a residential area, which soon disappeared and consequently became nothing but a sea of trees. Then we drove up a hill. That took a good five minutes until we reached a metal gate. The gremlin pulled directly in front of the gate which immediately swung open, allowing us passage. The private driveway we followed was a long and winding road that was partially unpaved. Once we reached the top, the gremlin parked the car and turned the engine off. Glancing over Greebow (who was sound asleep and snoring like no one’s business), I peered up at the large, imposing edifice now looming over us.
It had an asymmetrical structure and was very dark in color, which made it look a lot like a haunted house on Halloween. An overabundance of extra wings and bays facing in different directions made it look like something out of a kid’s fantasy picture book. To say it was not exactly the first image that appeared in my head when I imagined the headquarters of the Rebellion was probably the understatement of the millennium.
The structure comprised three distinct stories in Victorian housing style. A massively large, wraparound porch with delicate, ornamental spindles and brackets in the era of Queen Anne accented the exterior. A colossal, round tower with a steep, pointed roof adorned one end, while an equally immense octagonal tower perched on the other. Boasting elaborate trim, scalloped shingles, gingerbread details and a steeply pitched roof with pronounced gables facing different directions, it could have passed as a mammoth dollhouse. However, the dark grey paint of the wood siding and its black trim imbued it with a much more sinister vibe.
“Wake up, Greebow!” the troll said abruptly. He reached over and shook the werewolf’s arm. Greebow sputtered and coughed before he came to and promptly wiped his sleeve across his mouth where he’d been drooling. I grimaced as I quietly hoped that none of his saliva had pooled on top of me. Werewolves really were disgusting creatures …
“Where are we?” Greebow asked in a sleep-heavy voice. When he glanced out the window, he instantly appeared to be confused.
“Headquarters!” Jax answered with audible irritation. He opened his door and stood up, taking a deep breath of the Netherworld air as he glanced around. It almost seemed like he was seeing the place for the first time.
“Headquarters?” Greebow repeated, sounding and looking more amazed than before.
“What? Don’t tell me you’ve never been here before?” I remarked with a frown of skepticism. Naturally, I figured Jax’s henchmen had to be pretty high up on the corporate ladder. But maybe I was wrong? I mean, if I were wrong, it wouldn’t have been that much of a surprise, because if I’d been in the Darkness’s position, I would never have employed such idiots.
“Nope,” the troll answered.
“Neither have I,” Greebow said as he opened his door and stepped out. The troll shoved me toward Greebow rudely, who simply reached down and lifted me up, thereby pulling me out of the SUV. It took the troll at least a minute to unfold himself from the backseat before he plodded around the vehicle.
“Wow, fancy that,” he said in a deep voice. As the four of us started toward the front door, I noticed there were no other cars parked out in front. From what I could see, though, there seemed to be a wraparound driveway that led to the rear of the house. I could just glimpse the edge of what appeared to be a detached garage so I figured all the other cars were probably parked back there. Whoever lived, worked or did whatever here, they apparently insisted upon order.
The old, wooden stairs creaked beneath our feet. When the troll stepped on them, I half wondered if his heavy boots and weight would stomp right through the ancient boards. But, luckily for him, the floorboards held up. Upon reaching the large pair of wooden doors, Jax reached over and pushed the doorbell. A deep, mourning sound came from within the house.
“You better be on your best behavior starting right now,” Jax said underneath his breath as he addressed me. Before I could respond, he added, “And I’m saying this for your own good. The Darkness is not someone you want to test or play with. I warn you right now: he will not tolerate any of your smart-ass comments.”
“Duly noted,” I answered.
I could hear the faint clicking of heels coming from the other side of the door and, seconds later, a woman opened it. She was dressed in an outdated, white-and-black maid’s uniform, the kind that you might see in an old movie, which even included a funny, little headpiece on top of her hair.
“Come in, come in! He has been expecting you,” she said as she opened the door wider and we walked into the vestibule. The deep, dark wooden floors ran the length of the open hallway, continuing up the stairs in front of us along with both of the rooms on either side of us. The ceiling extended all the way up to the third floor in the entry and, as such, was commendably tall. An immense chandelier also hung above us, appointed with what had to be at least one hundred lightbulbs, each shaped like a candle.
The woman rushed past us before turning to face Jax and motioning for him to follow her. Then she darted into the room on our right. Once Greebow carried me inside, I presumed we were in a parlor or maybe even a library. Myriad books filled up one entire side of the room from floor to ceiling. There was also a large bay window, furnished with a velvet, upholstered window seat in a bright red hue. It matched a similar shade to the crimson of the floral wallpaper. Plantation shutters blocked out the sun and covered all the windows. Above them were ostentatious, black-and-gold window treatments.
“Wait here,” the woman said as she left the room, silently closing the narrow double doors behind her. I was so taken by the expansive room and the building itself, that it never even occurred to me to identify what type of creature the woman was.
“You might as well take a seat, because I’m not sure how long we’ll be here,” Jax said before throwing himself into one of the black velvet upholstered chairs in front of the vast slate fireplace. Greebow placed me carefully on a matching settee across from Jax before taking the chair beside him. The troll did not sit, but continued standing, probably because it took too much energy for him to sit down only to get up again.
“You think we’re gonna actually get to meet the Darkness, boss?” the troll asked dumbly as he faced Jax, who didn’t bother looking up at him. Instead, Jax kept his attention strictly focused on his cell phone. There was no slack in his jaw.
“I have no idea,” he answered with little interest.
“I bid you all welcome,” a man’s voice suddenly broke the silence in the room. I couldn’t help myself and jumped as the voice seemed to come out of nowhere. Furtively glancing around the perimeter of the room, I couldn’t see or detect any speakers. When my eyes alit on the shelves of books, I didn’t see any speakers there either. I shrugged and figured the voice was probably coming to us via magic, somehow. I briefly looked at the others, only to find them just as surprised as I was.
“Thank you,” Jax said before clearing his throat. He suddenly seemed uncomfortable, as if he weren’t sure which part of the room he should address.
Another lapse of silence descended from the other party, and we all just looked at one another in apprehensive expectation.
“Explain to me this: why is she dressed that way?” the voice suddenly boomed out. Anyone could sense the anger brewing in the tone of his words. No one replied, but they all looked at me, as if just noticing for the first time that my oversized T-shirt was the only thing I wore. Personally speaking, however, I was more than slightly alarmed that whomever the voice belonged to was able to see me, since as far as I could tell, there was no one else but us in the room. Then, I deduced this was probably just another example of powerful magic. Either that, or we were being captured on video.
“Why was the fairy carried in? And more importantly, why does she appear to be wounded?” the voice inquired, its pitch rising with increasing irritation.
“She has lost some blood, sir,” Jax started to explain in an unsteady voice.
“What happened to her?” the voice demanded.
“The vampire,” Jax began to reply.
“Stand at attention whilst you address me!” the voice roared, and Jax instantaneously leapt to his feet. I noticed Jax refused to look at any of us and stared only forward, looking toward the bay window seat.
“My deepest apologies, master,” Jax said, dropping his head in deference as he spoke. It was a role I’d never seen him play, but one that thrilled me, all the same.
“Explain the current aggrieved state of the prisoner,” the voice said, this time more coolly.
“The vampire nearly drained her,” Jax started to answer.
“Only because you starved him and then placed me in the same room with him!” I yelled defensively. I was more than angry that Jax would even dare to blame Bram for something he, himself, orchestrated. “Bram would never have done that to me of his own free will!”
Jax pierced me with a murderous expression, but I didn’t give a shit anymore. Whomever the Darkness was, he would only hear the truth from me.
“Explain why her face is so bruised and her lip has been torn,” the voice ordered. “And why is she wearing nothing more than a man’s large T-shirt?”
“You authorized the use of force and punishment,” Jax replied, his own voice suggesting his heretofore undisclosed anger. “I was merely following your orders, my lord.”
“Those were in regard to the vampire only, you idiotic fool!” the voice bellowed, and we all jumped collectively in our startled response. “Your express instructions were never to harm the girl!”
As soon as the room grew silent again, the double doors opened, revealing another woman dressed in the same maid’s uniform as the first. She entered the room, keeping her eyes fastened on me. Without sparing even the slightest glance to anyone else, she stopped walking as soon as she stood directly in front of me. Then she extended her hand, and I briefly debated as to whether or not I should take it. However, after reasoning that the Darkness seemed less keen with regard to inflicting more pain and suffering on me than Jax did, I accepted her proffered hand.
My wings immediately began flapping underneath my T-shirt. The woman simply glanced at them and shook her head. Miraculously, my wings calmed down just as quickly as they started. I couldn’t deny my utter amazement. No one had ever been able to control my wings, and least of all, me! The maid tightened her hold on my hand, and despite all my shock and disbelief, I began to float up into the air. I tried to sense my wings, to see if they were somehow flapping again and making me airborne, but they weren’t. Whatever was lifting us at present was entirely the maid’s doing. I tried to read her but found I couldn’t even tell what type of creature she was. It was as if I were encountering a wall. Interesting …
Regardless of my bewilderment, she continued to hold my hand, and I floated about three feet or higher off the floor. She led me out of the room and we started across the vestibule until we reached the hallway. Then she made a right and headed toward the staircase.
“Where are we going?” I asked, somewhat hesitantly. My heart was pounding so hard, it felt like it was thumping against my ribs, and I was more than nervous since I didn’t know what to expect. Never mind that I wasn’t exactly dressed for combat, and obviously, in no shape to defend myself, if the need arose.
The woman did not bother to glance back at me as she started up the stairs, still holding my hand with hers while grasping the banister with her other hand. “I am taking you to your room. There you may find a clean change of clothing and a bath, which will restore you and make you more comfortable,” she told me in a singsong voice as we reached the top of the stairs.
“Restore me? To what?” I asked, having never heard of any bathtub that would do that, even a magical one, and growing, quite naturally, suspicious. Despite my current ease and slight relaxation, I had to remind myself that even if the Darkness was showing me some level of courtesy, I was still being held a prisoner in the home of my enemy.
“The bath will restore your health to you, madam,” the maid tersely answered as she led me to the first door we encountered in the upstairs hallway. Stopping outside the door, the maid fished inside her pocket before she produced a skeleton key. Then, after she unlocked the door and opened it wide, she turned toward me and smiled, pulling me inside “my room.”



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY
 Dulcie
 

The bedroom was surprisingly well appointed and featured a showy canopy bed, covered by a navy blue velvet duvet. More than half of the mattress was obscured by all the satin and silk pillows on top of it. They came in all shapes, sizes and colors, and made the bed look like a rainbow had thrown up all over it. The four floor-to-ceiling windows were also sheltered from the outside sun by plantation shutters, very similar to those in the library downstairs. Similarly, these windows also featured valences atop the shutters; this time, set in a cornflower blue with a dark stripe that matched the duvet cover. Hmm, so the Darkness seemed to favor a Better Homes and Gardens approach to interior design. Interesting …
“Whoever owns this place doesn’t seem particularly fond of sunlight,” I observed as my eyes instantly settled on the copper tub in the center of the room. It was filled nearly to the top with what I assumed was ordinary water. The tub seemed so out of place, sitting in the middle of the bedroom, rather than in a bathroom, but I didn’t care enough to even comment. It was already more than clear to me that the Darkness definitely had eccentric taste, and this old, outdated house that he used at his headquarters was true to form.
“No, madam,” the maid replied with a self-conscious giggle. She only released my hand when I was floating right above the bed. Gracefully, I drifted down onto the sumptuous mattress. Meanwhile, she went about the room, closing all of the shutters, ostensibly for my privacy and Puritan sense of modesty.
Once she finished her task, she returned to the beautiful, gleaming tub. Dropping her elbow inside it, she tested the temperature of the water. When she looked back at me, she began to smile and even opened her mouth as if she were about to say something, but the expression was instantly washed right off her face. Seconds later, her irises rolled back into her head until her eyes were completely white. It looked like she could have been having a seizure. Concerned, and at the same time appalled, I leaned forward and gripped one of the canopy railings. I attempted to hoist myself up and onto my feet as my wings fluttered to assist me. But before I could do that, she suddenly spoke.
“I must apologize for the rough treatment you received while in the custody of Rochefort,” she said, and her voice sounded like her own but somehow, the cadence and the tone were very different—she was much more confident and commanding in her speech.
“I … I’m afraid I don’t understand,” I replied. It took me a few seconds to catch my breath after the jolt of watching her eyes roll back in her head, and then the energy it took to attempt to stand up. I could only stare at her with incredulity, while trying to figure out just what the hell was going on. Her eyes were still all white, with the colored irises rolled back into her head, but she didn’t seem to be in any pain or discomfort otherwise. As far as I could tell she didn’t, anyway …
“I am but one person, and although I command the laws and regulations of this operation, I cannot wield my control to some of those beneath me at all times, unfortunately,” she explained.
“Wait,” I started and I held my hand up. I wasn’t sure if she could even see me with her eyes looking as they were, but by the time that thought occurred to me, I’d already waved at her. “You’re
the leader?
You’re
the Darkness?” I asked, motioning to her maid’s uniform with a perplexed expression on my face. I just couldn’t understand why the mind of this grandiose organization would parade in front of others like a simple maid. “But … but you’re dressed like a house servant?”
“I can see that you are utterly confused,” she responded with a small, understanding smile. “Allow me to clarify the situation.” Then she took a deep breath that seemed more for show than anything else. “Yes, you are speaking to head of the Rebellion, I must confess. I have been dubbed the Darkness, which is an appellation I must admit I find quite fitting,” she replied. Her face and body were still in a catatonic state, and she was just standing there as still as a board; only her mouth moved. “But this, what you see, is not my true form.”
“Then how,” I started but soon frowned. It was only then that I realized my wings had actually calmed down. They were lying placidly folded against my back. Maybe it was because I was still so weak, and my physical frailty affected my wings as well. If so, at least there was one positive feature to the situation.
“I am able to speak through the creatures in my employ,” she interrupted. “I merely borrow their voices and bodies temporarily … and with their consent, of course.”
“And you do that through magic, I’m guessing?”
“Precisely!” the maid responded triumphantly. Now, I could only wonder whether the Darkness possessed his own magic, or did he just employ someone else who possessed magical skills and abilities? It was an important delineation too; those who possessed their own magic were decidedly more powerful than those who did not.
“Is what you’re doing now causing that woman any pain or discomfort?” I inquired as my eyes honed in on the maid’s eyes, whose pupils and irises remained invisible and rolled back in her head. I could only imagine the headache she might have once her body was restored to her.
“No, no pain or discomfort,” she responded. “In general, I try to avoid hurting any of those loyal to me or my mission.”
I wasn’t sure how to read that comment since I obviously wasn’t loyal to him or his mission, but I eventually decided to shelve it for the time being. It was far more important for me to better understand just who and what the Darkness was or represented. “So … you borrow the bodies of other people and creatures in order to avoid being seen in your true form?” I asked as I wondered what type of creature he could be. “Are you a spirit or something intangible like that?” I asked as I studied the maid with narrowed eyes. If that were the case, then the Darkness was nothing more than a specter or a disembodied ghost. Of course, it certainly necessitated that he appear by borrowing the bodies of others. Specters, in general, were not usually considered terrible threats, but I knew stories of an odd poltergeist or two who became a force for others to contend with. Nonetheless, the whole endeavor sounded very odd to me.
“No, I am not a spirit,” the maid answered, and I could sense some amusement lacing her tone. “And, yes, the only reason I assume the form of others is to avoid being seen in my true form.”
“Why don’t you want anyone to see you in your true form?”
“I am afraid that is a very long and involved answer.”
“I have plenty of time,” I said with mock conviction as I crossed my arms over my chest. If there were truly no way of escaping, (and right now, it didn’t seem there was), the next best thing I could do was gain valuable information. And as much of it as I could. Besides, I was in no rush to be reunited with Jax and his crew of deplorables. Sure, the Darkness was obviously the larger threat, but so far, I could say in all honesty that I preferred his company to that of the egomaniacal sadist downstairs.
“Are you familiar with Machiavelli?” the maid asked, throwing me for a loop slightly.
“Um, only in as much as I know he was a prince,” I answered with a quick shrug. “But it’s not like I collected or studied his writings at length or anything.”
“Very good,” the maid answered quickly, and I thought to myself how odd it felt to carry on a conversation with someone that had no irises or pupils. “In Machiavelli’s book,
The Prince, he presents the concept that as a leader, it is better to be feared than to be loved by your people, if you cannot be both.”
“I remember that quote!” I replied while thinking to myself that I never realized the concept had come from Machiavelli. Not that it really mattered, but anyhoo …
“In this instance, I must realize that it is not possible for me to be both feared and loved by my people. I am respected, yes, but I cannot be feared as well as loved,” the maid continued. “Thus, after many years of thought and self-reflection, I arrived at the conclusion that Machiavelli is absolutely correct, and it is vastly better to be feared.”
“But why?”
“Love is an internal, very flighty and very fickle emotion. You can practically turn it off or turn it on. Love comes and goes and comes again,” the maid explained, and I found I had no argument for her. Although I considered the love I had for Knight to be eternal and all-encompassing, I also had to recognize that such wasn’t the case for all people in romantic relationships. “Fear, on the other hand,” she continued, “is an external emotion which automatically makes it much more predictable. Whereas lovers may love each other on one day, the very next day it is always possible that they could hate each other. Fear, however, does not vanish so easily; not if your character remains the same.” So, the Darkness relied on logic not emotion; never mind if it was Machiavelli’s logic originally. Regardless, his casual manner in discussing this subject left me feeling very concerned because it was fairly apparent that the Darkness was as cold, calculating and devoid of emotional empathy as a robot.
“Then you consider not showing your face to those who obey your commands as nothing more than a fear tactic?” I asked, trying to clarify the intention of the Darkness to make sure I understood him fully.
“What do you fear most?” the maid replied. “That which you can see? Or that which you cannot see?”
“That which I cannot see,” I answered as soon as I considered it. Even in the realm of police work, the scariest situations were always those that were the most unpredictable.
“There is a very good reason that all tales of horror take place in the darkness, rather than during the light of day. Since the dawning of mankind, the darkness is what we fear the most. It casts shadows, and it hides the truth. Darkness does not reveal its truest nature, it lies and it shields itself. The darkness is that which you cannot see, that which can harm you, and kill you even, without you ever knowing it is lurking there.”
“So you hide your face and your true identity from your minions, because you think that causes them to fear you?”
“Keeping my minions in a state of ignorance as to my identity and powers is elevating in itself. They never know what their leader looks like, nor where he is at a given time, not to mention what shape he can adopt. That is intimidating, no?” the maid responded. Without waiting for me to reply, she continued. “Would you not incessantly be looking over your shoulder? And would you not be much more careful in whom you choose to place your trust? Would you not work even harder if you worried that your boss could be peering over your shoulder at any given moment?”
“Yes, to all of the above,” I answered honestly before something else occurred to me. “You said your response to my question was a long and involved one,” I started as I cocked my head to the side and studied her. “That didn’t seem too long or involved.”
“The desire to inspire fear is only part of the reason I do not show my face,” the maid responded. “The other reason is to retain my own protection and safety.”
That side of the equation was one I could wrap my mind around more easily. If your identity was a mystery not only to your enemies, but even to your own people, it would be much more difficult for an assassin to murder you or someone within your ranks to rat you out. Clearly, the Darkness, whether a person, an entity or whatever the hell it was, must have studied all the implications of this whole thing through and through.
“So that clears up a lot of the questions I had regarding your motivations in not showing yourself,” I started. “But I’m still not exactly sure what you want with me,” I finished, figuring it was time for us to move on to more important conversations. “Jax said I’m collateral. That makes me wonder if you’re planning to negotiate some sort of a tradeoff with the ANC. Something like offering me in exchange for access to the portals or something along those lines.” I took a short breath. “But, as far as I can tell, based on everything I’ve experienced with the Rebellion so far, there’s no need for that. You seem to be doing a pretty good job of securing the portals yourself, that is, if BrokenView is any example of your power.”
The maid nodded and remained quiet for a few seconds. “Jax is incorrect,” she said at last.
“Incorrect? About what?”
“You are not collateral,” she answered. “You are much more important to me than that.”
“Then if I’m not collateral, what am I?” I asked as another idea occurred to me. “And why does Jax seem so convinced that collateral is all I am?”
“I will answer your second question,” the maid started. “I do not believe Rochefort needs to be informed of my plans or motivations. He is simply a pawn whom I have hired to obey my orders. I prefer to keep things that way. As to why he would call you collateral, I can only surmise that he must have reached that conclusion all on his own.”
“Okay, then why did you say I’m not collateral, but something more important?” I pressed.
“That is a future conversation, which I promise to have with you at some point in time,” she answered as she took a deep breath and slowly exhaled it. “But not at this moment. For now, your focus needs to be entirely on repairing your body.”
“I’m tired of having all my questions left unanswered,” I complained as I shook my head and crossed my arms over my chest. I was so sick of getting the runaround. And now that I’d finally “met” the Darkness, I had even more questions.
“I sincerely apologize for that, but on this subject, I will not bend,” the maid announced, very matter-of-factly. “The most important thing to me now, as it should also be to you, is your health. You must return your body to its happily functioning and fully restored state. Once you are rested, fed and feeling well again, we will resume this conversation. On that subject, you have my word.”
I shook my head. “I’m sorry, but your word doesn’t mean much, if anything, to me.”
“I understand your reservations now, but it is as it must be,” the maid said with finality. “And on that note, I must bid you adieu.”
Before I could say another word in reply, the maid’s head jerked forward and her eyes suddenly rolled down, right back into their rightful position. She looked slightly disoriented for a moment or two and seemed to be staring at the ground until she, apparently, regained her bearings. It took her a few seconds and I noticed that she refused to look at me during this time. It was almost as if she were embarrassed by what just happened to her.
“Are you okay?” I asked, feeling half-annoyed at myself that I even cared, but I did. Even though she was a lowly ranked servant, she was still my sworn enemy, as far as I was concerned. I found it increasingly important to remind myself that I was still inside an establishment filled with my enemies. No one was going to do me any favors here. It was important not to forget that.
“Y-y-yes,” she answered as she offered me a little smile before she continued staring at the floor. She looked as if she were trying to recall what she’d been doing before her body was briefly possessed.
“Does it hurt you?” I asked, this time using a softer voice. I imagined the conversation might have caused her some degree of embarrassment, if her most recent actions were any indication. “I mean, when he borrows your body to communicate?” I added when she looked like she was at a loss.
“Oh, um, no, no, it doesn’t hurt,” she replied with another apologetic smile. Then she eyed the copper bathtub as she seemed to remember what she’d been tasked with before her body was possessed. “Your bath is ready, madam,” she added. “Please take advantage of the hot water before it cools.” She approached me and momentarily caught me with her eyes, and then she dropped her gaze to the top of the bed. “Do you require any assistance undressing?” she asked. Then, something else seemed to occur to her, and she popped her head back up as she approached the closet. “Oh, I forgot to mention, there is a change of clothing ready for you,” she said as she opened one of the closet doors. Reaching in, she pulled out a hanger with a long, black dress dangling off it.
“Thanks,” I said as I eyed the thing with disinterest. In general, I don’t wear dresses. They’re too awkward and suffocating, making it hard to fight or otherwise defend yourself. Give me a pair of jeans or yoga stretch pants and an old shirt over a dress or skirt any day, or night. “And, no, I don’t need any help undressing,” I answered. Glancing down at my T-shirt, I looked back up at her. “This comes off pretty easily,” I explained. “However, if you could assist me in getting into the bathtub, that would be much appreciated,” I added, as soon as I realized I didn’t possess the mere strength it took to get in there myself.
“Of course,” the maid answered as she hurried back to my side, carrying the black dress with her. She laid it out on top of the duvet and smoothed out the creases, looking upon it with what appeared to be admiration. Then she turned back to face me and took the five or so steps that separated us. Bending over, she firmly gripped me by my upper arms as she hoisted me up.
I even surprised myself when I decided to give the bath a try. I wasn’t fully convinced that it really could restore my health to me. There was a nagging doubt at the back of my mind that suggested it could have been full of poison or something similar that would seep into my skin and eventually kill me. But, in the end, I figured that was pretty unlikely. If the Darkness wanted me dead, he could have accomplished that relatively simple task a long time ago. I could only imagine Jax would have been very happy to take care of the cruel deed himself. The primary reason I decided on the bath was because I wanted to wash off the memories of Jax and what he’d done to me, even if it were only a symbolic gesture. And, I figured if it did heal me in the process, that was just an added bonus.
The maid pulled me toward her and brought me onto my feet; then, she assisted me by holding my arms as I attempted to walk the four steps that separated me from the bathtub. My wings instantly began to flutter and flap, thereby aiding her slightly by lifting me into the air a few inches. Using them to her advantage, she simply aimed me in the direction of the bath. As soon as I grasped the lip of the tub, my wings stopped beating and I drifted gracefully back down to the ground. She supported me by holding my waist, but despite her assistance, I was still pretty winded and dizzy. I had to close my eyes and take a few deep breaths before I felt lucid enough to dare to lift one of my legs over the side of the bathtub and into the water.
As soon as my foot touched the water, I felt a vibration that traveled right up my leg. It wasn’t alarming or anything, but I noticed it all the same. I took another big breath as I brought my other leg over the side, and then I had to bend over so I wouldn’t pass out. I closed my eyes and concentrated exclusively on my breathing so I wouldn’t fall victim to the vertigo. The maid, probably sensing how close I was to losing it, gripped me more tightly beneath my arms as she coaxed me downward, eventually allowing me to sit in the tub. The hot water felt like nothing short of heaven as it flowed around my waist, the tiny vibrations now sizzling mostly around my legs and midsection. I assumed the pulsations were owing to the magic infused in the water. It seemed like an entity in itself as it sought out whatever damage Jax had done to me and repaired it. Well, not just Jax, but Bram too, for that matter.
“Thank you,” I said to the maid in all sincerity. I also wanted to let her know I was fine and could be left on my own now.
She immediately stood up and obliged me with a quick curtsey as well as a nod of her head before she turned around and left me again to my solitude.



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 Bram
 

I was not certain how many minutes passed. Vander continued to stand at the rear of my Porsche, fully divested in whatever he was witnessing on his mobile phone. Personally speaking, I must admit that I was not eager for his return. I did not know what my behavior or actions towards him should be. In general, I am not someone that others seek when they require compassion, solace or comfort. Those emotions are estranged and foreign to me and, perhaps, I radiate that information without having to announce it. Thankfully, no one has ever relied on me for such. Furthermore, were it required of me to perform such conciliatory acts, I am not entirely convinced I would even know how! In general, I am not in the least bit comfortable at the notion of myself offering, much less providing, such altruism. The whole concept feels very awkward and unfamiliar to me. As such, I was and still am wholly turned off by it. Not to mention that offering such an act of empathy to Vander made me even more discontented. While Vander and I were not exactly enemies, we were most certainly not friends. I would hesitate even to label us acquaintances as that word also carries with it a sense of intimacy in its connotation.
My angst-ridden inner monologue was rudely interrupted when Vander suddenly opened the driver’s door. I was so entrenched in my own prevailing thoughts that his unexpected appearance surprised me. Without a single look at me, he sat down behind the wheel, not bothering to even close the door after him. Neither of us spoke a word. He simply stared straight ahead as I examined him and wondered what words I should say. I was beyond convinced that there was little or nothing I could do to alleviate the situation, but I supposed it was custom to at least attempt it. I continued to deliberate, staging and restaging the situation as I racked my brain for some way to lift his clearly sagging spirits.
“I owe you an apology,” Vander said at last. I did not fail to notice, however, that he spoke without bothering to look in my direction. It was almost as if he were addressing the windshield. I was so flabbergasted by his unsolicited admission, I did not respond. That was just as well, because he did not stop speaking, all while still staring straight ahead rather than at me.
“I believed the worst of you,” he started, “as I always have.” He glanced down at the steering wheel and sighed while shaking his head slightly. “But after seeing what I did …” The words died on his tongue. I was not certain if it were a recent development or perhaps I had merely missed it earlier, but his eyes were glassy with unshed tears.
The ensuing silence in the vehicle soon became deafening, if only because it highlighted my utter failure to respond. Even though I continued to rack my brain with hypothetical replies, I could not seem to arrive at one which would satisfy both of us. Finally, the persistent quiet became too much for me to bear. I said aloud the next thought that entered my head.
“Was it so terrible?”
Vander turned to face me then, and I instantly wished he had not. The weight of experience after viewing whatever hideousness he must have witnessed was now crushing down on him visibly. His shoulders sagged and his chest seemed as if it were caving in on itself, causing his head to jut forward. Even though the burden of his knowledge was not visible, it was bearing down on him all the same.
“You don’t know? The extent of it?” he began with genuine surprise registering in his dark blue eyes. “You weren’t there to witness any of it?”
“No,” I answered with a quick shake of my head. “I was rather fixated on being bled to death, and owing to that, I must admit I was quite delirious and not very lucid.”
Vander nodded as if he understood me and my terse explanation resonated with him. “Yes, of course,” he said in a small voice as he continued to stare at the steering wheel. From what I could see of his eyes, he was suffering from the pangs of terrible regret. “I don’t know why I asked you. I already knew you weren’t there, so of course, you wouldn’t have known what happened.”
“May I ask,” I started before clearing my throat as I wondered if I were approaching sensitive territory, or an area that should have been forbidden to me. “May I ask exactly what you did see?” I cleared my throat again, feeling as if I should explain myself further. “I must admit I fail to comprehend what this ‘imprint,’ as you call it, means in relation to you and Dulcie.”
Vander sighed and nodded but remained quiet for a few seconds. Then he took a deep breath and opened his mouth twice, only to close it again as if he were experiencing false starts. When he did it a third time, I half wondered if the words were simply so deeply lodged in his throat that they refused to be heard.
“If your recollection of the event is too difficult a task, or causes you too much pain to relate, I understand fully,” I began. I did not want to encourage him to delve into subjects which quite possibly were beyond his ability to face at the moment. I was genuinely surprised to find that I actually did care about Vander’s feelings. Empathy was so extraordinary an emotion in relation to me and not one I could have ever imagined experiencing with regard to Vander. I half wondered if losing all my blood and replacing it with Dulcie’s had not somehow redistributed some of her kindness and understanding onto me …
“No,” he answered immediately as he shook his head. “It is important you know,” he quickly resumed, taking a deep breath as if he were resigned to enlightening me. “It’s important that we both know precisely what we’re up against.”
I could only assume his last statement was a reference to Rochefort. “Very well,” I said with a brief nod. “Whenever you are ready to inform me, I shall be ready to listen.”
“When Dulcie encountered the witch at BrokenView, the witch actually touched her,” Vander started, his tone purposeful and direct. “In doing so, she was able to pull out Dulcie’s memories. In a matter of milliseconds, the witch sorted through Dulcie’s memory bank and isolated only those which applied specifically to the current situation’s unrest.”
“You mean the unrest with the Rebellion and Rochefort?” I asked just to be sure I was following him correctly.
“Yes,” Vander nodded as he continued. “Through magic, or what Sam termed an ‘imprint,’ the witch managed to save Dulcie’s memories. Sam sent me these memories so I could see exactly what Dulcie saw, and see what she experienced.”
“And that is all that you witnessed then?” I inquired.
Vander nodded. “Yes. I witnessed everything Dulcie did. I saw everything, but clearly, from her perspective.”
“Then you must review for me the role I had to play when I discovered her nearly dead,” I replied, even though I doubted whether I truly wanted to know the extent of my own crimes.
“I know what you did to her was beyond your control,” Vander said, his voice dropping lower. “You were set up, Bram. You were merely an ignorant pawn in Jax’s fucked-up game of domination.”
“All I can remember is finding Dulcie lying limp in my lap,” I recalled as I shook my head against the flood of memories that suddenly overwhelmed me. “She was naked,” I continued before a horrible thought sparked my mind. “Please assure me she was not … violated?”
“No,” he said and shook his head immediately. “She wasn’t, thank Hades.”
I nodded and inwardly sighed with relief. I could not bear the idea of any of those barbarians taking something so precious from my sweet.
“Go on,” Vander said as I tried to recall where I had been in my narration.
“Ah, yes,” I said as the memories returned. “She was lying upon my lap and her tiny body was so badly beaten and broken and torn. I instantly assumed I was the responsible party.”
“No, you weren’t,” Vander replied, his voice sounding suddenly very strained as his jaw tightened.
“I must accept all responsibility, however, for very nearly draining her of her life’s blood,” I said, sighing inwardly with relief that I had not otherwise harmed her. Of course, I had already previously rationalized my behavior to myself. I felt sure I would never have treated my sweet in such a manner, but confirming that it was the absolute truth from another person filled me with a sense of liberation that I did not earlier possess and found incomparable.
“Yes, but you were also a victim of your own bloodlust,” Vander answered quietly. “You know that as well as I do; once you get starved to that point, there is no coming back. There was nothing you could have done about it and no way you could have resisted its power.”
“Yes, that is so.”
“And I saw exactly what happened, Bram,” he continued as he faced me with a more earnest expression. When he started speaking again, however, he returned his attention to the scenery outside the vehicle and straight ahead of us. “As soon as you realized what you’d done, you immediately tried to correct your actions. You could have left her for dead then, but you didn’t.” He turned to face me again and I saw something in his eyes which had not been there before. Was it gratitude?
“The reason she made it out alive, Bram, was entirely owing to you and your subsequent actions.”
“Yes, well,” I started to reply before clearing my throat because the words suddenly felt as if they were clinging to my throat. Rapidly moving away from feeling comfortable with this conversation, I was now as far away as it was possible to be. “I did what I had to do. I did the only thing that could have been done.” I spoke the truth. There was no way I could ever have left Dulcie in the appalling condition in which I found her.
“No,” Vander nearly interrupted me as he shook his head. “You know as well as I do just who and what you are.”
“I fail to comprehend your meaning,” I answered, wondering if he were purposely attempting to offend me, although the timing seemed strangely off. He interrupted me again before I could further contemplate it.
“You are a man who’s always been out for himself,” Vander supplied. “You don’t surround yourself with friends simply because you don’t believe in them. You’ve always subscribed to the notion of keeping your enemies closest to you. And you have no family. You’re even estranged from your maker, as far as I can tell.”
“My maker is dead,” I replied as I thought about Meg and my jaw went tight.
“My point is this: you exist solely for yourself and you always have,” Vander continued. “Except where Dulcie is concerned.”
I could not argue with him, so I chose not to. Instead, I just listened and remained quiet, sitting stock-still and most assuredly appearing as uncomfortable as I actually was.
“I understand now,” he continued.
“What is it you now understand, Vander?” I asked. I diverted my attention from my hands, which were neatly clasped in my lap, and lifted my eyes back to his face.
“I finally understand your feelings for her now,” he explained with a shrug. “I always assumed your interest in Dulcie was merely physical, that you wanted her as a conquest, a notch in your belt, just like every other woman you’ve come across; but I just realized that was never the case.” He took a breath. “And it’s not the case now either.”
Although there was truth in his words, that did not mean I was prepared to address the issue. I did not respond and simply averted my eyes and my attention to the landscape outside my passenger window as I wished I could have been anywhere but there.
“You love her,” Vander persisted.
At hearing his words, my stomach dropped like a rock in a well. Despite how much I wanted to deny or, at the very least, swerve the direction of the conversation, I found myself unable to. It was almost as if my own tongue had sewn my lips shut from the inside out. I just sat there in awkward silence, yearning to be a million miles or more away.
“If anything happens to me, Bram,” Vander continued, and I shuddered at the sound of his voice again. “If I don’t make it out of this alive, Bram, I’m asking you to promise me here and now that you’ll take care of Dulcie and you’ll always keep her safe.”
“I promise,” I answered immediately. I had no qualms. “There is no need for you to ask me, since I would act accordingly regardless of any promise or vow.”
“I know,” Vander said as he nodded. “And for that, I will be eternally grateful to you.” He grew quiet then as he stared out the window. When he spoke again, his voice was low and frozen with iciness. “There is one more thing, Bram.”
“Yes?” I replied, even though I doubted whether I could take any more of his remorse. I was on the verge of opening my passenger door and insisting that I walk the rest of the way to wherever we were headed, if only to avoid the current conversation.
Vander swallowed hard. “I realize that you have every reason to hate Rochefort and will probably seek revenge against him for what he did to you,” he started.
“Yes,” I agreed, because it was the honest truth.
He faced me then and I observed a renewed sense of purpose in his eyes. “Please allow me to avenge her, Bram,” he said. “Whatever happens, whether I live or die, this is something I, alone, must do.” Then he took a deep breath. “As long as there is air in my lungs, I can’t allow Rochefort to live, not after what he did to her.” He dropped his gaze to his hands as he shook his head. “I don’t know how she can ever be expected to come back from something like that.”
“Dulcie is very strong,” I replied at last. I must confess that I much preferred the apish brute I had become familiar with, rather than this emotional, broken man I now saw before me. “You know as well as I that she will find a way to survive and, eventually, thrive.”
“Yes,” Vander agreed as he began nodding emphatically. “She is very strong.” The glassy sheen returned to his eyes as he furiously blinked the tears away, thank my lucky stars. I doubted very seriously if I had the wherewithal, not to mention the strength of mind, to respond properly if he broke down. “She’s the strongest woman I’ve ever met,” he insisted, his voice growing softer.
“Of course I will grant you the favor you are asking,” I replied, although I was feeling somewhat annoyed at myself for giving in so easily. I had vowed to avenge both myself and Dulcie. But witnessing the heartbreak and reality of Vander’s anguish, I most probably would have granted him anything else in the world that he asked for just so we could move on. “And should the situation arise in which you find yourself unable to extinguish and eliminate Rochefort, I shall take the task upon myself forthwith.”
“Yes,” he answered immediately as he glanced over at me. “And don’t do it quickly either. Make him suffer much more than he made Dulcie suffer.”
“I will make him endure far greater suffering than he could ever imagine in his darkest hour,” I answered with firm determination. It was the same promise I had already vowed to myself.
“Then we are in agreement,” Vander replied with a clipped nod. He started the engine, and the Porsche purred in response. Checking behind him to ensure the road was clear, Vander pulled onto the street again. “We’ve got to get to the nearest ANC office,” he started to say as he glanced over at me. “From there, we go directly to the Netherworld.” Then he sighed, deep and long. “The only problem confronting us now is one of time.”
I looked at him with arched eyebrows but did not ask him to elaborate. He received my gist, all the same.
“It took me a day to reach you from the Hollow station,” he announced. “A day that we can’t afford to waste now.”
“Have you learned nothing from me in the lengthy time of our association?” I asked with a satisfied smile.
“What do you mean?” he inquired.
I depressed the button that released the glove box and reached into it, producing a thin, metal gadget that I held up beside my face. “I always keep something useful up my sleeve,” I answered as I waved the portal ripping device to and fro.



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 Dulcie
 

Despite how impossible it seemed at the time, the hot bath actually did heal me. Hooray for the power of magic! It took less than twenty minutes, and I had to lie submerged right up to my chin. My entire body was thrumming with electricity as the little bolts of magic collaborated in repairing my wounds and soothing my fatigue. I wasn’t sure if the magic also managed to increase the amount of blood in my body, but I didn’t question it. Little by little, the dense fog that formerly occupied the front and center inside my head dissipated, and I could suddenly think much more quickly and clearly. To my added relief, my errant wings behaved themselves too, by lying inactively against my back.
When I could no longer feel the tiny buzz of magic moving along the skin of my body, I decided to test myself just to see how healed and restored I truly was. I lifted one leg with no problem and then the other one before doing the same only using my arms. The utter joy I experienced at just being able to accomplish such a small movement was nearly overwhelming. Only a few minutes ago, I wasn’t even able to move any of my limbs, and now it seemed like all of my strength had been finally returned to me. When I brought my hands up to my face, I wiggled my fingers and noticed everything worked perfectly and with very little effort. Yes, I knew Bram’s blood did most of the healing in my broken fingers, but this magical bathtub certainly handled the rest. I savored the huge rush of relief that soon consumed me entirely.
Don’t kid yourself, Dulcie,
I instantly reprimanded myself.
You’re still in the Netherworld and surrounded by your enemies. Yes, although you’ve gotten your strength back, in the light of recent events, you’re still neck deep in a very bad situation.
And I couldn’t forget that fact. For as much as I was starting to feel somewhat indebted to my captor for being so kind as to heal me, I couldn’t allow my feelings to be revealed. My enemies were the ones to blame, and the ones who did this to me in the first place. Sending any gratitude their way was definitely the wrong place to invest it. Nope! No way would I allow myself to fall victim to Stockholm Syndrome! My captors could never win my trust or allegiance.
I wasn’t sure if it was the sudden negative thoughts that swarmed my mind, but the dull thrumming in the back of my head returned anew. I figured I could erase it easily enough by submerging my head in the healing waters. Not to mention the multiple blows Jax swiftly delivered to my face and the resultant swelling and bruising from them. Holding my breath, I plunged my head underneath the water and felt the tiny pricks of healing cells surrounding my face and head. The headache that kept plaguing me for the last hour immediately disappeared, and I couldn’t help smiling at its departure. After a few more seconds, I had to come up for air, but I again immersed myself under the precious water. Closing my eyes, the tiny jolts of healing magic raced over my cheeks, my mouth, my chin and the back of my head. Feeling somewhat light-headed, I interrupted the process in order to inhale a few huge swallows of air before I slid back down underneath the water. I continued repeating the process until I could no longer feel the delightful thrumming of magic all over my body.
When I sat up, I observed the water level inside the tub beginning to drop. I didn’t remember noticing a drain at the bottom of the tub, so I inspected it but found nothing. Even so, the water level continued to decrease so rapidly, it seemed to be locked on fast-forward. Within seconds, all the water had evaporated completely, and the final drop disappeared into the air with a little popping sound. I stood up and glanced down at myself, noticing I appeared to be completely dry. Having no answer for how or why this could have occurred, I shrugged and simply admired whatever magic was responsible for making all of this possible. Then I stepped out of the copper tub, feeling completely healed, rejuvenated and restored to my former healthier and much happier self.
My attention instantly fell onto the bed and the long, black dress which I saw lying there. I sighed, figuring I had no other alternative where my clothing was concerned. Glancing over my shoulder, I was pleased to find my wings were still dormant. I approached the bed while I examined the dress with abject disinterest. Although it definitely wasn’t my first choice in terms of attire, it was light years better than wearing Bram’s T-shirt, if only because it could cover a hell of a lot more. I picked the dress up and noticed the black lace bra and matching thong panties that hung beneath it. At least someone was on the ball and covering all the bases.
I pulled the panties up over my thighs and then began putting the bra on. I was more than pleased to discover that both fit me perfectly. It was almost as if whoever hung them up in the closet was expecting me and no one else. I pulled the dress up over my legs because it was easier than trying to slip it over my head since my wings would invariably get caught in the fabric. The back of the dress was completely open, which suited my wings perfectly. I shook my head as I pondered over my good fortune in finding such a well-tailored garment. But the more I thought about it, the more it seemed as if this dress had been specifically procured just for me. In general, I didn’t believe in coincidence. Regardless, I smoothed the stretchy black fabric down and maneuvered it into place. Skin tight, the top of the dress plunged all the way down to the area just beneath my breasts. It blatantly outlined the swells of both of my breasts without leaving much to the imagination.
“Figures,” I grumbled, shaking my head as I thought to myself that if I hadn’t known the Darkness was a man before now, I would have guessed he was based entirely on the choice of clothing he so generously provided.
The hemline of the dress reached the floor and swished around my feet in flowing, luxurious fabric. I turned around and spotted a full-length mirror hanging on the inside of the closet door, which was still open. I started toward it, mostly because I was curious to see if my bruises had disappeared. The first thing that caught my eye, however, was the prominent way in which my breasts were displayed. I tried to squeeze the pieces of fabric closer together, but as soon as I let them go, they just pulled apart again. There was no way I could adjust the dress to make it appear a little more modest. Giving up on that task, I couldn’t help admiring how nicely my hair flowed around me in loose waves. I looked like I’d just come from the salon.
So magical baths not only possessed the powers to heal you, but they also washed and styled your hair!
Interesting, I thought to myself as I sighed happily at my reflection. Clad in the ridiculously tight, long, black dress, I looked just like Elvira, the Mistress of the Dark, only with blond hair and fairy wings.
How the hell are you going to get yourself out of this mess, Dulcie?
The thought raced across my mind and I watched my shoulders slump in defeat. I didn’t have an answer to my question. I felt beyond sure that there was magic in use all over the house and wards in place that would prohibit me from even opening a window or making the slightest attempt to sneak out. As soon as I considered that, I figured I might as well at least give the windows a good tug, just to see if my initial assumptions were spot on.
I teetered along, because the dress was so tight I couldn’t walk, and made my way to the bank of slide-up windows. I tested the first one, but it was shut and locked so tightly, whether from the outside or by way of magic, the eventual outcome was still the same. When I tugged on the next window in the line, it was the same story; and the third window? It proved not to be the charm.
With a sigh of resignation, I turned around, and at the same moment, I heard a strident knock on the door. I grumbled something unintelligible that even I could not make out, but the door opened all the same. Standing in the entry stood a strikingly handsome man who appeared to be of Middle Eastern descent with dark olive skin and inky, flashing eyes. He was dressed just as I imagined must have been the custom of his homeland: in flowing silk robes, a large sash and moccasin-like shoes on his feet.
“Pardon me, madam,” he said in an accent that sounded as exotic as he looked. “I trust that you are feeling much better?” he asked, and I instantly doubted my first premonition that he was Middle Eastern. His accent actually sounded French.
“Yes,” I answered as I studied him. “And who, may I ask, are you?”
“Many apologies, madam,” the man answered with a quick bow. “My name is Antoine, and I have been commissioned to ensure your comfort and well-being. I have also come to invite you to dine with my master, as it has been brought to my attention that you have not consumed enough sustenance during these last few days.”
How true that was, but I didn’t say anything to Antoine. Instead, I simply studied him for a few seconds longer and tried to identify what type of creature he was. He was definitely French; and his name certainly gave his nationality away, even if his bizarre attire led me to believe otherwise. But as to his class and species? It was exactly the same as it was with the maids; meaning, I had no clue. It was almost as if the species, themselves, defied classification. Either that or my identification abilities were being blocked inside the walls of this bizarre establishment. “What are you?” I asked, the increasing frustration in my voice clearly evident.
“Madam?” Antoine repeated, indicating he did not understand my question.
“What type of creature are you?” I clarified. “Usually, I can detect a stranger’s genus immediately, but I noticed before that my powers aren’t working correctly here.”
“Yes, of course,” Antoine answered as he nodded briefly. “I am loath to admit it, but your powers are deliberately being blocked inside these walls, madam.”
I nodded since I wasn’t surprised in the least. “That’s exactly what I figured.”
“Would you care to follow me now to the dining hall?” Antoine asked as he held the door wider and smiled at me, encouraging me into the hallway.
“So, I’ll ask you again: what are you?” I repeated. I crossed my arms over my chest when his eyes landed on my breasts and stayed there. He immediately colored red and looked embarrassed at being caught so obviously gawking at me. Of course, it wasn’t hard to notice my breasts considering how much they were on display in the ridiculously low-cut dress …
“I’m sorry, madam, but I cannot answer your question,” he said quickly. “However, I can take you to someone who can.”
“The Darkness?” I asked just for shits and giggles.
“Yes, madam,” Antoine responded with a quick nod. “My master requests your company.”
“And what of the others?” I inquired, without making any motion to budge from my spot in the middle of the room. “Are Jax, the werewolf and the troll dining with us too?” If they were, my fragile appetite was suddenly extinguished.
“No, madam,” Antoine answered immediately. “My master wishes only to meet with you. Uninterrupted.”
I was relieved in knowing that Jax wouldn’t be there. If I never laid eyes on him again, it would be too soon. I stalled as I glanced around the room and wondered what harm there was in eating with the Darkness. If anything, maybe he’d finally be persuaded to answer some of the questions that were still burning inside me. And it wasn’t like I was doing much, being stuck up here without my powers anyway. I considered it a vacation, however, just to escape being in the same room with Jax and his crew of morons.
I didn’t reply but simply nodded as I dropped my arms from covering my chest and started across the room. Antoine held the door open even wider, and once I reached the threshold, he began walking down the hallway ahead of me. When we reached the staircase, he glanced behind him, ostensibly to make sure I was still there.
“How are you feeling, madam?”
“I’m fine,” I answered, even though there were butterflies in my stomach and I was growing anxious over the prospect of dining with the Darkness. I could only wonder if he planned to appear in his true form or would simply assume the body of one of his employees again.
At the base of the staircase, I glanced into the library and saw Jax sitting in the same chair he’d been occupying when we first arrived. I couldn’t see the other side of the room so I didn’t know if the troll and the werewolf were still there, but I figured they probably were. As soon as Jax saw me, he eyed me up and down, from head to toe, and an expression of surprise twinkled in his eyes, as if he weren’t expecting to see me dressed this way. A moment later, the expression disappeared and his eyes narrowed as bitter anger polluted his features.
“Come, madam,” Antoine said as he led me down an adjoining hallway. I was only too happy to oblige him, anxious to get as far away from Jax as possible.
When we reached the end of the corridor, Antoine opened the wide, double doors, and I was nearly overwhelmed by the huge expanse of a dining room. The floors were a rich, dark mahogany to match the wood paneling that ran halfway up the walls and surrounded the entire room. The ceiling had to be no less than twenty feet high. In the center of the room was a sprawling, dark wood dining table with sixteen high-backed matching chairs surrounding it. The feast on the table was a spread that would have made any king jealous.
“Ms. O’Neil.”
I was greeted by a man who sat at the head of the table on the far end. As soon as he saw me, he stood up with a warm smile. He was dressed in the same fashion as Antoine: an exotic robe with a turban, a bright red sash and moccasin-type shoes. He wasn’t quite as good looking as Antoine but still handsome all the same. And he appeared to be pretty young, which surprised me because I’d figured the Darkness would have been older.
“Are you the Darkness?” I asked as I studied him. Even though he smiled at me in a friendly sort of way, I couldn’t help the shivers that raced up my spine as if someone had just walked over my grave. The Darkness made me uncomfortable. So far, he was just too welcoming and too nice, especially considering I was obviously his enemy. And in my experience, you can never trust people who act like that.
“Yes and no,” he answered with a smirk. His skin was much lighter than Antoine’s. Judging by his accent, he sounded English, or maybe he was Australian. He also appeared somewhat older than Antoine, even if he wasn’t as old as I’d assumed. Regardless, there were deep lines that creased his forehead and crows’ feet around his eyes.
“I’m talking to the Darkness, but that’s not your real body,” I answered for him, in an irritated and dry manner.
He smiled warmly. “Yes, you do catch on rather quickly.” Then he faced Antoine and said, “Leave us, please.” Antoine didn’t verbally respond but simply nodded before bowing low and turning on his heel while starting for the door. I noticed his footfalls made no sound on the hardwood floors, something which struck me as very odd. Meanwhile, the stranger with whom I was dining pulled out the chair closest to him, holding his arm out in a gallant and over-the-top gesture that I should sit. Figuring there was no reason not to, I did as he beckoned me and patiently waited for him to speak.
“I trust your health has been returned to you?” he began.
“Yes, it has,” I answered quickly. “Although I’ll probably lose my mind if one more person asks me that.”
He threw his head back and laughed. “I apologize for my concern and that of the others, madam, but everyone here was very much involved in your successful recuperation.”
Now it was my turn to laugh. “Spare me the all this unnecessary superficiality,” I started as I shook my head. “But let’s be straight, eh? We both know that no one here gives a damn about me, much less my health and continued safety.”
The man shook his head vehemently. “That is where you are so wrong,” he said. “You are a very important consideration to all of us and, especially, to our mission.”
“And that’s the sticking point,” I said as I shook my head in turn. “I still fail to understand how any ANC officer can be so important to you or your bottom line.”
The man nodded and appeared somewhat pensive. “Let us save that discussion until after you have feasted and your belly is full,” he said as he motioned toward the sumptuous display of edibles set before me.
I couldn’t stop my eyes from roving over the glazed ham, roasted turkey, vegetable side dishes of every sort, baskets full of various breads, a cutting board overflowing with different cheeses and two trays brimming over with exotic fruits. And that was just the food! On the far end of the table were eleven large pitchers filled with various liquids of different colors. My stomach started to growl at the same time that my mouth started salivating.
The man stood up and approached the end of the table where he reached for a crystal goblet. Running his free hand above the various pitchers, he asked, “Do you prefer wine, ale, beer, or cider?”
If I never needed a glass of wine before, I definitely needed one now. “Wine, please,” I answered.
“Red or white?”
“Red,” I replied as my stomach continued to growl and I felt the blush of my embarrassment burning my cheeks.
“Cabernet, merlot, pinot noir, or Syrah?” the man asked.
“I don’t care,” I said with a shrug. “Surprise me.”
“Very well, I shall pour for you my favorite,” he answered before reaching for a decanter and pouring me a glass of the deep red fluid. When he returned, he handed the glass to me and I accepted it without saying thank you. Table manners didn’t come into play when you were being held as someone’s prisoner …
“Please, serve yourself,” he said as he motioned to the sumptuous feast before me.
I didn’t respond with words, but I did take him up on his offer. Reaching across the table to pile some slices of turkey on my plate, I helped myself to a sampling of each of the veggies and a piece of pretzel bread, which also happened to be my favorite type of bread and an enduring weakness of mine. When I sat back down, he raised his eyebrows as he observed the heaping piles of food on my plate.
I shrugged. “Might as well load up since this will no doubt be my last supper, right?” I quipped with a frown.
“That all depends on you,” he answered as he watched me. He tapped his long, manicured fingers rhythmically against the wood of the table. “Speaking of surprises,” he began, obviously changing the subject. I figured he was referring to my previous remark about the wine. “I imagine our conversation this afternoon will probably surprise you.”
“Really? Why is that?” I asked as I forked a piece of turkey and added a carrot before placing it into my mouth. At the glorious taste, my taste buds nearly exploded off my tongue as my mouth began salivating even more.
He shrugged. “I have information for you concerning your past.”
“My past?” I repeated and my eyebrows rose higher, aiming for the ceiling. The lump of food got stuck in my parched throat, so I reached for the glass of wine to wash it down. As soon as I tasted the potent, full-bodied flavor of the wine, I guessed he chose a Syrah. I took another sip before returning my attention to my plate, where I speared another generous piece of turkey. This time, however, I paired it with a bite of the pretzel bread, slathered in butter, of course.
“Yes, I know more about you than you are probably aware,” he said.
I shelved that subject for a moment because something much more pressing suddenly occurred to me. “Why aren’t you eating?” I asked as a bolt of shock traveled up my spine, and I immediately worried that the food was poisoned. I dropped my fork, which landed on the metal plate and made quite the racket.
The man laughed and shook his head. “Don’t worry. The food isn’t poisoned,” he stated.
I frowned at him but made no motion of picking up my fork again. “You can read my mind?”
“No, but your face is quite transparent. You’re about as easy to read as an open book.” Then he stopped laughing although his smile remained. “Had I wanted you dead, I could have accomplished that somewhat easy task a long time ago,” he continued. “So cease your worry over my motives and simply try to enjoy your meal.”
I glanced down at the mostly uneaten food on my plate and considered his words for a few moments. I guessed he was being honest, because his explanation made sense to me. So I picked up my fork and resumed the ritual of stuffing my face.
“And to answer your question as to why I am not eating, it is simply because I am not hungry,” he said as he studied me with a visibly piqued interest and curiosity. “Surely the same cannot be said for you.” His eyes narrowed as he further studied me. “Was starvation another item on the list of grievances you have accumulated against Rochefort?”
“Maybe not starvation, exactly, but death by boring sandwiches definitely ranks in there somewhere,” I answered.
“Yes, well, Rochefort and I will be having a conversation regarding his treatment of you very soon,” he replied. Maybe it was the way he said the words or the words themselves, but a shiver raced up and down my spine. I wasn’t sure why, but I had an idea that Jax wouldn’t fare very well in any encounters with the Darkness. And that was fine by me. Whatever Jax had coming to him, he deserved it and then some.
I took another sip of my wine as soon as I finished my bite and faced the man again. “So how do you know so much about my past?”
“I have been alive for a very long time,” he calmly replied.
“Interesting,” I said, as I wondered what that could possibly mean. Many creatures in the Netherworld enjoyed very long lives and some even attained immortality. So it wasn’t like this breaking news narrowed down his genus very much. And I couldn’t say I was honestly even interested in what type of creature he was; at the moment, anyway. Not when more important subjects still loomed over my head—namely the fact that I still couldn’t quite get past he knew privileged information about me. “How is it possible that you would know anything about me or my past when I have no idea who in the world you are?” I demanded.
He smiled a secretive and knowing grin. “Finish your glass of wine, and I will enlighten you.”



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 Dulcie
 

I downed my glass of Syrah and watched the strange man stand up and reach for the decanter to pour me another. He was quiet as he performed this task and so was I; we both just stared at the red liquid as it streamed from the crystal carafe and filled my glass. When he finished, I brought the glass to my lips and took a small sip, watching the man return the carafe to its rightful place before resuming his seat at the head of the table again.
“Okay, so how do you know anything about me?” I asked as I speared a few pieces of broccoli on my fork and relished the flavor before swallowing the mouthful down with another gulp of wine. “And what exactly do you know?”
“I shall address your first question,” he calmly answered as he leaned back into the uncomfortable chair and exhaled a long sigh. “I was well acquainted with your father,” he began, eyeing me narrowly, as if he were expecting some kind of reaction from me. I had no immediate response.
I began nodding eventually because I wasn’t that surprised to hear about it. Since the Darkness was involved in the illegal potions industry, and ranked pretty high up on the nefarious hierarchy, it made perfect sense that he would have known my father.
“Before you start telling me all the anecdotes and your fond remembrances of my father, you should know that I hold him in the lowest esteem possible,” I cautioned him. Taking another swig of my wine, I suddenly realized I was starting to feel it. Notwithstanding, I decided if I got a little bit buzzed it wouldn’t matter too much. It seemed crystal clear to me that the Darkness wasn’t planning to hurt me or kill me … at least, not yet. He positively wanted something from me, and my next mission was to find out what that something was. As far as the wine was concerned, I doubted that it would affect my memory or my ability to pay attention to important facts but, even so, I decided to make this glass my last for the night.
“I assumed as much, in light of the fact that you were the one who killed him,” he replied, and an amused smile appeared on his broad lips.
“So what? Is that common knowledge down here in the Netherworld?” I asked as I took another bite of my pretzel bread.
“I don’t know how common that knowledge is among the citizens who reside here, but everyone in the potions rings is well aware of what happened, and I imagine everyone at the ANC knows about it, obviously.”
I cocked my head to the side and softly sighed as the ugly memories suddenly infiltrated my head. Even though my father was less than the scum of the earth, it still wasn’t easy for me to accept the blame in being the one to kill him. But c’est la vie. What I did was over and done. There was no point in my looking back now, and absolutely no place for regret or guilt.
“I suppose you probably consider my father some kind of hero or maybe even a martyr?” I asked before swallowing another sip of my wine. Ordinarily, I would have become a bit uncomfortable when being the only one eating and drinking; but in this unique instance, I didn’t give a shit. That was mostly because I was starving, but not entirely. The real reason was: I didn’t give a rat’s ass what the Darkness thought of me.
“I would never have called your father a hero, no,” he replied with a thoughtful expression. “From what I can gather, you don’t know very much about your father, do you?”
I shook my head. “The very first time I met him was right before I killed him, and that’s fine by me. As far as I’m concerned, my father totally disgraced the O’Neil name for a long time to come.”
The man nodded his agreement as he began drumming his fingers on top of the wood table. “As I recall, your mother fled the Netherworld and relocated on Earth while you were still in the womb?”
I nodded as I put the piece of bread back on my plate and gave him my undivided attention. “You seem to know a lot about me; which, I have to admit, is really unsettling. Especially seeing as how I don’t know anything about you. I don’t know what you really look like; I don’t even know your true name,” I complained before pushing the half-full glass of wine away. Now it was starting to give me a headache. Not only that, but I noticed a hollow ringing in my ears and a numbness that was beginning to disable my fingers. I suspected I must have drunk too much and probably too quickly. The tiny amount of food in my stomach wasn’t doing anything to absorb the alcohol in my bloodstream either.
“I am sorry that you find yourself at a temporary disadvantage.”
“No, you’re not,” I retorted as I shook my head and faux-laughed.
“As regards the information I know regarding your past,” he continued, without taking any offense to my rude statement. His gaze fell down to my glass of wine before he brought it back to my face. “Are you feeling well? You look a bit peaked.”
“I think I drank too much, and I know I didn’t eat enough,” I answered with a shrug. Taking a deep breath, I had to blink a few times because my vision was slowly starting to blur. Not only that, but my heart was beginning to race and my palms were feeling clammy. A second or so later, beads of perspiration broke out along my forehead and down the small of my back. That was when it occurred to me that what was happening now was no ordinary reaction to wine, toxic tannins or not. When my heartbeat increased, a new wave of anxiety overtook me and my clear thinking. I pushed away from the table and tried to stand up, but I nearly fell over. My feet suddenly felt as if they were miles away from the rest of my body. I had to slam both of my palms against the tabletop as I struggled to maintain my balance.
“My dear,” the man started to say as he stood up with an alarmed expression riding all over his face. I snapped my head to look at him and narrowed my eyes, while trying to focus on both of his heads.
“You … d-d-drugged me,” I said, but my words came out in an unintelligible slur.
He smiled at me in a patronizing way. “Please, take your seat and calm down. It will do you no good at all to try to resist. In a few seconds, you won’t be able to control your limbs anymore.”
He pushed his chair away when I made no motion to sit. In the blink of an eye, he was right beside me, wrapping his arms around me. I didn’t even see him move! I couldn’t take any time to ponder that topic, because he escorted me over to a settee that was placed in front of an enormous stone fireplace in the farthest corner of the room. I tried to push away from him to see if I could stand on my own, but he was absolutely correct, my legs were so wobbly, if he hadn’t been holding me up, they would have collapsed like an unsteady stack of bricks.
“What did you use? To drug … me with?” I demanded before castigating myself. I should never have been so naïve and trusting. It was entirely my own fault that I now found myself mired in this predicament. That awful truth consumed me like a burning conflagration of absolute ire, and it was aimed solely at me.
“It is innocuous. I gave you nothing that will have any long-term implications,” he reassured me. “So calm down and do not upset yourself unnecessarily. In barely an hour or thereabouts, the potion will pass through your system and you will be restored to former yourself.”
“But … What … Is it?”
“Draught of the living death,” he answered without pause. “As I told you, it was nothing to worry over. Try to settle down and relax. The potion will not harm you, as you are well aware.”
“Fuck!” I said as I shook my head and inhaled deeply. I was familiar with that narcotic. It was basically a muscle relaxant on crack. It made the user look as if they were dead because it targeted the nervous system and instantly disabled it. That meant now I no longer had any control over my body. In addition to that, in a short amount of time, my temperature was going to drop substantially. That was another reason why many people mistakenly assumed that those who took the narcotic were actually dead. All the while, however, my brain would remain unaffected and alert. Any way I looked at it, I had to expect a rough road ahead of me, at least for the next hour. But, the Darkness did have a point—as far as potions went, this one was on the less harmful side and there were no side effects.
“Come now,” the man crooned as he massaged my back below my wings as if trying to comfort me. The room started to swirl around me and soon became no more than a blur of dark colors. I felt him assisting me onto the plush, downy softness of the black velvet divan. He politely held my wings out so I wouldn’t crush them as I closed my eyes. The swirling of the room was making me dizzier, and I dropped my weary head onto the lavish pillow. I felt the man covering me with a thick blanket, no doubt because I was about to become seriously cold.
“What are … you going … to do to me?” I asked, my tone of voice did not even hint at the angst that was now nagging at me.
“I am going to tell you a little story,” he answered as he sat down next to me. He carefully pulled the blanket up to my neck, tucking it in around my shoulders and my upper arms, both of which lay motionless at my sides.
“A little story?” I repeated, half wondering if I were now hallucinating because it sounded so bizarre and illogical. The last thing I expected now was to be tucked in and told a bedtime story …
“Yes,” he replied. “You will soon lose your ability to speak or form words,” he explained as he began rubbing my arms up and down, as if trying to warm me up before the cold overtook me. But the coldness had already set in, and I could feel the icy pin pricks racing up and down my skin. “That means I will have to do all the talking.”
“What are you … going to do to me?” I demanded again, my eyes growing wide with irrepressible fear.
“Let me say this: I am not going to hurt you,” he answered as he smiled down at me. But it wasn’t a smile that I trusted, and it didn’t comfort me in the least.
I opened my mouth to insist he stop playing word games and tell me immediately what was going to happen, but when I spoke, my voice came out as nothing more than garbled sounds that made no sense. Worse still, my jaw remained open since I was unable to use my motor skills. He reached forward and pushed my gaping jaw back up to close it again.
“Do not make any further attempts toward speech. Your body has lost its ability and will not allow you to any longer,” he informed me. “Instead, I would ask you to listen to the short story I am about to tell you. This is a tale about your past. Perhaps, it will answer many of the questions that I am certain you must have often wondered about. And, I have not forgotten my promise when I assured you earlier that I would happily divulge to you all the reasons why I need you. I shall very soon keep my word.”
I could do and say nothing, so I just lay there, like a newborn baby swaddled in a blanket. I looked up at him, though, and I wondered what could possibly lie in store for me. I was afraid; there was no denying that. But I was also somewhat optimistic that I could make it out of even this dire situation alive. Maybe it was just a false hope and a stupid one at that, but somewhere, deep down inside of me, I actually felt convinced that I would survive this. Maybe because I was banking on the Darkness needing me, as he’d said, but regardless of why, it did set me at ease somewhat.
“Your mother fled to Earth to escape the Netherworld and especially your father; that much is true,” the man began. He pushed my hair away from my face and held the back of his hand to my cheeks, like a mother checking her sick child’s temperature. “You are growing colder,” he informed me. “I fear that will be the most uncomfortable part of your experience, and I must sincerely apologize. I shall do my best, however, to keep you warm.” Then he glanced up in the direction of the entrance to the dining hall. “Antoine,” he said using the same tone he’d used when addressing me.
I heard the door open and was amazed that Antoine could even manage to hear him in the first place. The man had spoken in such a low, almost inaudible tone that there was no plausible way for Antoine to have heard him, that is, unless Antoine were a vampire. In that case, his auditory capabilities would have been highly refined and extremely sensitive. That would also explain how he could walk on the hardwood floors without making any sound at all. Hmm, maybe I’d just solved at least one of the riddles in this place.
In maybe a matter of seconds, Antoine instantly appeared above me, but his attention was fastened on the man sitting beside me. The man faced him with a tender expression, one that hinted at genuine fondness. I found their whole exchange strangely bizarre and concluded maybe he and Antoine were lovers or something equally as intimate.
“She is currently under the effects of the living death,” the man started to explain as his glance shifted to my direction. “Consequently, her body is now being consumed by the coldness. Would you mind building a large fire to heat the room, Antoine?”
Antoine simply nodded before he turned around, heading toward the enormous fireplace. Then the man returned his ministrations to me and began rubbing my arms again, only more fervently. The coldness was exactly as he warned me it would be—horribly uncomfortable, even to the point of agonizing pain. I felt like I was packed in ice and my nerve endings were screaming out and protesting their cruel treatment. The only thing I could do was shiver involuntarily while it felt like I was being electrocuted by a million tiny wires all over my body.
“When your mother fled the Netherworld,” the man started again as Antoine finished building the fire. The orange and yellow flames began to roar upward, throwing flickering shadows all around the room. I was instantly reminded of my childhood, listening to ghost stories while gathered around a campfire.
You’re as far away from summer camp as you could possibly be!
I mentally scolded myself. The annoyance brewing inside me was replaced by a deep-rooted sensation of regret and disappointment that surged all the way through me as soon as I re-acknowledged my current situation.
“She fled from your father, yes,” the man continued. “But, she also fled the Netherworld because she wanted to shield you from something she never should have tried to protect you from.” My eyebrows began creasing in the center of my forehead, and I felt relief as well as surprise that I still had any ability to move. “You see, your mother did not understand what we, that is, your father and I, were trying to do,” he started to explain. Antoine approached him then and nodded his head quickly before exiting the room. “She did not understand our goals and motivation, because your father never explained anything to her, and perhaps that was his failing.”
With nothing to do but look up at him, I did just that. Meanwhile, in my mind, I wondered what reason he had for telling me this and whether he was even telling me the truth in the first place? At this point, I sincerely doubted anything the Darkness had to say. As far as I knew, it could all just be part and parcel of whatever grand scheme he conjured up in his mind where I was concerned. If he ultimately intended to turn me against my values and beliefs, along with the ANC and everyone who ever meant anything important or special to me, deceiving me was a good way to accomplish such a trick. With that in mind, I immediately fortified myself, refusing to believe a single word that came out of his mouth.
“Let me explain. Your father and I were only attempting to strengthen you,” the man continued. “Born of fae and elven parents, your species are renowned for being very magically powerful to begin with. And we only sought to increase that mighty power.” The fire behind him popped, and a glowing cinder flew from the flames and landed on the stone hearth, fizzling out only seconds later. The man glanced at it momentarily without reacting and returned his gaze to me. “In order to enhance and amplify your natural powers, your father injected you, while you were still in your mother’s womb, with the blood of a very powerful master vampire,” he explained, and my stomach churned with acid as I suddenly felt very ill.
Don’t believe it! It’s not true, Dulcie,
I said to myself as the shock of his words bolted through me despite how many times I denied their probability.
There’s no way that any of this could be true! If it were, your mother would have told you all about it when she said she escaped from Melchior in the first place!
Then I remembered that my mother never told me exactly why she left my father and the Netherworld; and that sad recollection now stuck in my head like gooey tar.
“We naturally waited until your mother had entered her third trimester, because we were very worried that such a young fetus could not survive the potent blood. And, of course, we transfused you in gradual increments, starting you off with very small doses. Surprisingly, after a few months, you seemed to tolerate the blood transfusions quite well.”
It can’t be true!
I protested to myself as my angry tears burned and filled my eyelids. I suddenly wished my hearing would be just as disabled as the rest of me so I could spare myself these lies.
“I am sure this comes as quite a surprise or even a shock to you,” he added as he offered me a cheesy smile of consolation that did nothing but annoy me. “But have you ever wondered why you excelled as a Regulator in the ANC to the degree that you have? Or why your magic is as potent as it is? If you have ever known other fae creatures and compared your abilities to theirs, you would certainly notice a huge disparity.”
I thought about it for less than a half a second and realized I didn’t know any other fairies, so I had nothing and no one to compare my powers with or against. But he was correct, I was very powerful. When my magic was available to me, I could pretty much do any and everything I could think of. But that still didn’t mean the rest of his story was true. And just because I had no one with whom I could compare my abilities, that didn’t strengthen his claim, it only weakened it.
“Even though your mother ruined our plans by running away to Earth when she did, the blood we did manage to give you had a lasting impact, Dulcie. It strengthened your body as well as your magic. It ultimately helped to shape you into the powerful creature you are today.”
I just didn’t know how any of this could be true. If I had been injected with vampire blood, why didn’t I show any vampire traits? Despite my powers, it wasn’t like I was especially strong or could move particularly fast. Furthermore, I tolerated a day in the sun just fine. The more I considered his story, the more convinced I became that all of it was nothing more than bullshit. Bullshit that was intended to make me doubt everything I was. Well, it wouldn’t work.
“After your mother departed the Netherworld with you,” the man said, and his eyes took on a faraway glaze. “We did our best to try and locate both of you, but your mother was also a powerful fairy in her own right. She had no trouble in concealing your whereabouts because she used her magic.” He stopped talking for a moment and smiled down at me again before he resumed rubbing my arms. “The only reason I am telling you this now is because I did not want you to believe your father and I simply gave up on you; that was not the case at all.”
After he finished rubbing my arms, which really didn’t do much to restore any heat to my ice cold body, he sat up straight as his gaze settled on something far off in the distance. “And that brings us to the present moment and the true reasons why I need you,” he said without bothering to look at me. Standing up, he shook his head. As soon as he did, his eyes went wide and he glanced around the room as if he were utterly surprised. It was a similar reaction to the maid’s after the Darkness abandoned her body, so I figured the same thing must have just happened. It took the man only a second or two to regain his composure after which he immediately nodded his head and bowed low to someone I couldn’t see.
As with Antoine, I couldn’t hear any footsteps that would alert me to someone entering the room. Nonetheless, I was sure someone had entered, because I could feel the swish in the air as the person walked past me. That, and I doubted my companion would be acting in such a way unless someone else had joined us.
“Master,” the man said while continuing to keep his head bowed low. Yep, the Darkness most definitely left his body, and, as far as I could deduce, he had just entered the room.
I strained to move my head to the side, hoping to get a fleeting glimpse of the Darkness, but my body refused to comply. Doomed to just lie there inertly, I began staring straight up at the ceiling.
“Leave us, Ernest,” the Darkness replied in a woman’s voice. I inwardly sighed as soon as I realized the Darkness must have simply assumed the body of another one of his employees, probably one of the maids, as usual. However, it did strike me as somewhat odd that he would leave the man’s body in order to possess someone else’s. I didn’t waste much more thinking on the subject, though, and concluded that each employee could probably only be possessed for so long before it took a large toll on their bodies.
The man, Ernest, nodded and immediately walked past the settee. His footfalls were just as silent as Antoine’s and the woman’s. When the woman finally showed herself, I was surprised. First of all, she wasn’t dressed in a maid’s outfit. Instead, she wore black slacks with a dark grey blouse that was neatly tucked into her pants. It failed to hide her ample breasts, however. Her hair was the color of ebony and it fell to her waist in thick, straight strands. Her eyes shone like emeralds, and seemed to be the same exact color as mine or close to it. Whoever this woman was, she was stunningly beautiful.
“Hello, Dulcie,” she said, and a knowing smile spread across her plump lips. “Of course, I’m aware that you cannot speak at present,” she continued as she took a step closer to me and remained standing. It almost seemed as if she enjoyed making me feel smaller and even more helpless. “Allow me to introduce myself,” she announced, and her perfect smile broadened while her eyes narrowed. Her expression was definitely that of someone up to no good. “I am the Darkness.”



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 Dulcie
I was surprised. No, I was floored. I couldn’t help it.
But then everything started to make sense. As a woman, the Darkness knew her sex would be held against her in any attempts to unite the potions gangs. So it made all the sense in the world that she kept her identity secret, except for those closest to her, such as Ernest and, possibly, Antoine. As with the other creatures I’d encountered in this house, I couldn’t decipher what type of creature the Darkness was. I supposed that would continue to remain a mystery.
“I am certain you have a million or more thoughts going through your head right now,” the Darkness stated as she took a seat on the edge of the settee. She clasped her small, white hands together in her lap. “And I apologize that you are unable to voice any of them.” She smiled at me, and it was long and languid. “Unfortunately, I can’t add mind-reader to the array of skills and abilities I currently enjoy,” she added with a quick but phony laugh. “However, I will do my best to answer the questions I imagine you must have.”
She reached over unexpectedly and shifted the blanket. Moving my dress up and away from me, she wrapped her hand around my ankle before her eyes met mine again. “Yes, you are freezing, just as I predicted you would be. I am sorry for that,” she said as she turned around and faced the crackling fire, which was still roaring in the hearth. I was sure it must have been blazing hot, but it did little or nothing to thaw out my frigid body.
Standing up, she walked around the divan before placing both of her palms on top of it. Then she bent over and pushed it closer to the fireplace, with me still lying on it, as if the combined weight were no more than a pound. Whatever the Darkness was, she had ample strength at her disposal.
When the divan was no more than a foot away from the fireplace, she resumed her seated position at the base of the settee and offered me another smile. And just as with the first smile, this one seemed off somehow too. It was as if all of her smiles were forced, fake—almost like she didn’t actually feel the amusement or contentedness inherent in a smile and was just doing it simply because she felt it was expected.
“I hope you will be warmer now,” she said. Sadly for me, I still couldn’t say I actually felt any of the heat from the fire. There was a numbness inside me now. The former needle points and stinging from the icy coldness had finally ceased, so I supposed that was a small luxury.
“As you now must understand, I knew your father for a very long time,” she began with a brief nod. “I knew him for as long as you have been alive and even perhaps five years before your birth.”
I had to remind myself not to believe anything that came out of her mouth. It was all part and parcel of her grand scheme to throw me off by making me doubt everything I knew and formerly accepted as reality. There was no way anything she said could have been true … right?
“Your father and I started our liaison as strictly business partners,” she explained. “And while we were never actually friends, I would say that our business partnership or relationship was a closely knit one. We mutually respected one another,” she added as she speared me with those green, catlike eyes. “And before you even begin to wonder, no, we were never lovers,” she finished, and that counterfeit smile appeared on her lips again.
Of course, I was wondering about that exact topic. But the very idea that this woman could have been my father’s former lover made me violently sick to my stomach. I’m sure that reaction would have extended to any woman who could have had a romantic or sexual attachment to him. It was something I would never understand. I could only wonder if when my mother first met him, he was a different person. Or so I hoped.
“No, your father and I were never involved that way. My romantic interests concern only the fairer sex,” she added with a quick wink that made me feel even sicker. I was pretty sure she wasn’t coming onto me and her words were said merely in jest. Maybe it was her feeble attempt to inflate my abysmally low spirits; but it only made me nauseous all the same.
“Our purpose for instilling vampire blood inside you,” the Darkness continued. “And, by the way, it was my blood that we used,” she said as an aside. I felt my eyes widening in surprise as I put to bed the question of her lineage. “Yes, I am a centuries-old master vampire,” she admitted, apparently having picked up on my surprise. “I have been alive for such a long time that I sometimes forget just how long it has been,” she finished with a giggle that sounded sardonic and malevolent. “Our sole purpose in transfusing you with my blood,” she resumed her original point, “was to create a new creature; one that was more powerful than any residing in the Netherworld, and greater than any we have ever seen before,” she finished and a shudder raced down my spine. I wasn’t sure if that was owing to the draught of the living death which continued to infiltrate my circulatory system or just my own body’s response to her ominous words. “Your father, of course, was primarily interested in ultimately ensuring your continued safety, since you were his progeny,” she said, but I absolutely doubted the truth in that statement. “Yet, there was much more to it than just that.”
I had a feeling there was. The “more to it” had everything to do with my father and this vampire woman’s intent to employ my special powers and thereby help my father attain his lofty but insane goal of ultimate domination. Nothing my father ever did was for the greater good of anyone or anything. His only actions were to save himself. And the better I was getting to know the Darkness, the more similar I realized she was in character to my old man.
That is if you believe all the crap coming out of her mouth,
I reminded myself. Even though I desperately wanted to doubt her statements, contradict and disbelieve all of them, there was something inside me that refused to let go so easily. As far as my father was concerned, that was absolutely something he would have done to elevate his own stature. And it also provided an excellent reason for why my mother had to ditch him and the Netherworld, if only to save her unborn child. And then there was the Darkness … this line of thinking made lots more sense for why I was so valuable to her and not just collateral. So, maybe …
“Your father and I wanted to sculpt and groom you, Dulcie,” the Darkness interrupted my tempestuous thoughts and smiled at me as warmly as she was capable. Naturally, it wasn’t warm at all and evoked the kind of expression you might see on a rattlesnake just before it sinks its fangs into your ankle. “We wanted to shape you into a true daughter of the Netherworld, a powerful girl who would ultimately become a one-of-a-kind woman. You would experience your life in a way no other creature ever had or could before. We intended to train you so well that you would accept and understand your skills and abilities; not only how and when to use them, but also when they should not be used.”
I hated her reference to me as a daughter of the Netherworld. As far as I was concerned, the only person who could ever lay claim to me was my mother. The Netherworld was not my home, and it never had been. I didn’t belong there. I considered my father as no more than a donor of semen. And this Darkness woman meant nothing and was no one to me. She ranked even lower on the totem pole than my father.
“We wanted you to rule the Netherworld with us, Dulcie,” the Darkness persisted, as if it were a badge of honor that she and my deranged father intended to bestow upon me. All I could think about was how grateful I was that my mother managed to escape with me when she had. If I’d been trapped in her shoes, I would have done exactly the same thing. That was when it dawned on me that I was actually beginning to accept everything this woman was telling me as the truth …
“And I still want that for you, my dear,” she finished. She patted my ankle gently, and her green eyes sparkled like gems in the low light. When she smiled this time, her fangs were slightly elongated, and the points appeared especially sharp and white. “My patience was nearly at an end,” she continued as she brought her wrist up to her mouth and my stomach dropped down to my toes. “It has been no easy task. I have watched the days, months and years pass despite my anger, resentment and eventual acceptance and admission of defeat. But once you returned to the Netherworld and killed your father, I believed it was fate, itself, sending me a sign.”
I wasn’t sure if she was angry over the fact that I took my father’s life, but she didn’t appear to be. Regardless, I could feel my heartbeat racing. I was pretty sure I knew where this story was headed. And I couldn’t say I liked it. In fact, I hated it. However, because the potion was still flowing through my body and disabling me, there wasn’t a damned thing I could do about it.
“Now is our chance,” the Darkness continued, her eyes widening with what appeared to be excitement, even exhilaration. “Destiny has brought you back to me! But this time, I won’t take any chances of losing that gift,” she finished. Wrapping her lips around her wrist, she bit down and the blood immediately began to flow down her arm before pooling on the hardwood floors beneath her. She lifted her hand away and I saw two rivulets of her blood dripping down either side of her mouth.
She stood up and took the few steps that brought her in line with my head. Then she bent over and placed her wrist so it was hovering just above my mouth. I couldn’t move, and I couldn’t fight as her blood dripped onto my cheeks and my chin.
“How? What?” she started as she stopped moving closer to me and cocked her head to the side. Her gaze settled on the fireplace as she looked momentarily stunned. “He has come,” she said with a gasp of disbelief as she shook her head in obvious surprise. But moments later, her phony, unconcerned smile, along with her gaze, fastened on me. “I do not know how it can possibly be true, but your vampire has survived,” she said, and her grin widened. “And he has come for you.”
Now, I was confused. I wasn’t sure if the vampire she was referring to was Bram, but I guessed she must have meant him. The very thought that he was still alive filled me with elation that flowed through me like a tidal wave until I reminded myself that he was here, in the enemy’s lair. Immediately, my elation fizzled out like a spent bulb, replaced with sadness and a deep-seated dread.
“He is a fool,” the Darkness said as her eyes narrowed on me. “Somehow, he managed to escape his true death, which he should have considered it a gift and left it at that. But no! He had the gall to come here, in pursuit of you …” She didn’t finish her sentence.
I didn’t know how she could possibly know that Bram had come after me. As far as I could tell, it was still just the two of us inside the room.
“I am his master,” she answered my unasked question. “And, as such, I sense him whenever he is near me,” she explained as this unexpected fact nearly floored me. As far as I had always understood from Bram, his master died a long time ago, which freed him and allowed him to become his own master vampire. Her latest revelation was huge news to me.
“But he is too late!” she finished with a brief glance at her wrist before she brought it to her mouth again. I assumed her body must have already healed the original bite marks, because she had to sink her fangs into her skin again with a renewed sense of ferocity and determination. No sooner did I see the blood spewing from the two puncture marks than she brought her wrist to my mouth and again forced my lips around it. I deliberately avoided looking at her face and instead tried to stop myself from swallowing the foul fluid. But I knew eventually I would have to drink it because her blood was filling my mouth and I couldn’t spit it out. Despite all my attempts not to swallow it, gravity would collaborate to force it down my throat all the same.
“Drink now,” she ordered, and her eyes narrowed as her blood continued to drip into my mouth and, consequently, down my throat.



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 Bram
 

Once we were inside the boundaries of the Netherworld, my ability to track Dulcie instantly returned. The blood bond shared between us had been too far stretched whilst we were separated not only in location, but also in dimension. The moment we occupied the same dimension, however, we were instantly united once again. The spontaneous sense of relief that Vander and I both experienced was nearly overwhelming.
It did not take me very long to track Dulcie to a strange and archaically built structure that sat upon a remote hill with nothing to recommend it other than the view of the valley below. Prior to reaching the structure, however, Vander and I encountered an unmanned gate at the bottom of the driveway. Although the gate was not staffed, it was appointed with two surveillance cameras. Upon further observation, I realized the cameras ran the perimeter of the fence which, I assumed, continued throughout the length of the property. It was also not unreasonable to expect that most undoubtedly, magical wards were in place to alert the establishment’s owner to any uninvited guests.
The cameras did not concern me in the least. The existence of wards, however, gave me reason to pause. But Vander and I eventually agreed that the wards would have to be a risk we were both willing to undertake. In regard to the fence and the observation cameras, I simply dematerialized over the gate in a split second. I was fast enough that the cameras could only capture a blur, something that could easily be misconstrued as a moth or possibly a particle of dust.
The dematerialization of myself, however, was not enough in the present case. Knowing that Vander also wished to be included in this rescue mission, I, unfortunately, and to my utmost chagrin, had to place both of my arms around him in what resembled a bear hug in order to dematerialize and relocate both of us. As soon as we landed on the other side of the fence and were no longer visible to the endless array of video cameras, I released Vander as quickly as I could. We both immediately began dusting ourselves off, as if the mere contact were offensive to each of us and we both wanted to remove any residual reminder of the other.
“Regrettably, this trip has, for the most part, plunged both of us in the most unstimulating and, I daresay, cursed position of being subjected to an overabundance of male-to-male contact,” I whispered once we started walking up the drive. “Speaking solely from my own heart, I most certainly am uneasy and vexed about said fact.”
“It’s not something I enjoyed either, trust me,” Vander replied. He stopped walking and turned to face me with a frown. I supposed it was owing to my labored stride. I was proceeding at a snail’s pace, due to my current state of ill health. The mere act of dematerialization for both of us had cost me precious energy. Now, I was having to use all of my strength and speed just trying to keep up with his breakneck pace.
“You should have let me do this on my own,” he muttered before he approached me and threw his arm around my shoulders. Then he assisted me on the rest of the way to the top of the driveway.
“You would not have gotten past the fence on your own,” I reminded him as he sat me down between two large bushes that grew across the street from the structure. Kneeling down, he slid onto his haunches beside me and used the dense foliage of the bushes to hide us both, which worked quite well. We both eyed the irregularly shaped and rather unsightly edifice that loomed before us. I had an uncanny sensation which I could not identify; there was something about the unwelcoming building that struck me as too familiar. However, my ever active brain wanted to ignore the feeling, since it made no sense and I had never seen the structure before. I consequently blamed my “déjà-vu,” as most people referred to it, on a severely limited blood supply. Surely that was the true reason my mind seemed to be playing games with me.
“What now?” Vander asked.
“I believe our best approach would be to find the rear entry to the building,” I said. Almost instantly, a rush of vertigo seized my mind and I had to close my eyes to maintain control of my posture and balance. “Once we are behind the structure, I shall provide us entry through a nearby window,” I finished.
“Oh, really? And how do you expect to do that?” Vander inquired with a skeptical frown. “I don’t suppose you have a spare key to unlock the door of a place you’ve never even seen before; or … have you?”
“No, I have not been to this place ever before and, unfortunately, no, I do not possess a spare key,” I answered as I shook my head and held up my index finger. “However, I do possess a very resourceful fingernail,” I added before I closed my eyes again and strained harder to eradicate all the weakness from my body.
“I won’t ask you to explain,” Vander replied as he took a deep breath and shook his head. He deftly looped my arm around his neck, thereby pulling me up and back onto my feet. He assisted me across the street and then around the side of the house until we reached the backyard. Once we were standing in front of the rear door, I demonstrated one of my many skills. I showed Vander how I could break the window by using only the point of my fingernail and my opposite fist. Vander naturally appeared quite surprised and incredulous. I will honestly add that he also seemed rather impressed. As soon as I splintered the glass, we both cooperated in the removal of it. After a few minutes, the entire broken pane was no longer a threat, and I reached inside, unlocking and unbolting the door. With a swift flick of my hand, I opened the door and granted us full entry. As I was about to take a step inside, Vander gripped me by my shoulder.
“Where’s your firearm?” he asked while motioning to his pistol, which he already held clasped tightly in his hands. Prior to our arrival, Vander kept insisting that I take his other firing weapon, although I failed to see any use for it. Having become a predator in my own right, and owing to my dexterity, immense strength and impossibly fast speed, I could not imagine any firearm that could outperform me. However, that was before I had been drained of my blood and so dreadfully weak from the need to supplement it. In this unique instance, I supposed I could use all the help I could get. I pulled the firearm out from where I purposely wedged it into my trousers. Holding it out before me, I tried to follow Vander’s example.
“You could have triggered a ward by breaking the back door window,” Vander whispered as we started through the dark room. “So we have to be on high alert from here on out.”
“Vander, you forget that I exist on high alert at all times,” I responded with a frown. Vander could be quite dominating and bossy at times. Despite how well I ordinarily managed to maintain my cool, this was not one of those times. I was edgy, primarily because of my feeble condition. And Vander very easily vexed and aggravated me.
“Shoot to kill,” he added before taking the lead. I struggled to keep up with him. He glanced behind himself only once after he reached the entry to the hallway. Spotting me where I leaned against the wall like a drunken tar, he shook his head while grumbling some words I could hear but failed to understand.
Cautiously approaching me, he rolled his sleeve up on his left arm and held his wrist out to me. “You have no more than two minutes,” he warned me.
Too elated to chance the opportunity that he might change his mind, I immediately latched onto his wrist and brought it to my mouth, biting down as swiftly and as hard as I could. He glared at me with disdain but said nothing. Seconds later, his glorious blood flowed into my mouth, and I lapped it up greedily. When he tried to pull his wrist away from me, however, it was extremely difficult to release him.
“Bram,” he warned, in a low grumbling voice. “Let go of me now!”
I barely mustered the strength to separate myself from his delectable blood; and when I did so, I did not fail to lick off the remaining drops from my lips. In perhaps only a minute, his rich blood entered my circulatory system, and I began to feel the rush. Even though I did not take too much from him, it was enough to give me the strength and balance to stand on my own. Taking a step, I found my muscles were no longer compromised. The vigor that was absent for so long in my body increased. I was not certain if Loki blood was superior to that of other creatures, but I had to applaud the fine job it performed in increasing my stamina.
“Where do you feel her now?” Vander asked as he checked the wounds I left upon his wrist. The skin was methodically piecing itself back together again. I did not realize Vander was capable of healing himself and must admit I was slightly impressed by it.
Closing my eyes, I focused on the bond I shared with my sweet. “Upstairs,” I replied in a mere whisper, “at the far end of the house.”
Vander nodded and started from the room, pausing only when he reached the threshold of the next room. Leaning closely against the wall, he appeared to be listening for telltale sounds coming from the adjoining room. My superior vision allowed me to see in the pitch dark, and it appeared to be a formal living room. Thank goodness for my infallible night vision.
“I hear nothing,” I said, since my sense of hearing was much keener than his. He did not respond except to nod quickly. Slowly moving his head around the corner, he checked to make sure our path was indeed clear. Apparently finding it free of obstacles, Vander started across the room. He was heading for the staircase that occupied the hallway through the double doors of the great room. To my great relief, I found I could finally keep up with him.
When we reached the base of the stairwell, I furtively glanced around myself, surprised to find that we had not yet encountered a single soul. “This is far too easy,” I said as I gripped the sleeve of Vander’s shirt. He stopped walking up the stairs and turned to face me.
“There should be guards,” I advised him as I shook my head. “And breaking into this abode should have been far more difficult for us. Something is not right.”
Vander shrugged. “The Darkness has no idea we’re coming. For all he and his goons know, I’m still in the Netherworld and you’re dead and gone.”
“Rochefort is well aware that something happened to Drajow,” I corrected him. “Do you recall the texts he sent?”
Vander nodded to say he did recall the texts, but then he shook his head. “Something happening to Drajow doesn’t automatically result in you being alive,” he answered. “And, besides, we’re here now so we can do what we came to do. Once we get Dulcie, we get out.”
Yes, that was the plan. Simple. Easy. In and out. But, even so, I could not just swipe away the odd sensation that everything we were doing was happening too easily. I expected we should have certainly come up against someone at the very least?
“Maybe no one is here at present and Dulcie is locked up somewhere all alone,” Vander suggested as he shrugged. “Or maybe it’s our lucky day?”
I nodded, but his inadequate explanation did not provide me with any sense of relief. When we reached the top of the staircase, Vander glanced at me again. I motioned for him to go down the hallway to the right. I had to close my eyes again to determine that Dulcie was inside the last room. He nodded and allowed me to take the lead. When I reached the final door, I held my ear flat against it and listened for any voices or beating hearts. I could only detect one, which I assumed must have been Dulcie’s. Perhaps Vander was correct. Perhaps she was simply being held prisoner here and all alone. I gripped the doorknob and turned it only slightly, opening the door as quietly as I could. Inside, the room was dark.
“Dulcie?” I whispered into the empty space.
“Bram?” I heard her reply, and a flood of elation erupted inside me. Vander must have heard her voice as well, because he pushed the door open wider and together we walked into the room.
Dulcie was standing in the center of the room with a large fire burning in the fireplace beside her. The flames illuminated her long, flowing black dress and the alabaster white I beheld in the swells of her breasts stood out prominently. Her hair cascaded around her in long, wavy tresses, and I could not see a cut or a bruise that might have hinted to the sadistic manner in which she had been treated by Rochefort. She smiled at us as she stood there, her limbs unfettered by chains or handcuffs. She eyed us both in turn and appeared to all the world as if she were as happy as she could possibly be.
“Dulcie?” Vander asked in a suspicious tone, apparently just as shocked to see her in such a state as I.
As soon as he said her name, bright lights came on overhead, striking the room with a garish starkness. In seconds, an impending sense of doom seemed to settle in my ribcage.
“Bram, I must admit how surprised I am to see you.”
Hearing a woman’s voice coming from behind me, I immediately whirled around. As soon as I beheld her, my cold heart stopped and a blast of pure shock waged its destructive path through me. I could not believe my eyes and had to blink three times before I could even speak.
“Meg?” I asked finally, still doubting her identity even as I uttered her name from my gaping mouth.
She bowed very low and stood up straight again. Then she smiled at me, but it did not reach her green eyes, which were hollow, cold and empty. “The one, the only,” she said, her lips tightening.
“But, how is that possible?” I demanded as I shook my head. I briefly wondered if my eyes were playing tricks on me. Perhaps the extreme blood loss or maybe the Loki’s blood was reacting in such a way as to show me things that were not actually there. Perhaps Meg was nothing but a hallucination, an odious trick brought on by my overly weary mind. “You were … you are dead.”
“No,” she answered with a small laugh. “You left me for dead that night, but I wasn’t dead then, and I’m not dead now.”
“Impossible!” I protested, because it was the only thing I could think of to say.
“What’s going on, Bram?” Vander inquired as he turned his attention from Meg, who walked past us to stand beside Dulcie, and returned it to me.
“Allow me to introduce myself. I fear the cat’s caught Bram’s tongue at the present moment,” Meg said as she glanced at Vander. She did not offer her hand. “I am Meg, Bram’s maker.”
“Bram’s maker?” Vander asked, clearly perplexed. “You were supposed to be dead.”
Meg shook her head and laughed. “Apparently, you are not the only one who thinks I was.” Then she faced Dulcie as she strutted from Dulcie’s left side around to her right. “But, no, as you can see, I am not dead. I am very much alive, and I have been for decades.”
“But how is that possible?” I persisted. “When last I saw you, you were torn apart, reduced to nothing but a skeleton! You were simply a burnt out torso and a skull!”
“Yes, that was so,” Meg answered with a curt nod. “After you so unsympathetically left me to my fate in that dark alley, my own master returned for me,” she replied, and her voice shook with what I assumed was poorly concealed outrage. “The bond I had with my master was still very strong. Even though I had not seen him for one hundred years at the least, he still appeared to me in my hour of dire need. His actions saved me from extinction. He brought me back from the precipice of the true death by using his own blood.” She faced Vander then. “Of course, all of this did not happen in only a day. It took weeks of my master transfusing me with his highly potent blood. Once he had given me all that he cared to, my subsequent survival was up to me.” Then she speared me with her catlike eyes again. “And survive I did, because that is who and what I am. All told, it took me months until my body was finally restored to itself, to what you see now.”
I could not conceal my shock and did not know what or how to think about Meg, my maker, now standing before me, as alive as she was capable of being.
“Then … you’re the Darkness?” Vander asked.
“I am,” she answered.
“You ordered Rochefort to drain me, did you not? And to torture Dulcie and me,” I accused her as I took a step toward her, but Vander put his arm out to prevent me from coming any closer. I was not certain if he felt he was protecting her or me.
“No,” she answered, “not Dulcie.”
“You cared so little for your own offspring?” I asked. I was almost physically unable to stomach the very thought that Meg could have stabbed me in the back again, and in such a cruel and horrible way.
“You cared so little for your maker?” she threw the question back at me without waiting for me to respond. “You are nothing to me now! Just as I was nothing to you.”
“What have you done to Dulcie?” Vander demanded, apparently growing tired of the banter between us.
Turning my attention to Dulcie then, I noticed she had not uttered a word since Meg had intervened and announced herself. To my astonishment, Dulcie was rooted in the same spot with her hands clasped behind her back and staring straight ahead. Her empty gaze had been and was still settled on something in the distance. She almost appeared to be in a trance state.
“Dulcie belongs to me now, such as fate decreed and it was always meant to be,” Meg declared.
“What the hell does that mean?” Vander demanded, his hands suddenly fisting at his sides.
“It means that I have taken control of her in a way that I should have years ago. But fate has a funny sense of humor. It tends to grant you the most precious gifts, those which you believed were irrevocably lost at one time or another, when you least expect them,” Meg continued, but her explanation made very little sense to either of us.
“You’ve taken control of her?” Vander repeated.
“Shall I demonstrate?” Meg asked, and a sinister smile contorted her face, stretching from ear to ear. “Dulcie, dear, I’ll ask you to do the honors.”
It felt like time was standing still when I watched Dulcie lift a pistol that she held concealed behind her. In only a split second, she pointed the pistol at Vander and squeezed the trigger. The bullet hit him squarely in the chest, causing him to fly backwards with its impact. I rushed forward without even considering what I was actually doing. When Vander hit the floor, I ran over to him and crouched down onto my knees so I could better diagnose him. I shook him slightly, but I could not determine if he were already dead because he did not react.
“You have come too late, Bram,” Meg said.
I could not spare her a glance. Instead, I found my eyes fastened on Dulcie’s as I wondered what had become of her.
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